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CHICAGO NIGHT

Eddie “Lucky” Brennan is a professional killer. A gun for hire who has been leaving bodies across Chicago for more than a century.

Lucky’s long life isn’t an accident. It’s payment. Saved from death by a demon from Hell, he has spent the last hundred years repaying the debt, with murders.

Now the body count is rising, and the demon’s ambitions have grown. This time, it isn’t just about murder. It’s about turning Chicago into the first foothold of Hell on Earth.

Jack Nightingale is sent to stop the killings. But to bring down Lucky, he’ll have to confront the demon behind him - and risk far more than his life.

Because in the Windy City, there are worse things than dying.
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


Jack Nightingale stood outside O’Hare Airport with the collar of his brown raincoat turned up, the fabric darkened by the rain. His Hush Puppies were slick with meltwater and grit, and the soles whispered against the concrete as he shifted his weight. Behind him loomed the terminal, its automatic doors sighing open and shut as if the building itself were breathing. Taxis waited at the kerb, exhaust fumes blooming into the air before thinning and vanishing. Overhead a jet roared, the sound rolling across the forecourt like distant thunder.

Travellers hurried by dragging wheeled cases that clicked and clattered over expansion joints. Loudspeaker announcements bled into one another - gate changes, final calls, warnings not to leave bags unattended. 

There was a faint tension between Nightingale’s shoulder blades. Not fear. Not danger. Just discomfort. He shifted the weight of his bag and scanned the crowd. There was nothing obviously wrong. But that didn’t make him feel any less tense. Whatever was wrong here wasn’t trying to be seen.

Wainwright’s voice echoed in his head. The black Texan billionaire had briefed Nightingale in New York’s Central Park. It had been short and sweet and light on detail. Something was happening in Chicago that threatened to disrupt the order of things, and that was something that Wainwright always hated. Wainwright was a committed Satanist who had spent his entire Satanic life flying under the radar. When people started noticing supernatural things happening there was a danger that his own situation might come under scrutiny and that was the last thing he wanted. All Wainwright knew at that point was that a man had walked away after being shot at close range. Twice. Both times he should have been killed, but he hadn’t been. The billionaire wasn’t sure yet what was going on but he wanted Nightingale in the Windy City so that he could hit the ground running if it happened again.

It was definitely a windy day and Nightingale was shivering as he ignored the taxis and headed for the Blue Line train. He took a seat near the door and watched the city roll by - industrial yards, low brick buildings, stretches of graffiti that had been layered over so many times the words were just texture. Chicago felt like an old city. Not historic, just used.

His phone buzzed as they passed through an above-ground stretch. He didn’t recognise the number.

‘Are you in town?’ the voice said when he answered. It was a man, tired, a note of caution in his weary voice. Nightingale instinctively knew it was a cop.

‘I am,’ Nightingale said. ‘And you are?’

‘Detective Sergeant Luis Herrera. Chicago Police Department. Mr Wainwright said I should hold your hand.’

Nightingale smiled faintly. ‘Not literally, I hope.’

Herrera didn’t rise to it. ‘You want to hear about the shooting now, or after you check into your hotel?’

‘Shooting?’

‘There’s been a third shooting. It happened this morning.’

‘Is it definitely the same guy?’

‘Would I be phoning you if it wasn’t?’

Detective Sergeant Luis Herrera clearly wasn’t much for polite conversation, but then he was a cop in a tough city, a city that was built the hard way, with brutal winters off the lake, a blue-collar work ethic that valued grit over talk, and a history steeped in gangsters, corruption, and street-level survival. Chicago didn’t suffer fools gladly.

‘So what happened?’ asked Nightingale.

‘Shooter walked up, fired twice. Centre mass. Victim dropped. Shooter was hit by return fire. Also centre mass.’

‘And?’

‘And the shooter walked away.’

Nightingale closed his eyes briefly. ‘Walked away? After he was shot in the chest? So he was wearing a vest?’

‘There was blood. A lot of blood.’

‘Where did this happen?’

‘South Side. Warehouse district near the river.’

Nightingale looked out of the window and watched a line of rusted silos slide past. ‘Can I see you there?’

‘That’s why I’m calling.’

‘Text me the address.’

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like a little civility. A please, maybe. And a thank you. I thought you Brits were all about politeness.’

‘We’re not all bit players in Downton Abbey,’ said Nightingale. ‘But I apologise. Please text me the address. Thank you.’
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CHAPTER 2
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The warehouse sat back from the road, brickwork stained dark with age and pollution. Police tape fluttered in the wind as Nightingale ducked under it and nodded at a uniform who looked like he wanted to argue, then thought better of it. Herrera was waiting near the entrance, hands shoved into his coat pockets. Mid-forties, Nightingale guessed. The look of someone who’d learned not to expect neat endings. His hair was greying at the temples and thinning on top. His face was broad and lined, the skin at the corners of his eyes creased into fine lines and his nose was straight and unremarkable, the sort of face you could pass in a hallway and forget almost immediately. But the eyes were memorable. They were dark and steady, patient rather than hard, taking things in and filing them away.

He was clean-shaven, a working detective who knew he’d be standing in front of victims’ families as often as suspects, and his mouth had a natural downturn, not a scowl, just the settled expression of someone who’d seen too much to be easily impressed. His suit fitted properly but had given up trying to look tidy, the tie pulled slightly loose, the shirt collar softened with wear. His hands were large, practical hands, nails trimmed short. His overcoat was a heavy wool number, charcoal or near-black, long enough to cover his suit jacket, the fabric polished smooth at the elbows and cuffs from years of use. The collar didn’t quite sit right any more, permanently shaped by being turned up against the cold. His shoes were black leather Oxfords, sensible and well-made, bought for comfort rather than looks. A detective’s shoes. Nightingale took all this in with one long look. Sometimes you could judge a book by its cover.

‘You Nightingale?’ Herrera asked.

Nightingale nodded. ‘Call me Jack.’

‘I think I’d prefer to call you Nightingale,’ said Herrera. 

‘What shall I call you?’

‘Detective Sergeant Herrera. Or Sergeant. Or Detective.’

‘Show me, please, Sergeant Herrera.’

Inside, the warehouse smelled of oil and damp concrete. The bodies had already been taken away, but the chalk outlines remained. Four in all.

‘The victims, were they armed?’ Nightingale asked.

‘Three were.’ The detective jabbed his finger at three of the chalk outlines. ‘They were bodyguards.’ For the first time he smiled. ‘Though clearly that job description has been called into question.’ He pointed at the fourth outline. ‘This is the man they were bodyguarding. Anton “Tony” Petrovic. He took two shots to the chest and they both hit the heart. He is - make that was - an exporter, shipping alcohol and firearms across the lake into Canada. His business was small but growing so it looks as if his competition had him taken out. The fact that he had three bodyguards suggests that he knew it was coming.’

Nightingale glanced around. ‘And the shooter?’

Herrera gestured at a concrete pillar pocked with fresh damage. ‘Two of the bodyguards got shots off. We have an eyewitness outside who saw the shooter walk over to his car and get in. According to the eyewitness he had wounds here.’ He tapped his own chest. ‘And here.’ A second tap, lower.

Nightingale walked the distance between the outline and the pillar, then back again. He stopped where the shooter would have been standing.

He moved towards the far wall, where a dark smear marked where someone had leaned, briefly, before moving on. He crouched and peered at the bloodstains. They were already dry.

‘How much blood did he lose?’ Nightingale asked.

‘Enough to make it interesting.’

‘A lot?’

‘I’d say so.’ He pointed out more patches of dried blood on the floor.

‘But not enough to slow him down?’

‘The witness said the shooter was moving quickly. And still holding his gun.’

‘When did this happen?’

‘Just after eleven.’

Nightingale frowned. ‘So this happened while I was en route? Wainwright didn’t know about it?’

‘This was the third killing we think the guy was involved in. Wainwright was aware of the other two.’

Nightingale looked around. There were no signs of any CCTV cameras. ‘How have you ID’d him?’

‘From the witness description. Late twenties or early thirties, wearing a Chicago Cubs cap, heavyset, boxer’s nose, cauliflower ears. Guy was clearly a boxer at some point. And not a particularly good one, judging by the damage.’

‘And the witness saw blood on his chest? So he wasn’t wearing a vest?’

‘Well he might have been wearing a vest, but if he was, it wasn’t bulletproof.’

Nightingale rubbed his chin. ‘Joshua said that there had been two cases of a man being shot and walking away.’

The detective frowned. ‘You call him Joshua?’

Nightingale took out his pack of Marlboro. ‘We go back a long way.’ He lit a cigarette and saw the look of longing in Herrera’s eyes. ‘You given up?’

‘Two years since I had my last cigarette.’

Nightingale offered him the pack. ‘It doesn’t count if someone gives you one,’ he said. 

‘Get thee behind me, Satan,’ said the detective.

Nightingale laughed. ‘Suit yourself.’ He took the packet back but Herrera sighed and held out his hand and took one. Nightingale lit it for him and Herrera took a long pull, held the smoke in his lungs for a few seconds before exhaling with a sigh.

‘My wife will kill me,’ said the detective.

‘Mate, your secret is safe with me.’ They both attempted to blow smoke rings towards the roof. Herrera’s fell apart after a foot or so but Nightingale’s ring stayed together for much longer. ‘So this is the third case involving this mystery hitman?’ said Nightingale.

‘Apparently,’ said the detective. ‘At least, three I know about. There could be others that I’m not aware of.’ He took another long drag on his cigarette. ‘I don’t have the details on me, but you should pop around to the precinct tomorrow morning. I’ll run the cases by you.’ He fished a business card from his pocket and gave it to Nightingale. ‘Let’s say nine o’clock.’

‘Nine o’clock,’ said Nightingale.

The detective frowned. ‘Is that British humour?’ he asked.

‘English humour,’ said Nightingale.

‘I never understood Monty Python,’ said Herrera.

‘To be honest, neither did I,’ said Nightingale.

Herrera nodded. ‘And if at any point tomorrow you offer me a cigarette, I will shoot you.’

‘Understood,’ said Nightingale. ‘One for the road?’ He held out his packet of Marlboro. Herrera sighed and took one.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Chicago police precinct dominated the corner like a brick bully, its windows narrow and high. A battered flag snapped above the entrance. Nightingale paused at the bottom of the steps, raincoat collar turned up against the wind coming off the lake, threw away the last of his cigarette, then he climbed the steps and pushed through the heavy glass doors.

A desk sergeant sat behind scratched plexiglass, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, the look of a man halfway through a long shift and already bored with it. ‘Yeah?’ he growled.

‘I’m here to see Detective Herrera,’ Nightingale said.

The sergeant looked him over, slow and deliberate, then glanced at a clipboard. ‘You Australian?’

‘British. Well, English.’

The sergeant frowned. ‘What’s the difference?’

‘I’m not Scottish or Welsh. Or Northern Irish.’

The sergeant snorted, picked up the phone, and spoke into it without bothering to lower his voice. ‘Your guy’s here, Luis. Accent and all.’

He put down the phone and jerked a thumb towards a row of hard plastic chairs. Nightingale sat, watching the room. Cops moved with purpose, shoulders tense, eyes alert, guns on their hips. Someone laughed too loudly near the coffee machine but no one joined in and it became a snort and then stopped.

After a minute, a door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL swung open and Herrera walked out. Nightingale stood up and headed towards the door but Herrera shook his head. ‘Not here,’ he said. ‘You can buy me breakfast.’

Herrera headed out, not waiting to see if Nightingale followed. Nightingale did, pushing through the precinct doors and out into the cold. Traffic hissed over wet asphalt, buses growled at the lights, and somewhere a horn was leaned on for longer than was necessary. Herrera set off at a brisk pace, hands in his jacket pockets, shoulders hunched against the wind. Nightingale fell in beside him. They walked two blocks south to a low, narrow building squeezed between a dry cleaner and a closed-down cheque-cashing place. A flickering neon sign in the window read DINER in red, the ‘I’ out of commission so it looked like DNER. Herrera pushed the door open and Nightingale followed him inside. A counter ran the length of the room, chrome dulled by years of fingerprints. Half a dozen booths lined the wall. A couple of early-shift workers sat hunched over plates, eating without talking.

A waitress with steel-grey hair and a face that suggested she’d seen everything at least twice looked up. ‘Morning, Luis,’ she said to Herrera. Her eyes flicked to Nightingale. ‘You brought a friend? That’s nice.’

‘Not really, he’s a rape victim and I need somewhere quiet for a chat. Can I take the booth at the end?’

‘Of course you can,’ she said. ‘I’ll be right over with coffee and menus.’

Herrera walked to the far end of the diner and slid into the booth. Nightingale sat opposite him.

‘A rape victim?’ said Nightingale. ‘Seriously?’

‘I just wanted to keep away from prying ears,’ said Herrera. ‘It could have been worse. I could have said that you were a suspected child molester but then they might spit in your eggs.’

‘You’re all heart, Herrera.’

The waitress reappeared with two mugs already steaming and a pair of laminated menus tucked under her arm. She slid one mug in front of Herrera, the other towards Nightingale, then topped them both up from the pot she carried. ‘Cream and sugar are on the table,’ she said. ‘Yell if you want more coffee. Or don’t. I’ll bring it anyway.’ She laid the menus flat. ‘Kitchen’s moving slow today. Cook’s got a hangover and a bad attitude.’

‘So a normal Tuesday,’ Herrera said.

She looked at Nightingale. ‘You want the special, or you want to pretend you’re making a healthy choice?’

Nightingale glanced at the menu, more out of politeness than interest. ‘What’s the special?’

‘Eggs, bacon, hash browns, toast. You’ll regret it later, maybe, but not right now.’

‘I’ll take that,’ Nightingale said.

‘Smart man,’ she said, already turning.

‘Same,’ Herrera said. ‘Eggs over easy. Bacon crisp.’

She paused, gave him a look. ‘You always say that.’

‘And you always ignore me.’

She smiled thinly. ‘That’s because I care.’ Then she was gone, pushing through the swing doors to the kitchen.

Nightingale sipped his coffee. It was surprisingly good. 

The detective reached into his pocket and placed a colour photograph on the table. It had clearly been taken from a CCTV camera and the quality was good enough to make out the features of a man in an overcoat wearing a Chicago Cubs baseball cap, blue with a red “C” above the peak.

He matched the description that Herrera had outlined in the warehouse. A boxer. Or former boxer. His nose had been broken at least once and his ears were thick and distorted. Cauliflower ears, the result of years of taking punches to the side of the head. There was some hair peeping out from under the cap, so it wasn’t to hide baldness. There was a gun in the man’s left hand. ‘This was taken after what we assume was a contract killing in the financial district. The victim was Spencer Whitmore, a hedge fund whizz-kid who dabbled in cocaine importation on the side and who had come up short paying one of the nastier Colombia cartels. Our killer put two rounds in Whitmore’s chest and one in the head. There were no bodyguards to contend with so it looked as if he would get clean away, but as luck would have it a patrol car was passing by and they gave chase. Our man was on foot heading away from the scene and the cops told him to stop or they’d fire. He turned, fired a couple of shots, and kept on running. He hit both the cops but they were wearing vests so no damage done. The cops returned fire and swear blind that they both hit the guy, admittedly in the back, but it didn’t stop him.

‘He could have been wearing a vest.’

‘One of the cops said he hit the guy in the back of the thigh. Saw the bullet hit home. But the perp didn’t even break his stride.’

‘Sometimes when the adrenaline kicks in you can keep on going despite the damage.’

Herrera’s eyes narrowed. ‘Have you been in the military?’

Nightingale shook his head. ‘No, but I’ve seen people get shot. It’s not like in the movies where they drop to the floor and lie still. I once saw a guy take three rounds and keep on running. Mind you he was as high as a kite on something.’ He gestured with his chin. ‘And the other case?’

‘No doubt about this one,’ said Herrera. He took another photograph from his coat pocket. This one was bigger, but it was also taken from CCTV footage. ‘This was five years ago,’ he said. ‘Another contract killing. This one in Riverdale, which has one of the highest poverty rates in the city, with around half of residents living below the federal poverty line. Drugs are rife and the victim was a well known local drugs dealer. The dealer was Raymond “Railhead” Cruz and he was holed up with half a dozen of his crew in a nightclub he owned. The killer went in single-handed and killed Cruz and three of his men, putting the rest in hospital.’

Nightingale studied the photograph. It was definitely the same man, this time wearing a Chicago Cubs baseball jacket and cap, and baggy cargo pants. He was holding a gun in his left hand. A semi-automatic, probably a Glock. He looked back at the first photograph. It was a revolver, but Nightingale couldn’t tell what make it was.

‘You looking at the gun?’ asked Herrera.

‘Yeah. Most hitmen have a favourite weapon. Unusual to see one who switches between revolvers and semi-automatics.’

‘I figure he chooses the best tool for the job,’ said the detective. ‘Whitmore was the sole target so five or six shots would be more than enough. But he needed more in the magazine in the nightclub.’ He shrugged. ‘But who knows?’

‘You said there was no doubt about this one?’

‘We interviewed the three men that he put in hospital. Every one claimed to have put a round in his chest and seen blood. He definitely wasn’t wearing a vest and he took shots at point-blank range.’ 

The waitress returned with their breakfasts. Nightingale picked up the photographs and tucked them away in his raincoat pocket as she put the plates down in front of them. Eggs over easy, yolks trembling, a rasher of bacon cooked dark and crisp, hash browns piled high and edged with brown where they’d caught the grill too long. Thick slices of toast sat on the side, butter already melting into the surface.

‘Don’t say I never do anything nice for you, Luis,’ she said. ‘Bacon’s how you like it. Eggs are decent. Hash browns are...’ she paused, glanced at them, ‘hash browns.’

She reached past Nightingale and topped up both mugs without asking. Coffee slopped close to the rim but didn’t spill.

‘Ketchup’s there, hot sauce is not,’ she said. ‘Someone stole the bottle yesterday. Again.’

Herrera picked up his fork. ‘Savages.’

She looked at Nightingale. ‘You need anything else, sweetheart, ask him.’ She jerked her chin at Herrera. ‘He tips better when he’s embarrassed.’

‘I do not,’ Herrera said.

She smiled like she’d won a long war. ‘Eat while it’s hot.’ Then she turned and headed back towards the counter, calling over her shoulder, ‘And no fighting in the booths. I just cleaned that one.’

Herrera cut into his eggs, yolk spreading across the plate. ‘You can keep the photographs,’ he said. ‘Mr Wainwright said I should offer you every assistance.’

‘How long have you worked for him?’

Herrera’s knife and fork locked into position above his plate.

‘I don’t work for him,’ he said. ‘The Chicago Police Department pays my wages.’

‘But you’re...’

Herrera held up a hand to silence him. ‘My relationship with Mr Wainwright is between him and me and not up for discussion,’ he said,

‘No offence meant,’ said Nightingale. ‘But I know that he has a network of people - many in law enforcement - who keep him up to speed on what’s happening on their patch. He has a particular interest in things that are, shall we see, out of the ordinary.’

‘Yeah, well this is definitely that,’ said Herrera. He took a bite of toast and chewed it more aggressively than was necessary.

‘But there’s more, isn’t there? There’s something that you’re not telling me.’

Herrera frowned. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because when Joshua sent me here, he hadn’t heard of the latest shooting. And I don’t see that the two shootings you’ve told me about this morning would get him all fired up. So there’s something else.’

‘There is, yes. But it’s....’ He shrugged. ‘Okay, let me ask you point blank, Nightingale. Why are you here?’

‘I’m here because Joshua thinks there might be something going on that requires further investigation.’

‘But are you here to look at this killer, or is it about checking up on me?’

‘On you? Why would I be checking up on you?’ Nightingale took another sip of coffee. He hadn’t started to eat his food, he’d been too caught up in the conversation.

Herrera sighed. ‘I’m not on Mr Wainwright’s payroll. That’s a fact. But I get a retainer from him. In return I look out for things that are, like you say, out of the ordinary. X-files stuff. The truth is out there. So I send him an email about what’s been going on here and the next thing I know is that you’re on my turf.’

‘You thought he didn’t believe you?’

‘Either that or he thinks that I’m crazy and wants to cancel my retainer.’

Nightingale forced a smile. ‘He doesn’t think you’re crazy. I’m here to follow up on what you told him.’

Herrera held Nightingale’s look for several seconds, trying to get the measure of him, then he nodded. ‘Okay, but if I find out that you’ve been lying to me...’ He left the sentence, and the threat, unfinished.

‘I’m not lying to you, Luis. You have my word.’

‘We’re not on first name terms yet, Nightingale.’

‘I apologise for that. Detective Sergeant Herrera. Now please, tell me what else you have.’

Herrera sighed again. ‘Okay. Here’s the thing. I was at a retirement party last week. This was after Whitmore got shot. I’d managed to link it to the Cruz killing five years ago. Different gun but same perp and same MO. But that was all I had. Couldn’t get an ID on the guy, didn’t get any matches to other killings.’

‘Facial recognition didn’t help?’

‘That was one of the weird things. Facial recognition doesn’t seem to work on the guy. You can take a scan and load it into the system, but it just doesn’t work. No matches. None.’

‘But you got a match with the Cruz case?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘Visually you can see a match, by that I mean you and I can, but the computer won’t acknowledge it. It’s almost as if he was protected.’

‘And what happened at the leaving party?’

Herrera gulped down some coffee. ‘It was for a sergeant at the precinct who had done his thirty. We got to talking about the Whitmore shooting and he said there was a similar shooting took place on his first day on the job. It looked like a contract hit but the shooter took two bullets to the chest and walked away. Well, ran away, he said. They never caught the guy.’

‘Wait a minute. So that was thirty years ago?’

‘Yup.’

‘Well it clearly can’t be the same guy. He would have been in kindergarten at the time. Back then there was very little in the way of CCTV. Did you get a picture?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘No picture. Just a witness.’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]






CHAPTER 4


[image: ]


The nursing home sat low and wide on the edge of the city, where Chicago thinned out into scrubby lots and half-forgotten industrial parks. It was a brick building that looked more like a converted high school than a place where people came to die slowly. Herrera eased the car into the cracked asphalt lot. It was a department-issued Ford Explorer, dark blue, the paint dulled by Chicago winters and automatic car washes. The body bore the small scars of police work - stone chips on the hood, a shallow crease in one rear door that no one had bothered fixing, and inside, it smelled of stale coffee and vinyl warmed by the heater. The driver’s seat sagged in the middle, moulded to the shape of officers who spent too many hours sitting and waiting. A shotgun rack was bolted between the seats, empty for now, and the dashboard bristled with practical clutter including a radio mic worn smooth by use and a mounted laptop folded shut. The engine idled with a low, patient rumble until Herrera killed it.

‘The report took a lot of finding,’ he said. ‘It was tucked away in a cardboard box in the basement, hadn’t been looked at in years. A cold case squad had tried to make inroads ten years ago, but they didn’t get anywhere.’

‘Can I smoke?’ said Nightingale.

‘Not in the car, it’s my place of work.’

‘I’ll open the window.’

‘Outside,’ said Herrera.

They both climbed out and Nightingale lit a Marlboro. He saw Herrera eyeing it enviously. ‘You said you’d shoot me if I offered you one.’

‘Just give me a cigarette and shut the fuck up,’ said Herrera. Nightingale gave him one and lit it. Herrera sighed contently and blew smoke up at the overcast sky. ‘The victim was Elliot Markham, mid-fifties, private equity money. He was shot dead at a steakhouse on the Near North Side, early evening, peak hour. He was dining with his mistress while the wife was at home taking care of the kids. Markham was halfway through a glass of red wine when the shooter walked in.’ He took another drag on his cigarette. ‘The hitman didn’t rush. No mask, no theatrics. He was wearing a dark coat, with a baseball cap pulled low, hands empty and visible. He moved like someone who’d already rehearsed the route from the door to the table and back again. He stopped two paces from the table, drew a compact handgun from inside the coat, and fired twice into the back of Markham’s head. The mistress had her back to the wall. The hit was close range so he couldn’t miss. Markham’s blood and brains splattered all over the mistress. The bodyguards reacted fast. Faster than most, it has to be said. There were two of them sitting at the next table and they started firing. One round clipped the hitman high in the shoulder. A second hit him in the chest. The hitman killed them both. Two shots each. The old double tap. Then he turned and walked away. Cops never got anywhere with the case. Most people were too scared to say anything. They recognised a gangland hit when they saw one.’

‘So who are we here to see? The mistress?’

‘No, she’d only be fifty or so if she was alive, which she isn’t. She died a few days after Markham.’

‘The hitman taking care of witnesses?’

‘Only if he used sleeping tablets and Bourbon. She killed herself. Said she couldn’t live without Markham.’ He took another drag on his cigarette. ‘Seemed a bit melodramatic to me. She probably had mental health issues.’

‘And she was young,’ said Nightingale. ‘Just a kid. Being splattered with her lover’s blood wouldn’t have helped.’

‘Anyway, she’s dead. The witness is a waitress who was serving at the table when the shooter struck. She was lucky, bullets flying all around and she didn’t get so much as a scratch.’ He dropped what was left of his cigarette onto the ground and stamped on it. ‘Her name is Eleanor Russo. She can tell you her story.’

Nightingale threw his dog-end away and followed Herrera through the front door. The hallway was narrow, lit by a single strip light that hummed softly overhead. The blue linoleum was scuffed and the walls were painted a tired institutional green. Someone had tried to brighten the place with framed prints of pastoral scenes that had nothing to do with Chicago, but time had faded the colours.

Herrera nodded at a woman behind a plexiglass reception window before heading towards the stairs.

Eleanor Rosso’s room was on the second floor, at the end of the corridor. Herrera knocked once, gently, then again, harder the second time. A thin voice called out, telling them to come in.

The room was small but immaculately kept. The bed was narrow, neatly made with a crocheted blanket folded with military precision at the foot. A small crucifix hung above the bed. The woman herself was sitting in a high-backed armchair beside the window. She had to be in her nineties, her skin translucent and lined like folded paper, her white hair pulled back into a tight bun. Despite her advanced age, her eyes were sharp and alert, pale blue with jet black pupils. She wore a cardigan buttoned all the way up despite the warmth in the room, and her hands - veined and knotted - rested on a walking stick polished by years of use. A small table beside her chair held a neatly stacked pile of old magazines, their edges yellowed, and a flower-patterned teacup. The tea inside had gone cold and a thin scum had formed on top.

Herrera smiled. ‘Morning, Mrs Russo,’ he said.

She looked him up and down, then shifted her gaze to Nightingale. ‘You’ve brought company,’ she said, her voice weak but steady. ‘That’s nice. I don’t get much company these days.’

Nightingale gave a polite nod, suddenly aware of how large he felt in the room, how easily a careless movement could knock something over. ‘My name is Jack,’ he said. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

‘I lost my virginity to a man called Jack,’ said Mrs Russo.

‘That wasn’t me,’ said Nightingale.

‘I know that, silly boy,’ said Mrs Russo. She cackled. ‘My brain is about the only part of me that isn’t failing.’ She looked at Nightingale for a long moment, then smiled faintly. ‘You’re not police.’

‘No,’ Nightingale said. ‘But I ask similar questions.’

‘So you want to know about the Miracle man?’

‘The Miracle Man?’

‘That’s what I call him. He was shot in the shoulder and the chest but it didn’t even faze him.’

‘The sergeant here tells me that you had something of a lucky escape yourself,’ said Nightingale.

‘It felt like that at the time, what with all those bullets flying around, but afterwards I realised that they were all professionals. They knew what they were shooting at, so really I was never in any danger.’

‘Tell Jack what you saw,’ said Herrera.

Mrs Russo fixed her eyes on Nightingale. ‘That night I was a waitress. I usually worked in the back office but they were short handed so the boss offered me double money if I did a waitressing shift. I was almost sixty at the time and the last thing I needed was to be on my feet for eight hours, but the boss practically begged me. Anyway, I was just serving Mr Markham’s main course - Beef Wellington - when I saw the man walking towards the table. He wasn’t hurrying, he was calm as if he had all the time in the world. He wasn’t dressed like a customer, he had on a Cubs baseball cap and a dark coat that wasn’t buttoned up. The Fulton Street Grill was a quality place so the baseball cap was out of place. I put the plate down in front of Mr Markham and as I did the man pulled a gun out of his coat. He pointed it at the back of Mr Markham’s head and pulled the trigger. There was blood everywhere and the young girl he was with was screaming at the top of her voice. It was like that Stephen King movie, Carrie. Where the girl gets covered in blood.’ She shuddered at the memory.

‘Would you like a drink of water, Mrs Russo?’ asked Nightingale.

‘What I’d like is a glass of champagne,’ she said. ‘Bollinger was always my favourite. But this is a dry institution. How is that fair?’

‘It’s not fair,’ said Nightingale.

‘It’s not much to ask is it, a glass or two of champagne as I approach the end of my life?’

‘Next time I come I’ll bring you a bottle,’ said Nightingale.

‘Next time?’ She frowned. ‘Why would there be a next time? All you want is for me to tell you what happened to Mr Markham, and then you’ll be gone.’

Nightingale smiled. Mrs Russo might well be old, but she was as sharp as a whip. ‘I’ll be in Chicago for a while, I promise I’ll come back and see you. With champagne.’

She smiled coquettishly. ‘So it’s a date?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Pinky promise?’ She held out her gnarled left hand. Nightingale interlinked his small finger with hers and she giggled like a schoolgirl.

‘So tell us what happened then,’ said Herrera. ‘Tell us what you told me last time I was here.’

Mrs Russo nodded. ‘She was screaming like a banshee. There were two bodyguards at the next table. They only had a salad each and drank water. To this day I don’t know why they didn’t see the man walking towards Mr Markham’s table. They didn’t react until after he’d been shot. Then the one facing the shooter pulled out a gun and shot him. The bullet hit him in the shoulder. The shooter shot him in the face.’ She grimaced. ‘His blood splashed onto my hand. Then the other bodyguard turned around. He had a gun, too. Him and the shooter fired their guns at the same time. They both fired twice. Both the shooter’s bullets hit the bodyguard in the chest, right over his heart. He fell back onto the table. By then people were screaming and rushing to get out of the restaurant. I thought the bodyguard had missed the shooter with his shots, but then I saw blood spreading across the shooter’s denim shirt. He looked at me, just for a second, and sort of smiled, and then he turned around and walked away. I was shaking, my ears were buzzing, still didn’t really understand what had happened. I was in shock, I suppose.’ She forced a smile. ‘I still have nightmares about it, thirty years later.’

Herrera reached into his jacket pocket and took out one of the CCTV photographs. ‘I know that I showed you this before, but could you confirm again that this was the man you saw that day? The man who shot Mr Markham.’

He held out the photograph and she leaned towards it. ‘Yes, that’s him.’

‘No doubt?’ asked Nightingale.

‘No doubt at all. It’s him. Same smudge of a nose and damaged ears. I think that might even be the same baseball cap.’ She frowned at Herrera. ‘Why are you making me tell you this again? Don’t you believe me?’

‘It’s not that, Mrs Russo,’ said Herrera. ‘I believe you, but I wanted Jack here to hear it from the ...’ 

He left the sentence unfinished and Mrs Russo cackled. ‘You were going to say from the horse’s mouth, weren’t you?’

Herrera’s cheeks reddened and she laughed louder. 

Herrera put the photograph back into his pocket. ‘You want to catch him, don’t you?’

‘That’s the plan,’ said Nightingale.

‘I don’t think you will,’ she said quietly.

‘Why do you say that?’

She shrugged. ‘Just a feeling.’

‘Because he’s the Miracle Man?’

‘I saw a man shot in the chest just turn and walk away,’ she said. ‘If that isn’t a miracle, I don’t know what is.’

‘Mrs Russo, I want to thank you for your help again,’ said Herrera.

‘It’s a pleasure, Sergeant. I get so few visitors these days.’ She looked over at Nightingale. ‘You won’t forget our date?’

‘It’s a pinky promise. And I will bring the Bollinger.’

‘I shall look forward to it.’

Nightingale and Herrera walked out of the building. Nightingale lit a cigarette when he reached the car. Herrera nodded and Nightingale lit one for him.

‘This isn’t possible, is it?’ said Herrera.

Nightingale looked up at the grey Chicago sky. ‘It happens.’

‘Does it?’

‘There’s a lot of crazy stuff going on in the world.’

‘But a man who doesn’t age over thirty years, a man who can be shot in the chest and just carry on walking? How can that possibly happen?’

‘I don’t know. We need to find out who he is, once we know who he is we might be able to find out what happened to him.’

‘And how exactly do you plan to do that?’

‘I’m going to sleep on it,’ said Nightingale.

‘What will you tell Mr Wainwright?’

‘That there is something going on, and that we’re on the case.’

‘We?’

‘You want to solve this mystery, right?’

Herrera nodded. ‘More than anything.’
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Joshua Wainwright’s assistant, Valerie, had arranged Nightingale’s accommodation. The hotel was decent in the way that mattered to Nightingale: it was clean and anonymous, and quietly expensive without being showy. The lobby was all polished stone and dark wood, the kind of place where sound softened as soon as you stepped inside. Framed black-and-white photographs of old Chicago lined the walls - streetcars, ballparks, men in hats staring seriously at the future. His room was on the third floor so that he could reach it by the stairs and didn’t have to use the lift. The carpet was thick and patterned to hide stains, the curtains heavy, the lighting carefully warm. The city pressed in regardless: the distant wail of sirens, the low growl of traffic, the occasional shout echoing up from the street below.

Sleep came in fragments. He drifted off, woke again, stared at the ceiling while thoughts circled without settling. The air-conditioning clicked on and off. Somewhere, plumbing knocked like a nervous tic. By the time grey light began to seep through the gap in the curtains, he knew there was no point pretending he’d rest any more.

He showered, dressed, and left the room. Outside, Chicago was easing into morning. The street was wide and straight, flanked by tall buildings that blocked the sun and held the cold in their shadows. The pavement was damp from an overnight clean or a passing shower, reflecting traffic lights in dull reds and greens. Delivery trucks waited at the kerb, engines rumbling. A man in a reflective jacket swept litter into a long pile.

Nightingale walked without urgency, hands in his coat pockets, shoulders slightly hunched against the chill. Office workers moved with purpose, eyes forward, phones already pressed to ears. A bus hissed to a stop nearby, doors folding open like a sigh.

He spotted a diner sign further down the block and headed towards it.

‘Got any spare change, Mister?’ said a voice and before he even turned, Nightingale knew who it was. Proserpine. The demon from Hell. His nemesis, though he wasn’t sure that nemesis was an apt description. He had read once that the term came from Nemesis, the Greek goddess of retribution and balance, who punished arrogance and wrongdoing. A nemesis wasn’t random - they existed because of something a person did. But Nightingale had never done anything to warrant having a nemesis like Proserpine. Nightingale’s father, a Satanist, had sold Nightingale’s soul to Proserpine. He was the one who had opened the door. All Nightingale had done was to win back his soul, but Proserpine had never forgiven him for that.

She was sitting in a shop doorway, its windows shuttered for the night. Black leather coat folded around her, long black leather boots with impossibly high heels and chrome buckles, fingerless leather gloves and a black leather choker with an upside-down cross hanging from it. Goth chic. Her skin was alabaster white in stark contrast to her black lipstick, and her eyes were coal black and featureless. Her dog was curled up by her side, its eyes closed. It was a black and white collie, but Nightingale had seen its true form and he shuddered at the memory. In front of them was a cardboard sign with black writing on it. THE DOG IS FED. I’M NOT. PLEASE SPARE $1.

‘I’m assuming this isn’t a social visit, Proserpine,’ he said. ‘So what brings you to the Windy City?’

She flashed him an ice-cold smile. ‘Do you know why they call it the Windy City?’

Nightingale shrugged. ‘Because of the wind?’

‘You’d think that, but no. I mean, Chicago is breezy, Lake Michigan doesn’t help, but it’s not the windiest major city in the US.’

She paused and he smiled. ‘Okay, I’ll bite. What is the windiest city in the US?’

She returned his smile but her eyes stayed ice cold. ‘That would be Dodge City, Kansas. Its flat plains let the winds blow non-stop and it tops the lists for highest average annual wind speed among U.S. cities - just under fourteen miles an hour.’

‘Fascinating,’ said Nightingale. He took his pack of Marlboro from his pocket and slid one between his lips. Before he could take out his lighter, Proserpine made a sudden gesture with her right hand and the cigarette was alight, with grey smoke curling up from the tip. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

’So aren’t you going to ask?’

‘Ask what?’

‘Why they call Chicago the Windy City?’

‘Can I phone a friend?’

She ignored his attempt at a joke. ‘It’s “windy” as in hot air. Back in the late nineteenth century, “windy” was slang for loud, boastful, and full of bluster and Chicago politicians and promoters were famous for bragging endlessly and overselling the city. Rival newspapers, especially in New York and Cincinnati, mocked them as being “windy” - meaning all talk. The name-calling really took off during Chicago’s campaign to host the 1893 World’s Fair, when critics said the city’s leaders were blowing hot air about how great Chicago was.’

‘Well you live and learn,’ said Nightingale.

‘And then you die and forget everything,’ said Proserpine. ‘Life is a bitch.’

Nightingale took a long, slow drag on his cigarette and blew smoke up at the overcast sky. ‘What do you want, Proserpine?’

‘I am the ghost of Christmas past, here to show you all the bad things you did in your life so that you can learn from the error of your ways.’

‘Of course you are.’

He took another long drag on his cigarette and waited for her to tell him the real reason for her visit. Nothing Proserpine did was ever random. She had a reason for everything, and more often than not the reason was bad news for Nightingale.

‘You are in danger, Nightingale,’ she said eventually.

‘That’s pretty much the story of my life since my path crossed with yours,’ he said.

‘That buffoon Wainwright sent you here, on a mission.’

‘I’m doing a job for him,’ said Nightingale. ‘Quid pro quo. He takes care of me, I perform tasks for him.’

‘Like a trained dog.’

‘I need protection, Proserpine. You more than anyone know that.’

‘Well this task could well be the death of you,’ said Proserpine.

‘Thank you for the warning.’

‘The man you are up against, has connections in my realm. Good connections. Which means that if you lose your life, you could also lose your soul.’

‘And I know how much you’d hate that.’

‘Do not be flippant, Nightingale. Just heed my warning.’

‘Then tell me what I’m up against.’

‘You need to leave Chicago. Now. Tell Wainwright that you cannot complete his task. Just get on a plane and leave. Do that and you, and your soul, will be safe. But if you stay, the man they call Lucky will be the death of you. And worse.’

‘Who is this Lucky? And why does he have connections to your realm?’

A siren sounded off to Nightingale’s left and he whirled around. It was a patrol car, accelerating hard. When he looked back at the shop doorway, Proserpine and her dog were gone. The cardboard sign lay on the ground, then suddenly it burst into flame and within seconds there was nothing left but grey ash, which was whipped away by the wind.
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The Illinois Department of Financial and Professional Regulation sat on West Monroe in clean, modern lines of glass and stone, anonymous in the way only government buildings can be — neither welcoming nor hostile, just quietly indifferent. By day it reflected the city back at itself: passing buses, office workers, the slow crawl of traffic towards the river. By night, the glass darkened and the place seemed to withdraw, its few lit windows glowing like eyes that refused to blink.

Nightingale arrived in a cab. He paid the driver and lit a Marlboro as he looked up at the building. It was a long shot but a long shot was better than no shot at all. The shooter was almost certainly a boxer which would account for the broken nose and cauliflower ears. Wrestling or mixed martial arts could have caused similar damage, but boxing felt like the best fit. The injuries were too severe for an amateur; they spoke of years in the ring. Which meant the man had probably boxed professionally. And if he had boxed professionally, he would have needed a licence.

Nightingale finished his cigarette, flicked away the butt, and pushed his way inside. 

There were three people standing behind the counter, two men and a woman. He waited until both men were occupied with customers before walking over to the woman. She was in her mid-fifties, grey threaded through dark hair pulled back tight. ‘I am so sorry about this but I’m trying to locate a licence of a boxer but I don’t have a name, just a photograph.’

She looked at him over her glasses. Not suspicious. Appraising. ‘That’s not how it works,’ she said, out of habit more than conviction. ‘You give me a name and I look it up.’

‘I know, I’m sorry. I just don’t have the name. I have nothing, really, just a photograph. ‘Well, he might have used the nickname Lucky.’ He smiled. ‘I know that’s no help. I’m sorry.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘England.’

‘Do you know Hugh Grant?’

‘Hugh Grant? No.’

‘You sound just like him.’ She hesitated, then held out her hand. ‘Let me see.’

Nightingale slid the photograph across the counter. She didn’t touch it straight away, she just studied it.

‘Looks like a welterweight,’ she said eventually. ‘If I had to guess.’

‘You usually guess right?’

A corner of her mouth twitched. ‘Why are you interested in him?’

‘I think he might be my father.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Seriously?’

‘My mother was in America years ago. She said she met a man in a bar here in Chicago and went back to his apartment. A one night stand. Then nine months later, back in England, I was born.’

The woman frowned. ‘And she never knew his name?’

Nightingale tried to look embarrassed. ‘As I said, it was a one night stand. To be honest she was a bit drunk.’

She picked up the photograph. ‘How did she get this? She has a photograph but doesn’t know his name?’

Nightingale looked left and right as if he feared being overheard. ‘The thing is, mum has dementia now. I don’t get much sense out of her. It might be that she did know his name but the dementia has wiped it. It’s a terrible illness.’

‘It is,’ said the woman. ‘It killed my father. It’s horrible the way it wipes everything, bit by bit. Takes away all their memories.’ She shuddered. ‘I always promise myself that if I get it I’ll bow out with sleeping tablets and a glass of Prosecco.’

‘I hear you,’ said Nightingale. He grimaced. ‘I wanted to see if I can trace my father before she passes. Maybe bring him over to England. Am I being stupid?’

‘No, of course not,’ she said. She thought for a second and then nodded as if she had reached a decision. ‘Follow me.’

She took him through a security door and down a corridor to a small office lined with filing cabinets and sat at a terminal that looked older than both of them.

‘No promises,’ she said, fingers already moving. She tapped away on the keyboard and then sat back. ‘Okay, what I have now is all the Illinois boxing licences that have been granted over the years.’

‘We can’t just look at the Chicago ones?’

‘It’s handled at State level, I’m afraid,’ she said.

‘What sort of numbers are we talking about?’

‘Well, in 2025 for example, 108 licences were issued for boxers, fifteen for judges, 136 for boxing seconds and five for timekeepers. The numbers for mixed martial arts fighter is much more, over a thousand licences some years.’

‘But we can look at the boxing licences separately?’

‘Oh yes. If we had to go through all the different types of licences it would take forever. But most years only a few dozen boxing licences are issued, so it’s a smaller haystack, if you will. I’ve pulled up everything before 1985. Obviously his licence wouldn’t be recent.’ She stood up and waved him to the seat. ‘Why don’t you sit here and go through them?’ She looked at the screen. ‘There are just over five hundred. I’m assuming that you’ll know within a second or two if there’s a match, so it should take you an hour at most.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ he said. He sat down. There was a 1979 licence on the screen, with a photograph of a young man with a crew cut, a square dimpled jaw and a piercing stare. The licence had a number, the fighter’s name, status, and an issue and expiry date. Below that was the fighter’s profile, his date of birth, nationality, height, weight class, stance - either orthodox or southpaw - his gym, and his manager. Below that were medical details, his competition record and regulatory notes. All Nightingale was interested in was the photograph. He kept the picture of the hitman on the table next to the keyboard but he barely looked at it, the face was burned into his memory. More than half the boxers were black or Hispanic and could be dismissed in a second or two. Most of the rest could be dismissed almost as quickly because of the shape of their face or nose. 

When the woman returned less than half an hour later, he was almost done and she watched as he got to the end.

‘Nothing?’ she said.

‘I’m afraid not.’ Nightingale let that sit for a moment. Then, ‘How far back do your records go?’

That gave her pause for thought. She glanced at the filing cabinets lining the wall, the older ones dented and discoloured, survivors from another era.

‘They were digitised from the late seventies onwards.’

‘And before that?’

She sighed. ‘Paper. A lot of paper.’

‘How far back does the paper go?’

She considered it. ‘Official state licensing, properly organised? Late forties. After the war. That’s when it starts to look like a system instead of a mess.’

‘And before the forties?’

Her mouth tightened. ‘Then you’re into fragments. Old commission ledgers. Promoter submissions. Handwritten cards. Some of it goes back to the twenties. Maybe earlier. But it’s incomplete, and it’s not searchable. You don’t look things up - you go hunting.’

‘Is it all in these filing cabinets?’

‘No, they contain the files that have been digitised. Everything you looked at is in those cabinets in paper form.’

‘What about the earlier records?’

‘You want to see them?’

‘If it’s not too much trouble.’ He flashed her what he hoped was his most winning smile.

I don’t see why not,’ she said. She stood, took a set of keys from a drawer, and checked the corridor beyond the office door. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Before I change my mind.’

They went down several flights of a stairwell. The air felt decidedly colder and the city noise thinned to a low hum. The records office was tucked away in the bowels of the building. When she flicked a switch the lights flickered on reluctantly, revealing long aisles of shelving that disappeared into shadow. Cardboard boxes sagged with age. Metal filing cabinets leaned slightly, as if they had grown tired of holding themselves upright.

‘This is where licences go when no one thinks they matter any more,’ she said. ‘Before computers.’ She chuckled. ‘Before me, even.’

She ran a finger along a shelf, leaving a clean line through the dust. Handwritten labels stared back at them: 1930–1934. Illinois Athletic Comm. Suspended Revoked. Some boxes were tied with string. Others had been opened and never quite closed again. She stopped beside a row of cabinets painted institutional green, the paint chipped to reveal older colours beneath.

‘Licences from the twenties through the forties,’ she said. ‘But there would be no point in going back that far, obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ said Nightingale.

‘If he’s here, this is where he’ll be. I’ve got to get back upstairs but I can give you an hour or so down here.’

‘Thank you so much. I really appreciate this.’

She flashed him a sympathetic smile and let herself out of the room. Nightingale pulled open a drawer. It screeched in protest. The licences consisted of cards and folded sheets, some no bigger than a postcard. Each licence carried the basics: Name. Weight. Height. Reach. Promoter. Sometimes an address, but often the name of a gym here they could be contacted. The photographs, when they existed at all, were small and black and white, glued or stapled to the card. They were usually head-and-shoulders shots taken against blank walls or hanging sheets, the lighting flat and merciless. No smiles. Just men staring straight into the lens, jaws set, eyes wary. Fighters before they learned to pose, or after they’d realised that posing was pointless.

Some photos were studio prints, trimmed with neat borders. Others looked as if the photographer had used whatever space had been available - a gym corner, a hallway, one looked as if the boxer had posed on a fire escape.

Nightingale flicked through them. Each licence was a brief assertion that someone had existed in a specific place, at a specific weight, with a specific ambition, but Nightingale figured that most of the men would be ghosts by now.

Some licences told quiet stories if he looked closely. A sudden change in handwriting halfway through, as if the clerk had been interrupted or replaced. A correction scratched out and rewritten with unnecessary force. Notes added in margins years later: suspended, reinstated, retired.

Nightingale had been in the basement for an hour when he found it. The photograph was an exact match, though the nose and ears were slightly less damaged. But it was the same short hair. The same square chin. The name on the card was Eddie ‘Lucky’ Brennan. The licence was dated January 12, 1920. His date of birth was shown as April 14, 1898. 

He heard the door open and he shoved the licence into his raincoat pocket as he pushed the filing cabinet drawer closed.

‘Any luck?’ she asked.

‘I’m afraid not,’ he said.

‘That’s a pity,’ she said.

‘I suppose it was always a long shot,’ he said.

‘Do you have any other ways of tracing him?’

‘Not really.’ He shrugged. ‘Never mind. I tried. And thank you so much for your help.’

‘I wish I could have done more.’

‘You’ve been a great help, really,’ said Nightingale.
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Mrs. Russo had stopped being afraid of endings years ago. What unsettled her now were interruptions and changes to her routine. She knew the day had shifted the moment the corridor fell quiet in a way it never quite did. Nursing homes were built on noise - trolleys, televisions, coughs, the soft argument of shoes against linoleum. This was different. A pause. As if the building itself were holding its breath.

She was more than ninety years old. A century beckoned. She knew that it was an achievement to have lived so long but that didn’t take away the tiredness and the aches. Her body felt thin and borrowed, like a coat she’d worn too long, but her mind was clear. Pain sharpened things. 

There was a quiet knock on the door but it stayed closed. The staff tended to knock and open the door in one motion so it must be a visitor. ‘Come in,’ she said.

He opened the door and stood there for a moment, framed by the corridor light. Exactly as she remembered him. Same posture. Same face. Same eyes that didn’t quite belong to the room they were in. Same baseball cap. It was the man in the photograph that the nice men had showed her. The man who had killed Mr Marchant, all those years ago. ‘Hello Mrs Russo,’ he said. ‘Can I come in?’

Politeness asserted itself. ‘Of course,’ she said. He smiled and stepped into the room. He was carrying a wicker picnic basket.

She was sitting in the sole armchair, a magazine in her lap, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose.

He closed the door, then placed his basket on the small table at the side of her bed. He moved the table and the basket over to her, then pulled up the only other chair, a straight backed wooden one, so that he was facing her across the table. He moved with the confidence of someone who had never once worried about whether his body would fail him mid-gesture. She watched his hands. Young hands. Unchanged hands. He carefully placed the hamper on the floor and took out a bottle of champagne, wrapped in cloth, and two proper glasses. Then the cakes. Almond slices dusted with sugar. Slices of jam-filled sponge. Lemon squares. All on small paper plates.

‘My mother made those,’ she said softly. ‘Before things became difficult.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘Did Jack tell you I wanted champagne?’

He shook his head. ‘I haven’t spoken to him. Yet.’

He popped the cork with the sound of a muffled gunshot. The shots in the steakhouse hadn’t been muffled. Her ears had rung for hours afterwards.

He poured. He waited while her hands steadied before giving her the glass. She sipped it and sighed. ‘Oh, that’s so good.’

They ate. Time slowed, or perhaps she simply noticed it more. Each bite had a weight to it. Memory did that - pressed the past into the present until they shared the same space.

‘You haven’t changed,’ she said.

‘Neither have you,’ he said.

She laughed. It came out dry and cracked. ‘That’s very generous of you.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean it. You’re smaller. Slower. But you’re more yourself.’

She studied him over the rim of her glass. ‘You looked like this when I first saw you. Thirty years ago. Explain it to me.’

He hesitated. Just a fraction. ‘It’s not something I usually talk about.’

‘I think you owe me, don’t you?’

That earned her a smile. Not a pleasant one, but a genuine one. ‘I don’t age,’ he said. ‘Not any more.’

‘How did that happen?’

‘I’m not supposed to tell anyone.’

‘Your secret will be safe with me, won’t it?’

Another smile. This one with some warmth. ‘I guess it will be, yes.’

‘So tell me.’

‘I don’t suppose it will do any harm.’ He nibbled on an almond slice. ‘It was before I met you. A long time before I met you, in fact. I was dying. I’d been shot and my lifeblood was soaking into the ground. They say that your life flashes through your mind when you die, but mine didn’t. I was just getting colder. And then he appeared. One second he wasn’t there and the next he was. I thought he was an angel of death, come to take me, but I was wrong on both accounts. He wasn’t an angel and he wasn’t about death.’

‘What was he, then?’

‘A devil, I guess you’d say. Not the devil, not Satan or Lucifer or whatever you want to call him. This was one of the devils. A prince of Hell. His name was Asmodeus.’

‘A devil? A real devil?’

‘As real as you and I. He didn’t look like you’d expect a devil to look like, mind. He had on a suit and shiny shoes and was carrying a briefcase, like a lawyer. Spoke like a lawyer, too. Said that he had a deal for me but that I would have to act fast because I didn’t have long.’

‘What sort of deal was he offering you?’

‘My life. He’d save me. He’d stop me dying there and then.’

‘And what did you have to give him?’

‘My loyalty. My obedience. I have to do whatever he tells me to do, without question and without hesitation.’

‘For how long?’

‘Forever.’

‘Forever?’ she repeated.

‘For as long as he wants me to,’ said Brennan.

‘And how long has it been?’

‘A hundred years, pretty much.’

‘So before I was born?’

Brennan nodded.

‘That’s a long time,’ she said.

He forced a smile. ‘Tell me about it.’ He sipped his champagne.

‘And that’s all?’

‘You don’t think it’s enough? A lifetime of servitude? A lifetime of not being able to make my own choices?’

‘I just thought that devils wanted souls. That you made a deal with the devil and you got something in return for giving them your soul.’

‘Asmodeus is different,’ said Brennan. ‘Not that I’ve ever met any other devils or demons.’

‘And so now you do whatever this Asmodeus tells you to do.’

Brennan shrugged. ‘That was the deal.’

‘And you signed a contract?’

‘I did. In blood. He had a contract in his briefcase. He took it out, I used my finger to sign it with my blood and then, flash, he was gone and I wasn’t shot any more. I got up and went home. There weren’t even any scars.’

‘And was it this Asmodeus who told you to kill Mr Markham?’

‘No. That was a job for money. I’m a hitman. That’s my profession, that’s how I earn my money. Asmodeus never pays me for the work I do for him.’

‘Did Asmodeus tell you to come and see me?’ she asked quietly.

‘Yes, he did.’

‘Oh, that’s a pity.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and she could tell that he meant it. 

She watched him closely now. ‘Is that why you came with champagne and cakes? Because you’re sorry?’

‘Partly. But mainly because I wanted to talk to you.’

‘About what?’

‘I wanted to know what it feels like. To get to where you are.’

She gestured weakly at herself. ‘It feels like subtraction. Little things at first. Names. Strength. Certainty. Then one day you realise you’ve been adding something else without noticing.’

‘And that is?’

‘Meaning,’ she said. ‘Everything starts to mean more because there’s less of it.’

He leaned back in the chair. ‘Does it make you bitter?’

‘No.’ She smiled. ‘It makes you selective.’

They sat in silence for a while. She could feel the truth of the moment 

‘When the end comes,’ she said eventually, ‘I don’t think I’ll feel robbed. I’ll feel... complete. Like a book that doesn’t need another chapter.’ 

‘What about fear? Are you scared?’

She shook her head. ‘Fear needs uncertainty. I have none left.’

She reached out and took his hand. Warm. Steady. Unmarked by years.

‘You look at me and see decay,’ she said gently. ‘I look at you and see stagnation.’

That stung. She could tell. He pulled his hand away.

‘I wouldn’t trade,’ she went on. ‘Not even now.’

‘Are you sure? Would you, if it was possible?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Is it possible?’

He flashed her a tight smile. ‘You have nothing to offer. There are no services you could provide. The only thing you could possibly trade would be your soul.’

‘Oh, I think I’d prefer to keep that,’ she said.

‘That’s a very wise decision,’ he said.

‘Wisdom comes with age,’ she said. ‘Tell me, if you knew then what you know now, would you have made the trade?’

Brennan sighed. ‘Probably not.’

‘There you are, then.’

He put down his glass. It was still almost full. ‘Would you mind closing your eyes? It would make it so much easier for both of us.’

‘Of course,’ she said. She carefully took off her glasses and held them in her lap. ‘I have enjoyed talking to you.’ She closed her eyes, her breath steady and even.

‘And I, you,’ he said. She heard a rustling sound, then a click, and then everything went red and then black and then there was nothing.
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Nightingale ate American food the way he approached American optimism: with suspicion and a certain amount of grim endurance. It wasn’t that it tasted bad. It tasted okay, albeit generally bland. The problem was that portions seemed to have been designed less to satisfy hunger than to defeat it outright, as if the kitchen was taking it personally. Bread was sweet when it had no business being sweet. British bread had flavour and substance, American bread was just something to be chewed. Cheese appeared in quantities that suggested there was a massive country-wide surplus. He found himself longing for restraint, for food that trusted him to notice it without shouting. In America, even breakfast felt as if it was a dare - pancakes were the size of steering wheels, bacon was cooked until it shattered, coffee was endlessly refilled whether he wanted it or not.

He went into a diner for lunch and was given a menu that ran to a hundred items. He was offered eggs in a dozen configurations but he knew that none of them would have any real taste. He could have burgers stacked to their architectural limits, and sandwiches named after places he doubted still existed. He read the menu twice, then once more out of stubbornness, and finally ordered the simplest thing he could find: grilled cheese and coffee.

The coffee arrived immediately. He took a careful sip and burned his tongue anyway. The grilled cheese followed, sliced diagonally. The bread was buttered heavily, the cheese melted past the point of reason. It stretched when he pulled the halves apart, strings clinging on as if reluctant to let go. He ate it slowly, elbows on the table, eyes unfocused, chewing more out of habit than hunger. It wasn’t bad, he had to admit.

He watched other people eat. A man sat on his own at the counter, shovelling hash browns as if he was trying to win a bet. A woman was across the room scrolling on her phone between bites of whatever she was eating, barely tasting anything. A teenager was stabbing French fries into a dish of ketchup as he read a graphic novel. Except they weren’t French fries any more, were they, thought Nightingale. In the brave new world of US domination, they were Freedom fries.

His phone burst into life and he took it out of his pocket. It was Herrera. He took the call and the detective got straight to the point. ‘Mrs Russo’s dead.’

‘That’s a pity,’ said Nightingale. ‘She was a lovely lady. But I guess she had a good innings.’

‘What the fuck does that mean?’ growled the detective.

‘It’s a cricket thing,’ said Nightingale. ‘If you’re a batsman and you’ve had time at the crease and scored a few runs - that’s a good innings. You didn’t get bowled out first ball. You weren’t cheated of the chance. So when we say someone had a good innings, we mean they got their time. Lived long enough to see things through. Not that life was easy or perfect, just... complete.’

‘You do like the sound of your own voice, don’t you, Nightingale? But you’re missing the point. Someone shot her in the face. Over a glass of champagne.’

Nightingale gasped, it felt as if he had been punched in the solar plexus. ‘Shot?’

‘Point blank. And CCTV footage shows a man in a baseball cap taking a picnic basket into her room. It’s our guy.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ said Nightingale. ‘She’s already told us everything she knows. What did he gain by killing her?’

‘He was sending you a message, Nightingale. That’s why he took the champagne, so that you’d know it was personal. He killed her to prove a point to you.’

‘The point being?’

‘I’m guessing that you’re next. He wants you to know he’s coming for you.’

Nightingale’s blood ran cold. The champagne was clearly a message, there was no doubt about that.

‘What are you going to do?’ the detective asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Are you leaving town?’

Nightingale didn’t hesitate. ‘No. I’m staying.’

‘I can’t offer you police protection.’

‘I can protect myself,’ said Nightingale.

‘From a killer who can’t be killed? How are you going to do that?’

‘This guy always kills up close and personal, and I know what he looks like.’

‘How does that help you? He’ll have a gun and you won’t. Unless you’re carrying an illegal firearm because I’m damn sure you won’t be allowed a concealed carry licence.’

‘I’ll see him coming and I’ll run.’

‘That’s not much of a plan,’ said the detective.

‘I don’t think he wants to kill me,’ said Nightingale. ‘Like you said, killing Mrs Russo was a message. But it doesn’t mean that he’s coming for me. If it was me he was after, he wouldn’t bother sending a warning. No, he killed Mrs Russo because he thinks that will make me leave town.’

‘What about the champagne? How could he have known that you said you’d take champagne.’

‘That’s a very good question.’

‘And that’s you evading an answer.’

‘No, I mean I don’t know.’

‘Because I didn’t tell anyone and I’m guessing you didn’t.’

‘We may never know. Not all questions are answered.’

‘Okay, but if you don’t leave town, what’s he going to do?’

‘That’s another good question, detective.’

‘You’re starting to annoy me now, Nightingale. It’s as if I can’t get a straight answer.’

‘It’s because I don’t have any answers to give you. I’m in the dark here as much as you are.’

‘Yeah, well I don’t believe that for one minute.’

‘It was Joshua - Mr Wainwright - who sent me to Chicago. I don’t think he knew fully what was going on here, but whatever it is he wants me to deal with it.’

‘Even if it means putting your life on the line?’

‘It won’t be the first time, detective.’

Herrera sighed. ‘How about I come and hang out with you for a while.’

‘Like pals, you mean?’

‘You treat everything as if it were a joke, but this guy is serious. He kills people, professionally. If he has you in his sights, there’s every chance that he’ll succeed. And if that happens then my bosses are going to be asking a lot of very difficult questions, questions that I’d rather not answer.’

‘So this is about you, not me.’

‘It’s about keeping you alive, Nightingale. I’m sure you’ll agree that it would serve both of our interests for you not to be shot in the head.’

‘I can’t argue with you on that score, detective. But I do have protection, in a way.’

‘In a way?’ repeated Herrera.

‘It’s difficult to explain. But I do appreciate your offer, seriously.’

‘If you change your mind, call me.’

‘I will,’ said Nightingale and ended the call. He stared thoughtfully at the screen. Would Proserpine really protect him? Truth be told, he didn’t know. She wanted his soul, that much was certain. But would that be enough for her to intervene if the hitman decided to come after him? For a second or two he thought of ringing Herrera back and taking him up on his offer, but he knew that some of the things he had to do had to be done alone. For the moment, anyway.
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CHAPTER 9
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The river hadn’t changed. Maybe it moved more slowly than it used to, hemmed in by concrete and steel, but it was the same dark, patient thing it had always been. Brennan stood at the railing and watched it slide past, as black and featureless as the night sky. He’d used this stretch of the river since the thirties. Maybe earlier than that. It felt like forever. 

The weapon was wrapped in oilcloth. He carefully unwrapped it and the pistol emerged slowly, like something being exhumed. It wasn’t new. He never used a new gun. New guns drew attention. Old guns just did the job. This one looked as if it had been through the mill. The sights were dulled, the finish uneven, it was the kind of gun that didn’t invite a second glance. It had weight, though - honest weight - and it rested in his hand the way guns always did, balanced and obedient, ready to serve. Or to be used. Was there a difference? Brennan wasn’t sure. He didn’t linger over the thought. Tools were tools.

He flicked open the cylinder and took out the bullets one by one and threw them into the river. Then he stood, drew his arm back, and sent the gun out over the railing. For a fraction of a second it caught the moonlight, steel flashing dully, before it struck the surface and disappeared into the slowly churning waters below.

He stayed where he was for several minutes, listening. Traffic growled somewhere behind him. A siren rose and fell. Probably an ambulance. The city carried on, as it always did. Brennan had been at that spot before, many times. In different coats. In different decades. With different guns. Once in a fedora pulled low against the rain. Once bareheaded, snow settling on his shoulders. Same railing. Same water. Different guns.

He brushed his hands on his coat and straightened, then walked away. Brennan didn’t look back.

He never did.
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The shop didn’t announce itself. Those who needed to visit, knew where it was, and that was all that mattered. There was no sign above the door, nothing painted on the window, nothing to catch the eye. The only clue as to what purpose the shop served was a small brass plaque set low beside the frame, dulled by decades of weather. Most people walked past the plaque without noticing. If they did notice, they rarely read it twice. THE THIRTEENTH CANDLE, it said. Nothing else.

The door was heavy, old oak that was scarred by repairs that had been done to last rather than to look good. When it opened, a bell rang, a soft, precise sound that sounded like a single pure note.

The L thundered overhead as the door closed behind Nightingale, the elevated railway screaming past on its steel tracks, the entire building shuddering under the weight of the train. For a moment the noise was overwhelming, a metallic roar that rattled the shelves and made the air vibrate. Then the sound fell away, muffled but present, like an approaching storm.

Inside, the shop felt smaller than it looked from the street, narrower and deeper. Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, packed tight with jars, boxes, and bundles. Nothing was labelled. Nothing was displayed to attract attention. Another train passed overhead. The floor trembled. Glass chimed softly against glass. The shop absorbed it all without complaint.

Behind the counter sat a woman in her early fifties, already watching him, a ledger open in front of her. Her chestnut hair was streaked heavily with grey, loose around her shoulders. Her face was long and narrow, her skin pale from years spent under artificial light. Her eyes were brown, sharp, and direct, set beneath straight brows that looked as if they had been drawn on. She wore no makeup and no jewellery apart from a thin iron ring on her right hand. Her hands rested on the counter beside the ledger - large, capable hands with short nails and ink stains ground into the skin. She didn’t greet him. She didn’t ask what he wanted. She simply waited, pen resting on the page.

Nightingale handed her the piece of paper on which he had written everything he needed. She had a pair of spectacles hanging on a chain around her neck and she fitted them before she started reading. Her lips moved as she read, and deep furrows marked her brow. Eventually she looked up at him. ‘How did you find out about my shop?’ she asked.

‘Every city in the world has at least one shop like yours,’ said Nightingale. ‘You just have to know where to look.’

‘Are you Australian?’

‘English,’ said Nightingale.

‘Do you have anyone in England who could vouch for you?’

‘Do I need someone?’

‘I prefer to know who I am dealing with,’ she said. ‘I have had problems in the past.’

‘I can assure you that I won’t give you any problems at all.’

She held up the piece of paper. ‘This can very easily lead to problems if you don’t know what you’re doing.’

‘I do know,’ he said.

She smiled thinly but didn’t say anything. She just waited.

‘Would you know a Mrs Steadman at the Wicca Woman shop in London?’ he said eventually.

The woman’s eyes widened. ‘You know Alice?’

‘I do. She is my London connection, though it is many years since I was in her shop.’

She waved the paper. ‘And Alice supplied you with what is on this list?’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘Well that’s all right then.’ She slid off her stool and pushed through a bead curtain into a back room, returning with a cardboard box. She moved around the shop, popping items into the box. It took her almost five minutes to get everything that was on Nightingale’s list, then she placed the box on the counter and looked at him. ‘I do hope you know what you’re doing, young man,’ she said, the concern obvious in her voice and her eyes.

‘It isn’t my first time,’ he said.

‘Then please be careful,’ she said.

‘Careful is my middle name.’

‘Mine is Magdalene.’

‘Now that is a very pretty name.’

For the first time the woman smiled, showing yellowed teeth. She quickly covered them with her hand. ‘May I ask your name?’

‘Jack,’ he said. 

‘Well I am very pleased to meet you, Jack. Just do as I say and be careful.’

‘I will do,’ said Nightingale. ‘How much do I owe you?’

‘This is on the house,’ she said.

Nightingale took out his wallet. ‘No, it’s all right. I’d rather pay.’

The woman held up a hand. ‘I insist,’ she said. ‘When items such as this are paid for, they lose some of their power. When they are gladly given, their power is intensified.’

‘Are you sure?’

She nodded firmly. ‘I am.’

‘That is very kind of you,’ he said, putting his wallet away.

She handed him the box. ‘Just be careful, that’s all I ask in return.’

Nightingale thanked her and headed out, genuinely touched by her kindness. A train rattled overhead and he ducked involuntarily, then smiled to himself. There was nothing to be scared of. Not then, anyway. Later, maybe.
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Brennan had been working out in gyms longer than the kid had been alive. Longer than the kid’s father had been alive. Hell, Brennan was probably boxing long before the kid’s grandfather had even been born. That thought drifted through his head as they touched gloves, light and polite, the way sparring partners do when neither is planning to hurt the other.

The kid was twenty-something, lean, with a sharp haircut and clean kit. He had his hands high and started bouncing straight away. Nice rhythm. Too much rhythm, though. Rhythms were predictable and could be the downfall of a fighter, no matter how much of a punch he packed. Brennan clocked it instantly. The kid had been trained to move first and think second. Moving for the sake of it was never a good thing. Brennan stayed planted, gloves high but loose, elbows tucked. His breathing settled into an old, familiar groove. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Calm. Always calm. After what he’d done, he needed to be in a calm place. No one could take pride in killing a woman, no matter how gentle he had been up until the moment he pulled the trigger. Brennan forced the memory away and concentrated on sparring.

The ring calmed him. It always did, especially after he had taken a life. The air was warm, thick with sweat and leather and liniment. Gyms changed names, owners, and sponsors, but they never changed their smell.

The first jab came. Fast and respectful. Brennan didn’t even slip it properly, he just turned his shoulder a fraction so it brushed past. No wasted movement. The kid grimaced. Brennan smiled. He hadn’t really expected to make contact with the first punch, had he?

The kid had quick hands, Brennan noticed. But the kid had wanted Brennan to see his speed which meant he was showing off. 

They circled. Brennan let the kid take centre ring. Young fighters always wanted the middle - it felt as if they were in control. Brennan preferred to be close to the ropes, where angles showed themselves more clearly. 

The kid threw a one-two, nothing heavy. Brennan parried, giving himself space, still breathing slowly and evenly. The trainer outside the ring murmured his approval. Brennan barely heard it. He didn’t care what outsiders though.

The kid’s feet were good. Light, and springy. Brennan noticed a tell, though - the heels kissed the canvas a little too long after combinations. He went up, then he went down. When he went down, he was vulnerable.

Brennan flicked a jab back. Not sharp. Not snapping. Just placed. It hit the kid on the shoulder. Just a tap. The kid grinned behind his mouthguard. He was enjoying himself. Brennan remembered that feeling. The joy of movement. The belief that the body will always do what you ask of it. The feeling of being immortal. Brennan snorted at the irony. Now he knew exactly what immortality felt like and it wasn’t a good feeling at all.

They traded lightly. Jab for jab. The kid threw a left hook - wide and enthusiastic. Brennan rolled under it, slow enough that anyone watching might think that he had barely made it. The kid grunted in frustration. That wasn’t good. It was best not to invest too much in a single punch.

Brennan had already counted three things: the kid dropped his right hand when he hooked, his chin lifted a touch, and he exhaled hard when he missed. His breathing was wrong, Brennan could tell. The kid was trying too hard to impress. He would run out of steam if he carried on like this.

Brennan stepped in, chest to chest for a moment, smothering the kid’s work. No punches. Just presence. Weight. The kid stiffened, surprised, then shuffled back. Brennan let him go. Sparring wasn’t about punishment. It was about applying pressure. Testing the opponent’s defences. Anticipating their attacks.

A bell clanged for the first minute mark. Not the end of the round - just a reminder that time was passing. Brennan acknowledged it with a slight nod.

The kid upped the pace. He started doubling the jab. It was a good idea. Brennan let a couple through onto the gloves, feeling the pop. The jabs were solid enough. Brennan’s hands were starting to ache but he didn’t think about it. Pain was best ignored.

Brennan countered with a short right to the body, but pulled it just before impact. A tap upstairs after. The kid’s eyes widened - not fear, just surprise at how close he had come to being hurt. Brennan could have landed it clean if he’d wanted. But Brennan wasn’t there to hurt or win, he was there to teach and the kid was learning. 

The kid stepped in too close again. Just a fraction. Brennan shifted his weight, turned him gently with a jab to the shoulder and tapped him on the chin. Clean. Controlled. Educational. The trainer cleared his throat this time. The kid nodded, absorbing it. He was definitely learning.

The round came to an end. Sweat beaded on Brennan’s forehead and trickled into his eyebrows. His breathing hadn’t changed. The kid’s had. Nothing dramatic. Just louder. Faster. He wasn’t pacing himself. That would be a problem if he ever planned to turn pro. Brennan lowered his gloves and smiled. ‘Good job, kid,’ he said.

‘Thanks, Charlie,’ said the kid.

‘It’s a pleasure,’ said Brennan. Another round done. Real sparring wasn’t about winning, it was about letting the other man leave the ring knowing something he didn’t when he climbed in.

Brennan sat on the edge of the ring, unlacing his boots, taking his time. He always took his time. It was an old habit. Don’t draw attention. Don’t look like you’re in a hurry. Go with the flow.

That was when the old guy came up beside him. He didn’t say anything at first, he just stood there, close enough that Brennan could smell stale cigarette smoke on his coach’s jacket. The jacket had lost its colour years ago, sleeves shiny at the elbows, zipper half-busted. It was the kind of jacket you didn’t buy, you earned by outlasting everyone else. The coach was in his seventies, easy, but hard-used even for that. Stooped a little, one shoulder sat lower than the other, frozen there by some long-ago injury that never healed right. His hands were thick and swollen at the knuckles, the fingers crooked and shiny with arthritis, nails yellowed and cracked. His face looked like it had been worked over by time and poor decisions. He had a broken nose that had never been set straight, skin webbed with red veins, eyes sunk deep under heavy lids. The whites were tinged yellow, the pupils dulled, like they’d seen too many late nights and too many early mornings. There was a smell under the cigarettes - old alcohol sweating out through the pores, the sour trace of a man who’d tried to quit more than once and never quite managed it. The man leaned his forearms on the apron and watched Brennan’s hands work at the laces. ‘I’ve been trying to place you since the second round,’ he said. ‘It’s Pete, isn’t it? Pete Alexander?’

Brennan didn’t look up. ‘You got the wrong man,’ he said easily. ‘Name’s Charlie. Charlie Root.’

‘Then you’re the spitting image of Pete Alexander. Though that can’t be right because it was more than thirty years ago I saw you box and you haven’t aged a day.’

‘Like I said, the name’s Charlie.’

‘You used to spar over at the Southside Boxing Club, on 47th and Loomis. Second floor over a closed furniture store. Stairs that creaked like they might give up before you did.’

Brennan shook his head and concentrated on his laces.

‘Sammy Morales ran the place. Just Sammy. Anyone called him sir got told not to come back. Wasn’t famous. Didn’t want to be. He boxed a little, trained a lot, stayed too long. Opened the gym because kids kept asking him where they could train and he got tired of saying nowhere.’

‘You’ve got the wrong man, Pops.’

‘No legends came out of there. Couple of state champs. Plenty of broken noses. More than a few kids who didn’t end up dead or locked up - which Pete said was the only record that mattered. You were a friend of Sammy’s. I saw you spar a few times. I remember how you stepped off line, Most guys slip back or roll. You step half a foot to your left. Always did. Keeps you just close enough to hurt someone.’

Brennan finished with the laces and straightened, finally turning his head. ‘You’re remembering someone else.’

‘No’ the old guy said softly. ‘I’m remembering you, Pete.’ He tapped two fingers against the ring apron. ‘I remember seeing you fighting with borrowed shorts because yours got stolen. Trainer yelling like you couldn’t hear him. Same dead eyes you’ve got now.’

Brennan stood up. He was careful about it, slow and loose, like nothing had changed. ‘You’ve got a good imagination.’

The old guy smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile and it didn’t reach his watery eyes. ‘Nah. I’ll never forget your moves. That little drag on the back foot before you throw. It lulls your opponent into thinking that you’re finished and the bang! You did it today a couple of times. I recognised the move.’

Brennan slung his bag over his shoulder. ‘You should let it go,’ he said. ‘Memory plays tricks. And the older you get, the more tricks it plays.’

‘I’m as sharp as I ever was,’ said the man.

Brennan sighed. He knew exactly how this was going to play out. It wasn’t the first time. ‘You have a great evening,’ he said.

He walked away before the old guy could say the name out loud, pushing through the door and out into the cold, moving quicker now, because being recognised, even by one man in a half-empty gym, was the one thing he couldn’t afford.
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Nightingale put down his cardboard box, shrugged out of his raincoat and hung it on the back of a dining chair, careful not to let it drip onto the glossy wood floor. He crossed to the window and finished drawing the blinds, sealing out the city until the room was reduced to lamplight and shadow.

The floor was one of the reasons that he had chosen the Airbnb apartment. Easy to clean, before and after.

For a moment he stood there, hands on his hips, breathing slowly, listening to the building settle around him - distant plumbing, a muted siren far below, the low electrical hum of a place that never truly slept. Then he got to work.

He took a brand new bathrobe, a bar of pure, unscented soap, and a plastic nail brush from the box and went to the bathroom. He stripped off his clothes and spent a full fifteen minutes in the shower, washing his hair twice and using the brush to thoroughly clean his fingernails and toenails. He dried himself carefully and then pulled on the robe and went back into the living room.

He removed a small box of chalk from the box. Consecrated chalk, courtesy of the Thirteenth Candle. He paced out the space carefully. The apartment wasn’t large, but it would do. The circle had to be precise. He crouched and drew it six feet across, the white chalk stark against the dark, polished floor. He picked up a birch branch, still faintly smelling of damp earth. He ran it slowly around the perimeter of the circle, murmuring under his breath, then set it aside and used the chalk to draw a pentagram inside the circle. He’d already used a small compass to check the building’s orientation; the windows faced north. He aligned two of the points accordingly.

A triangle followed, enclosing the circle, its apex pointing north. At each point he wrote a name: MI, CH, AEL.

Michael. The archangel.

Nightingale placed the cardboard box at the centre of the circle. He returned the chalk and took out a small bottle of consecrated salt water. Removing the glass stopper, he sprinkled it carefully around the circle, droplets catching the light as they fell.

Five thick white church candles went down at the points of the pentagram. He lit them one by one, clockwise, the flames steady, reflected faintly in the lacquered floor. He stood in the centre of the circle and checked everything again. Then he went over to the cardboard box and took out a plastic bag of dried herbs. He stepped back into the circle and scattered them over the candles, moving clockwise. They hissed and smoked as they burned, releasing a heavy, cloying scent that immediately made him think of smoke alarms and complaints from neighbours. Too late now.

He tipped the remaining herbs into a small lead crucible, shaped them into a neat mound with his fingers, and set them alight with his cigarette lighter. The fumes thickened, stinging his eyes. He straightened, blinking hard, and pulled a folded sheet of paper from his back pocket.

The Latin was written in his own hand. Several hundred words that had to be said exactly as written.

He drew in a breath and immediately started coughing. His eyes streamed; he wiped them with the back of his hands until he could see again. When he spoke, he did so slowly, carefully, each word placed exactly where it needed to be. The final three he shouted.

‘Bagahi laca bacabe!’

The smoke began to move, no longer drifting but circling, lazy at first and then faster. There was a sharp crack behind him, like an overloaded fuse, and the air filled with the smell of burnt electrics. The floor vibrated beneath his bare feet. He forced himself to breathe shallowly through his nose.

Light flared - once, twice - bright enough to hurt. The room dimmed, the lamp above him reduced to a hazy glow through thickening fog. Another crack of thunder split the air, close enough to feel.

Then space folded in on itself.

There was a rush of cold, a series of blinding flashes, and she was there.

Proserpine stood in the apex of the triangle cut off by the circle, alone this time, no dog at her side. She was still dressed in black - always black - but the long leather coat was gone. Instead she wore a tailored black blazer over a sheer mesh top, silver chains layered at her throat, a small inverted cross glinting against pale skin. Her jeans were tight, unbroken, her boots polished, practical, expensive. Goth refined for indoors.

Her face was corpse-pale, her hair jet black and cut blunt at her jaw. Heavy eyeliner framed eyes so dark they seemed to swallow the light. Her lipstick was a deep, matte black that made her teeth look unnaturally white when she smiled. Which she didn’t.

She looked around the apartment with faint disdain, nostrils flaring at the smoke. Then she sneered at him. ‘You have a talent for picking inconvenient moments.’

‘I didn’t have a choice,’ he said, voice hoarse.

‘No one ever does,’ she replied. ‘That’s the lie you tell yourselves.’

She glanced down at the chalk lines, the candles, the herbs still burning in the crucible. ‘And I have been very clear on this. Nightingale, I am not to be summoned on a whim.’ The smoke curled tighter around them, pressing in. Proserpine met his gaze, unblinking. ‘So tell me why I shouldn’t make this apartment very, very empty.’

‘I’m going to need your help,’ said Nightingale.

‘I don’t run a citizens advice service, Nightingale.’

‘I think this concerns you as much as me,’ he said. ‘Why else would you go to the trouble of warning me off?’

‘A warning which you have clearly not heeded.’

‘Why were you so keen for me to leave Chicago?’

‘I wanted you out of harm’s way.’

‘Who do you think is trying to hurt me?’

‘There’s probably a queue. You have a knack for annoying people.’

‘The guy I’m looking for, turns out that he was born more than a hundred years ago.’

‘He’s probably a non-smoker,’ she said.

‘He looks the same as he looked back in the 1920s,’ said Nightingale. ‘He’s not ageing.’

‘Probably uses a good moisturiser. Why are you so worried?’

‘Because the guy’s a killer. An assassin. And there’s every chance that he’s coming after me.’

‘Are you asking me for protection, Nightingale? Because if you are, there’s a price to be paid.’

‘This guy, he’s working for one of yours, isn’t he?’

She smiled, amused. ‘One of mine?’

‘A demon from Hell. Somehow the killer has done a deal with a devil, and in exchange for eternal life, he’s killing.’

‘And your boss wants you to stop him?’

‘Something like that.’

‘And now you’re having second thoughts? Is the job too much for you?’

‘I want to know who the devil is. Who’s pulling the killer’s strings?’

‘You want me to give you his name?’ She laughed and the floor shook. ‘Haven’t you heard, Nightingale? Snitches get stitches and end up in ditches.’

‘You came to warn me, remember? Leave Chicago, you said. You would only have done that if you were worried about something.’

Her face hardened. ‘I’m not worried about anything, Nightingale. You need to choose your words carefully.’

He gave her a mock bow. ‘I apologise,’ he said. ‘Can I say concerned? You were concerned that something might happen to me, right? Which is why you suggested I leave town.’

‘That advice still stands.’

‘I have to stay. This man needs to be stopped.’

‘But if you do that, you will incur the wrath of the demon that he serves,’ said Proserpine.

‘And if that happens, he’ll be after my soul? Is that why you’re worried?’

Her eyes hardened again. ‘That’s twice you have said that I might be worried, Nightingale. Do that again and you will regret it.’

‘You can’t hurt me while I’m in the pentagram, remember?’

‘Do you want to spend the rest of your life hiding in a chalk circle?’

Nightingale held up his hands. ‘We need to rein this in, I didn’t summon you to pick a fight.’

‘If you did, you’d lose.’

‘I accept that, and again I apologise. As I said, I need your help.’

She stared at him for several seconds and then nodded slowly. ‘Tell me what happened.’

‘I identified the hitman. His name is Eddie Brennan. He was born in 1898. Joshua wanted me to look at him because he seemed to be invulnerable, he was shot in the chest several times and suffered no ill effects. I went to see the witness to a killing Brennan carried out thirty years ago. Not long afterwards he killed the witness, an old woman who was no threat to anyone. And he left a message that he was coming for me.’

‘A message?’

‘He drank champagne with her, which is what I said I was going to do.’

‘You are a very strange man, Nightingale.’

‘The thing is, now he knows that I’m on his case. Which means that whoever is pulling his strings also knows.’

Proserpine nodded. ‘Of that you can be certain,’ she said.

‘So I need to know who that is,’ said Nightingale. ‘Forewarned is forearmed.’

‘I don’t think that knowing your adversary is going to help you one bit,’ she said. ‘And it might well be too late for you to leave town. If Asmodeus has you in his sights, your end is nigh.’

‘Asmodeus? I’ve never heard of him.’

‘He’s what you’d call a low profile demon,’ said Proserpine. ‘He stays below the radar and is all the more effective because of that.’

‘What can you tell me about this Asmodeus?’

‘Don’t picture horns and a forked tail,’ she said. ‘Asmodeus doesn’t need them. He prefers to look... credible. Someone you’d listen to. Someone you’d trust with a signature.’

Nightingale frowned. ‘You’re saying he’s a con man.’

She sneered. ‘No. Con men rely on lies. Asmodeus relies on the truth. Just not all of it at once.’

‘So what is he?’ Nightingale asked. ‘A demon? A devil?’

‘A prince of Hell. One of the seven princes associated with the so-called Seven Deadly Sins, though some call him a king. He commands legions of lesser demons but he is below Lucifer.’

‘And which of the seven sins is his?’

‘Desire, mostly. Not just sex - ambition, hunger, the need to be more than you are. He doesn’t put ideas in your head. He just straightens them out so you can’t ignore them.’

‘And the deals?’

‘Oh, they’re immaculate. Voluntary. That’s important to him. He wants you to understand exactly what you’re agreeing to. No tricks. No coercion. If you sign, it’s because you chose to. He plays long games. Decades. Lifetimes. He’ll give you what you want first - success, time, skill. Let you believe you’ve beaten the system. The price comes later, when walking away isn’t an option any more.’

‘And what is the price?’

‘The price is what he wants. Sometimes a soul. Sometimes servitude in this realm. Trying to work out what Asmodeus wants is like playing chess with a grandmaster. He’s always going to be a dozen moves ahead of you.’

‘What does he want from Lucky Brennan?’

‘He is using him to further his own ends, obviously.’

‘And what are those ends?’

‘You’d have to ask him.’

‘But it’s something to do with Chicago?’

‘It would seem so, wouldn’t it?’

‘Why can’t you just tell me?’

‘Because I’m not a snitch, Nightingale.’

‘Okay. So what would happen if I summoned Asmodeus?’

‘Then he would come.’ She smiled. ‘I would be interested to see how that pans out.’

‘He wouldn’t be able to hurt me, not if I stayed within the circle.’

‘Hurt can come in many forms, Nightingale. So I tell you again, get out of Chicago. Now. If you run, you might just survive, though that is not guaranteed.’

‘I can’t. I have a job to do.’

‘Then you will have to live with the consequences.’

‘That sounds like a threat.’

‘Just leave, Nightingale.’

‘Tell me this. Why would Asmodeus do a deal with Brennan? Why choose him?’

‘Asmodeus likes professionals,’ said Proserpine. ‘People who know what they are. People who can live with the consequences. Especially people who offer themselves willingly.’

‘And once you’re in?’

‘There are rules. There are always rules. He insists on them.’ 

Nightingale exhaled slowly. ‘So Asmodeus isn’t chaos?’

‘No,’ said Proserpine. ‘He’s accounting. Profit and loss.’

‘How do I defeat him?’

Proserpine laughed and it felt as if the whole building was shaking. ‘Defeat him? Oh Nightingale, you do make me laugh sometimes. You’re like an ant looking up at an elephant and asking how you can hurt it.’

‘Mosquitoes kill almost a million people every year,’ said Nightingale. ‘Size isn’t always an advantage.’

Proserpine wrinkled her nose. ‘That’s a good analogy,’ she said. ‘Because in many ways you’re like a mosquito, you keep coming back, constantly making noise where you’re not wanted. Look, Nightingale, you can never defeat Asmodeus. You would be a fool to even try. Now release, I have places to be.’

‘One more thing, I’m going to need his sigil. Can you show me?’

She stared at him for several seconds and he was sure that she was going to refuse, but eventually she raised her left hand in the air. Her hand moved quickly and with authority, drawing the sigil in fire that glowed redly as it hung in the air. It was rough and angular, more cut than drawn. Sharp lines crossed and hooked back on themselves, forming a shape that almost made sense but never quite settled. It looked deliberate, not decorative. There was a vertical mark at the centre, heavier than the rest, with jagged lines branching from it like broken restraints. The symmetry was close enough to feel intentional, but warped just enough to be wrong. It wasn’t meant to be studied or admired, it was a mark made for one purpose only - to identify a demonic entity.

The sigil flared and disappeared with a loud popping sound.

‘Now release me,’ said Proserpine.

‘Say please.’

Proserpine glared at him, then the whole building began to shake. Pictures fell from the walls, cracks appeared in the ceiling, and the wooden floor began to buckle. ‘Okay, okay!’ shouted Nightingale and he said the words to free her. Space folded in on itself and she was gone. Nightingale cursed as he looked around at the damaged floor and ceilings and realised that he was probably going to lose his deposit.
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Brennan wrinkled his nose as he walked along the corridor. It smelled of old age - boiled cabbage from somewhere downstairs, damp plaster, and urine that had soaked into the carpet. There was one window, half-fogged with grime, that looked out onto a brick wall close enough to touch if you leaned far enough. Brennan reached the door and knocked on it.The wood was splintered around the lock as if it had been kicked in at some point and whoever had repaired it had figured that it would probably happen again so hadn’t put much effort into it.

Brennan heard the pad of feet and the sound of a lock being turned. The door opened and the old man looked out. Brennan had remembered his name not long after he had left the gym Walter Kowalski. Coach K.

Kowalski clearly wasn’t expecting visitors. He was wearing a stained string vest and boxer shorts with alarm clocks on them. He frowned when he saw Brennan, then forced a smile as he saw the bottle of Old Crow bourbon whiskey he was carrying. ‘So you do remember me, then, Pete?’

‘I remember what you drink, Coach K, and that’s all that matters,’ he said. ‘So are you going to invite me in?’

Kowalski hesitated, then nodded with resignation as if he knew what was going to happen and that there was no way he could change the outcome. ‘Sure,’ he said.

Brennan walked into the room and looked around. It was a depressing little room. There was a table that looked as if it had been rescued from a skip. There was a chair from a long-closed gym office, a narrow bed shoved against the wall, sheets grey with use, not dirt exactly, just time. On a chipped table sat a small radio and a stack of boxing magazines so old that the covers had gone soft and furry at the edges. There was no television. No pictures. No proof that anyone had ever shared the space with him.

‘You lived here long?’ Brennan asked.

‘Long enough,’ said Coach K. ‘I don’t need much space these days.’

‘I guess you don’t,’ said Brennan. ‘Look, you said my name, My old name. A name I no longer use.'

‘I said it to you,’ Kowalski replied. ‘Not to the room.’ He shrugged. ‘It was no big deal.’

‘It was Coach K, It was a very big deal.’

There was a silence, not uncomfortable. Just heavy with things both of them knew but neither wanted to put not words.

Brennan held up the bottle and smiled. ‘Glasses?’

‘Sure.’ Kowalski went into the cramped bathroom and came back with two glasses. One of them was smeared with toothpaste. He put them on the table. Brennan gave him the bottle. ‘You can pour,’ he said.

Kowalski unscrewed the cap and filled both glasses, almost to the top. He gave the cleaner of the two glasses to Brennan and then raised his in salute. ‘We’re still standing,’ he said. ‘That’s enough.’

They clinked glasses. ‘Amen to that,’ said Brennan. He sipped his bourbon but Kowalski gulped his down. 

‘You were good,’ Kowalski said then. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Not flashy. Not pretty. But good in ways that mattered.’

Brennan leaned against the wall. ‘You wrapped my hands once,’ he said.

Kowalski snorted. ‘You complained the whole time.’

They shared that, briefly. A memory, clean and sharp.

‘Why didn’t you forget me?’ Brennan asked. ‘I was just one of many.’

Kowalski shook his head. ‘You weren’t like the others. They wanted to win. You wanted to finish. There’s a difference.’ He gulped down more of the Old Crow. ‘Why haven’t you changed?’ he asked. ‘It’s been almost forty years and you look exactly the same. I got old and you....you stayed the same. How does that happen?’ He frowned. ‘You’re not a vampire, are you?’

Brennan smiled. ‘No, Coach K. I’m not a vampire.’

‘Because I’m sure my blood would do you no good at all.’ He chuckled. ‘Plus it’s full of all my medications, my diabetes medicine, my statins, my calcium blockers.’ He poured himself another slug of bourbon.

Brennan looked around, taking it in. ‘Gyms used to smell like this,’ he said. ‘Sweat, damp. Cigarettes.’ He sat down on one of the two wooden chairs in the room. 

Kowalski took the other. Kowalski smiled thinly. ‘Before they decided boxing needed to be clean.’

Brennan nodded. ‘Clean floors. Clean toilets. Clean kids.’

‘But still dirty money,’ said Kowalski. ‘Just better hidden.’

Brennan leaned back. He had barely touched his whiskey but Kowalski’s glass was almost empty again. ‘You remember when trainers smoked in the corner between rounds? You’d be boxing in clouds of smoke.’

‘I remember lighting one for a ref,’ said Kowalski. ‘In the middle of a bout.’

They shared a brief, crooked smile.

Kowalski gestured at the magazines. ‘Used to be you learned by watching. By losing. By getting hurt and coming back anyway. Now it’s programs. Nutritionists. Social media. YouTube videos.’

‘Too many mirrors,’ Brennan said. ‘Not enough gyms.’

‘And no one hangs around,’ Kowalski went on. ‘Soon as they stop winning, they disappear. We used to keep going. Even when there was nothing left.’

Brennan’s eyes flicked around the room. ‘Yeah,’ he said quietly. ‘I can see how that worked out.’

Kowalski studied him. ‘That’s the thing I don’t get,’ he said. ‘It’s been almost forty years. Everyone else aged out. Broke down. Died, even. Why haven’t you changed, Pete?’

‘My name isn’t Pete, Coach K. We’ll, it was for a few years. But it was a borrowed name.’

‘So you’re real name is Charlie?’

Brennan shook his head. ‘It’s Eddie.’

‘Well, I’m glad to see you again, Eddie. It’s been a long time.’ He poured himself a third slug of bourbon. He raised it in salute, then drained it in one gulp.

The radiator clanged. Somewhere a door slammed. Life went on.

‘Guess this is it,’ Kowalski said quietly.

Brennan didn’t answer.

Some things didn’t need saying - especially between men who’d lived long enough to know exactly how a bout like this always ended. Brennan took the bottle and poured more Old Crow into Kowalski’s toothpaste-smeared glass and waited until he had drained the last drop before standing up and taking out his gun. The old trainer had the decency to close his eyes, and Brennan was grateful for that.
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The woman whose middle name was Magdalene looked up as Nightingale opened the door to The Thirteenth Candle. She was sitting behind the counter, with her reading glasses on her nose and an open ledger in front of her. She smiled, and Nightingale realised it was a smile of relief rather than greeting and that part of her had probably not expected to see him again. ‘Mr. Nightingale,’ she said. ‘Welcome back.’

‘Happy to be back,’ he said. He held up a sheet of paper. ‘I have a few more purchases.’ He had never told her his surname, only his first name, so he figured she had probably checked him out with Mrs. Steadman in London. He found that reassuring, as he always felt that Mrs. Steadman was his guardian angel, or at least someone who seemed to have his best interests at heart.

‘Did everything work out with your last...project?’ There was a nervous look in her eyes now.

‘It went just fine, thank you.’

‘That’s good to hear,’ she said, and he could see the tension flow out of her. She took the sheet of paper from him and scanned it. Blue candles. Lemon twigs. A selection of herbs. A crystal ball. ‘Ah, the Spell of Propinquity,’ she said, nodding her head in approval. ‘That’s more like it.’

Nightingale didn’t want to ask her what she meant by that, he just smiled and thanked her. As she busied herself gathering what he wanted, Nightingale perused a locked case containing the shop’s more unsettling stock - poppets stitched from cloth and twine, wax figures with pins already set into them, mirrors backed in black velvet, and small leather-bound books with no titles - just symbols pressed into the covers.

‘That’s everything,’ said the woman, back behind the counter. She wrote an invoice by hand and gave it to him. It came to a little under a hundred dollars. There was no suggestion that he could have the goods for free, nor did he expect one. He gave her five twenty-dollar bills and told her to keep the change. She thanked him and slotted the change into a collection box labelled ‘Animal Rescue & Familiar Care’, with a paragraph underneath explaining that donations were for local animal shelters and wildlife rehab, specifically for injured corvids, cats, and reptiles. There was a tiny pawprint drawn beside the words.

She put his purchases in a bag made of recycled paper, thick and dark, with rope handles and a logo of a single candle, tall and slender, drawn in simple, confident lines. Its flame was shaped like a small crescent moon, cradling a darker core, as if the light is holding a shadow rather than banishing it. ‘Blessed be,’ she said. ‘May your workings be strong.’

A train rattled overhead as he left the shop and headed down the road.
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Nightingale had the taxi drop him around the corner from the warehouse. It was night and there was no other traffic around. A cold wind blew down the road and he shivered as he walked towards the building, the Wicca shop bag in his left hand. He looked left and right but saw no sign of the warehouse being under surveillance.

There was still police tape marking the perimeter, fluttering in the wind. The door that he’d used during his first visit was closed and covered with tape. He assumed it was locked, and he was right. He moved left along the wall, past peeling paint and rust scars, to the loading bay. A metal shutter guarded it, ribbed and heavy, its surface dented and scraped as if it had learned resistance the hard way. It sat in the gloom, half in shadow, half in sickly light, looking less like a barrier than a warning. He pushed it but it was solid. Definitely not a way in.

The fire escape ran up the side of the warehouse in a crooked line of rusted iron, bolted on long after the building had gone up. He went up, slowly and carefully. He climbed past blank brick and grime-streaked windows, ending at a narrow landing no bigger than a coffin lid. Nightingale hauled himself onto the platform and stood there for a moment, the city spread out below him in broken lights and distant noise. 

The door at the top didn’t lead to the warehouse floor. It opened into a row of offices that had once overlooked the space below - management boxes, bolted on as an afterthought, their windows black with dust and age. The paint on the door was blistered, the handle worn smooth by hands that hadn’t touched it in years.

He leaned into it.

The resistance was brief, half-hearted. The frame complained softly, wood shifting against brick, and then the door gave, opening just enough for him to slip through. Inside, the air was stale and unmoving. Old carpet deadened his footsteps. A line of windows ran along the far wall, their glass clouded, looking out over the cavernous warehouse floor below. Shapes loomed in the gloom - desks, filing cabinets, chairs left where they’d last been used, as if the people who worked here had stepped out for coffee and never come back.

Nightingale paused, listening. He heard a scuffling down below that might have been rats, but nothing else. He used the torch on his phone to guide him down the steps to the warehouse floor.

He walked over to the four chalk outlines, then over to the pillar where Lucky Brennan had waited before opening fire. He set down his bag and opened it. He placed his phone on the floor next to the pillar so that it illuminated the area, then took a map of Chicago from his coat pocket, opened it and placed it in the pool of light. He would have preferred to have showered and thoroughly cleansed himself but that obviously wasn’t a possibility in the warehouse. He took the boxing licence from his pocket. Hopefully it would be enough. Lucky Brennan must have handled it at least once, when he signed it. He placed the licence at the top of the map, then knelt down on the hard concrete and unpacked the bag, carefully putting the items on the ground next to him.

He used his cigarette lighter to light two small blue candles and put them either side of the crystal ball, which was kept in place by a varnished wooden stand. He emptied the packets of herbs into a brass bowl, mixed them with his fingers, then sprinkled them into the flame of each candle. They burned with a blue smoke that smelled vaguely of lavender. He made a small pile of lemon twigs in the bowl, then placed Brennan’s photograph on top. For the Spell of Propinquity to work, ideally you needed something that belonged to the person you were looking for. Nightingale had the licence but he also had access to the man’s blood and he hoped that would help. He pulled a pack of Q-tips from his coat pocket, took one out and used it to scrape dried blood off the floor and transfer it to the photograph on the licence. He did that several times until the photograph was streaked with red.

The candles continued to burn steadily. Nightingale spoke three sentences in a long-dead language. He had learned them by heart years ago in Mrs Steadman’s shop. He had no idea what they might mean, but they had always worked for this ritual. Nightingale lit the lemon twigs with his lighter, watching as the flames burnt all round the blood-streaked photograph without seeming to harm it. 

He took out a small brown leather bag from his pocket. It was several hundred years old, wrinkled and faded in places, but still felt soft and supple. It was closed with a leather lace and Nightingale untied it and took out a pink crystal, the size of a pigeon’s egg, which he held by the chain attached to the gold mounting at one end. The crystal had come from Mrs Steadman’s London shop. She had shown him how to use it for the Spell of Propinquity, and he had been an eager student.

He lowered the crystal gently, until it was hanging just six inches above the flames. The pink crystal began to glow, as if there were a strong light inside it. He pictured a blue aura, surrounding him and the bowl, then spoke again in the same ancient language. ‘Asmla oscsub ascihc odsidrept Eddie Lucky Brennan. Asmla oscsub ascsihc odsidrept Eddie Lucky Brennan. Asmla oscsub ascsihc odsidrept Eddie Lucky Brennan.’

The crystal hung limply on its chain, and the crystal ball stayed cloudy.

‘Asmla oscsub ascihc odsidrept Eddie Lucky Brennan. Asmla oscsub ascsihc odsidrept Eddie Lucky Brennan. Asmla oscsub ascsihc odsidrept Eddie Lucky Brennan.’

Nightingale repeated the incantation for the third and final time. The crystal began to swing over the flames, in a clockwise direction which was a good sign. A thin mist seemed to form inside the crystal ball. Nightingale slowly moved the swinging crystal over the map. It started to swing faster, but in smaller, controlled circles. He gradually moved it over the map, watching the crystal intently. Assuming it was working - and it certainly seemed to be - then when it reached Brennan’s location it would spin on the spot.

The pendant’s circle began to widen as he moved it to the south of the city, so he moved it back to the centre. The same thing happened when he went east. But when he went west the pendulum’s circle narrowed to the point where the pink crystal was simply spinning on its chain. The mist in the crystal ball had turned pure white now and as Nightingale stared at it an image came into focus. It was a building, three storeys of darkened red brick. The mortar had been repaired in places, the mismatched grey standing out like scars. The front door was heavy timber reinforced with strips of steel. Nightingale was sure he would recognise it if he saw it in the real world.

The photograph suddenly burst into flames and Nightingale coughed as thick, choking black smoke swirled around him. He rocked back on his heels, spluttering. Then a bright white light blinded him and hands grabbed his shoulders, pulling him to his feet. ‘What are you doing?’ someone shouted. ‘What’s going on here?’

‘Who are you?’ gasped Nightingale, his eyes still watering from the smoke.

‘We’re the police, buddy, who the hell are you?’
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Nightingale wasn’t sure which precinct they had taken him to, just that it wasn’t the one where Herrera was based. They took his phone, his wallet, his cigarette lighter and cigarettes, his shoes and his belt, then placed him in a cell, a narrow rectangle of scuffed concrete. Directly opposite the bars was a steel bench, bolted into the wall, and in one corner was a stainless-steel toilet-sink combination, its metal dull and water-spotted. There was no privacy and Nightingale hoped that he wouldn’t be forced to use it.

The cell bars were thick, vertical, and painted a chipped black. Beyond them, Nightingale could see a slice of the corridor: linoleum floors reflecting harsh fluorescent lights and a noticeboard cluttered with posters. Every so often, someone would walk past - cops, detainees, the occasional public defender. No one paid him any attention.

The noise was constant. Phones were ringing and being ignored. There was a distant argument from another holding cell. Doors were banged open and closed.

Nightingale sat on the steel bench and waited. That was all he could do. He had asked the uniforms to tell Detective Sergeant Luis Herrera where he was. They had grunted but not confirmed that they would. They hadn’t said that they wouldn’t, so Nightingale remained optimistic. He leaned back and stared up at the ceiling. There was a security camera mounted high in the corner, its dark dome angled to catch every movement. It was a reminder that even though he was alone, he wasn’t unobserved.

The seconds ticked by. Eventually he got tired of sitting and began pacing. He had no idea how long he paced, but eventually his legs started to ache so he lay down on the bench. With no pillow or blanket, it was far from comfortable, but he closed his eyes and eventually fell asleep.
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Nightingale moved through a blanket of fog so dense he could hardly see where he placed his feet on the uneven ground. The mist clung to him, warm and damp, and sweat trickled down his temples. He had no sense of how long he’d been walking; it felt endless, as though the fog had no beginning and no end. He stopped and listened. Nothing. Slowly he turned in a full circle, but every direction was identical. There were no landmarks, no sounds, no scent in the air. A faint pull - barely noticeable - nudged him to his left, and he went with it. Beneath his feet, the ground felt like a single expanse of solid stone, yet his footsteps made no sound at all. Time lost its meaning as he walked on. Eventually he stopped watching the ground and fixed his gaze straight ahead, peering into the heavy, suffocating haze. He blinked, feeling moisture slide down his cheeks, and brushed it away with the cuff of his raincoat. He paused again, listening, then resumed walking.

He glanced at his watch, but the face was empty - just a smooth disk of metal strapped to his wrist with worn brown leather. He reached into his pockets, searching by touch. They were empty. No phone. No cigarettes. No lighter. No wallet.

‘Is anyone there?’ he called out. There was no reply. Just silence.

He pressed on. Then he noticed a darker smudge ahead, barely visible through the fog. He wiped his eyes and kept moving. The shape grew larger, though it remained indistinct at first. Gradually he realised the mist was thinning. It still surrounded him, but now he could see a little farther - six feet, perhaps eight. The shadow resolved itself into a bench. Someone was sitting on it.

After a few more steps, the fog loosened its grip even further. He recognised her then: Mrs Steadman. She was sitting on a wooden bench, her hands clasped together in her lap. She was in her late sixties, small and elfin in stature. She was wearing a loose, midnight-blue robe cinched at the waist with a braided cord, symbols stitched into the fabric so faint they were almost invisible. Her boots were soft and black, their edges trimmed with tiny metal talismans that whispered together when she shifted her weight. She looked up at him, her eyes an astonishing, vivid green. ‘I’ve been waiting for you, Mr Nightingale,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry if I’m late.’

She chuckled softly. ‘Time has no meaning here on the astral plane,’ she said.

He sat down next to her. ‘It’s good to see you, Mrs Steadman.’

‘I do wish you were still in London,’ she said. ‘I miss our chats over tea.’

‘So do I.’

‘But it’s still too dangerous for you to return?’

‘I think so. The Order of Nine Angles still want me dead.’

‘Occult power shifts and flows like a tide,’ said Mrs Steadman. ‘They are not the power they once were.’

‘Do you think I could return?’

‘I’ll put out some feelers,’ she said.

‘Thank you so much.’

She patted him on the knee. ‘No thanks are necessary, Mr Nightingale. I only want what’s best for you.’ She took her hand away and sighed. ‘That is why I worry about you being in Chicago.’

‘You spoke to the lady from The Thirteenth Candle?’

‘Beatrice Magdalene? Yes, I did. She was...concerned.’

‘Because of my purchases?’

‘She knew what they were for, obviously. She was worried that you might have been from the dark side. I reassured her. But I have to say that I was also concerned. Were you summoning her again?’

‘I needed her advice, Mrs Steadman.’

‘You are playing with fire, Mr Nightingale. Surely you know that?’

‘I don’t think she means me harm,’ said Nightingale.

‘She wants your soul. And she won’t be satisfied until she gets it.’

‘That’s true. But it’s because she wants my soul that she endeavours to keep me safe. She appeared to me in Chicago to warn me that I was in danger.’

‘What sort of danger?’

‘She didn’t say, just that a man called Lucky wanted to do me harm. I was on a case, and I continued with it, and later discovered that the man I was looking for went by the name of Lucky. Eddie Lucky Brennan.’

‘So she was warning you about him?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘I assumed so. But when I discovered that this Lucky Brennan was in league with a devil, I needed more information from her.’

‘So you summon her to ask her questions?’ She frowned. ‘And she answers you?’

‘Sometimes. It depends on how she feels.’

‘You seem to have a very strange relationship with her.’

‘You could say that, yes. I think I amuse her.’

‘You amuse a Princess from Hell?’ Mrs Steadman shook her head in confusion. ‘That makes no sense to me, Mr Nightingale. I implore you to be careful.’

‘I am, Mrs Steadman.’

‘You told Beatrice Magdalene that your middle name was careful.’

Nightingale chuckled. ‘I was being flippant.’

‘I do worry that your flippancy might one day be the death of you,’ she said quietly.

‘I was trying to lighten the moment,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I do know how dangerous she is. I have seen what happens when the mask slips. But so long as I have my soul, she has nothing to gain by seeing me come to harm.’

‘You know her better than I,’ said Mrs Steadman, quietly. ‘Now tell me about the devil that this Mr Brennan is in league with.’

‘His name is Asmodeus.’

Mrs Steadman gasped and her right hand flew up to cover her mouth. ‘Oh my,’ she said.

‘You know him?’

‘I know of him,’ she said. ‘Asmodeus is a demon of consent and consequence. There are some that call him a King of Hell.’

‘I thought Satan was the King of Hell.’

‘A common misunderstanding,’ she said. ‘Satan, or Lucifer, does not concern himself with the day-to-day running of Hell. He’s not a king in that sense. Think of Hell as a vast empire. Kings like Asmodeus rule territories, functions, or sins. Asmodeus is often called a King because he governs a specific domain: excess, obsession, ruinous desire, and reckless choice. When a human destroys themselves knowingly - through lust, addiction, gambling, or pride - that’s often because of Asmodeus’s intervention.’

‘Is he dangerous?’

‘All demons are dangerous, Mr Nightingale. And the one you are so keen to talk to is one of the most dangerous of all.’

‘What does he look like, this Asmodeus?’

‘Tall. Human enough to pass at a distance, but wrong up close. He dresses like a businessman.’

‘He sounds more like a lawyer than a demon.’

Mrs Steadman nodded. ‘Many have said that. But they have still lost their souls to him.’

‘I think that’s what Proserpine is concerned about. She doesn’t want him to take my soul.’

‘Oh, he won’t take your soul, Mr Nightingale. That’s not the way he works. He will simply wait for you to offer it to him.’

‘Well that’s never going to happen, Mrs Steadman.’

‘I hope that’s true,’ she said.

Suddenly the bench began to shake. ‘Nightingale!’ It was a man’s voice. Nightingale looked around. The fog was dispersing. He looked back at the bench. Mrs Steadman had vanished. ‘Nightingale!’

Nightingale opened his eyes. He was back in the cell and Herrera was standing over him. ‘What the hell is going on, Nightingale?’ barked the sergeant.

Nightingale sat up and rubbed his eyes. ‘It’s all a misunderstanding,’ he said.

‘Arson isn’t a misunderstanding, it’s a federal offence that is punishable by four to fifteen years in prison.’

‘I wasn’t setting fire to the place, Luis.’

‘I’m not Luis to you, Nightingale. I’m Detective Sergeant Herrera.’

Nightingale sighed. ‘Fine. I wasn’t setting fire to the place, Detective Sergeant Herrera. I was trying to find your killer.’

‘By lighting a fire?’

‘A very small fire, in a metal crucible. It’s a spell, a way of tracking people.’

Herrera was holding several evidence bags. He thrust one at Nightingale. Inside was the metal bowl, the candles, and the ashes. Then he gave him a second bag, this one containing the crystal ball, the pendant, and the map of Chicago. ‘Explain this to me.’

‘It’s a long story. Can I at least have a coffee? My caffeine levels are dangerously low.’
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Asmodeus never gave any warning when he was about to appear. There was no flash of light, no rumble of thunder, it was simply that one moment he wasn’t there and the next he was. He was always dressed the same, looking like a man who could walk into a bank, a church, or a courtroom without drawing attention. He was dressed for permanence, not fashion. For patience. For a world that will eventually come around to his way of thinking.

Not that Asmodeus was a man, of course. Brennan knew that he was a demon from Hell and that he had chosen his appearance. What did he really look like? Brennan didn’t know, but he suspected a forked tail, horns, scales and claws.

One second Brennan was lying naked on his bed, staring up at the ceiling, alone with his thoughts. The next, Asmodeus was standing at the foot of the bed. He was wearing the same old-fashioned suit, though of course it had been the height of fashion when they had first met. The fabric looked like black wool but it never creased, it never showed wear. His shirt was bone-white and the collar was stiff and high, Victorian in style. He wore no tie - just a single pearl button at the neck His shoes were plain, black leather, narrow and severe. They made no sound when he walked, even on hard floors. In his left hand, Asmodeus carried a leather briefcase. Black leather, old rather than fashionable, the surface rubbed to a soft sheen by decades of handling. The corners were rounded and reinforced, the stitching tight and hand-done. It was the sort of case a senior civil servant or an unfashionable barrister might carry: practical, discreet, quietly authoritative. Brennan could only guess at what secrets it contained.

‘I have a task for you,’ said Asmodeus, his voice little more than a whisper. He always called his orders tasks, never jobs. ‘Jobs’ would have suggested payment, and Asmodeus never paid.

Brennan sat up. He didn’t say anything. He knew that Asmodeus had no interest in anything that Brennan had to say. Brennan knew from experience that all he had to do was keep quiet and listen, and say that he understood. He didn’t even have to confirm that he would be carrying out the task. That was a given.

‘You need to kill Jack Nightingale. He is an Englishman.’ Asmodeus made a gesture with his right hand. A disc appeared on the wall, not so much black as a complete absence of colour and light. Then a figure came into view. A man, white, brown-haired, medium height, smoking a cigarette and blowing smoke rings up at the sky. The man’s face filled the screen. The man was smiling at something. Brennan would recognise him if he saw him again.

The view changed. A hotel. ‘This is where he is staying. He is in contact with the police. Anyone you find with him is collateral damage. Do you understand?’

Brennan knew that he had to say the words. A nod alone was not enough. ‘Yes, I understand,’ he said. And as quickly and silently as Asmodeus had arrived, he was gone. Brennan rolled off the bed and pulled on his clothes.
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Nightingale looked up as the door opened to reveal Herrera carrying two cups of coffee. They were in an interview room close to the cell where Nightingale had been held and there was the unspoken threat that he could be returned there at any moment. Herrera had left the evidence bags on the table but the CCTV camera and the uniformed cop standing in the room with his arms folded meant that Nightingale hadn’t touched them.

Herrera put one of the coffees down in front of Nightingale and sat down opposite him. He nodded at the uniform. ‘We’re good,’ he said. The uniform left, closing the door behind him. ‘Right, you’ve got your caffeine, tell me what you were doing in the warehouse if you weren’t planning on burning it to the ground,’ he said.

‘I was looking for the hitman,’ said Nightingale.

‘Applying the theory that the murderer always returns to the scene of the crime? This isn’t an episode of Murder. She Wrote and you’re sure as hell not Angela Lansbury.’

Nightingale sipped his coffee as he struggled to get his thoughts in order. Herrera was on Wainwright’s payroll, even though he denied it, but that didn’t mean he was privy to the Occult world. He was a Chicago cop and almost certainly didn’t believe in things that went bump in the night. But the fact that he was a seasoned detective meant that he’d almost certainly spot any lies that Nightingale told. ‘I was performing something called The Spell of Propinquity. If done correctly, it allows you to find people.’

The detective frowned. ‘Like witchcraft?’

‘It’s a spell, but you don’t have to be a witch to do it. I could show you how, you don’t have to believe in witchcraft for it to work.’

‘Talk me through it.’

‘It’s simple enough. You set the scene with candles, you burn some lemon twigs, and you put something that belongs to the person on the fire. Then you use a pendulum to locate them on a map and if you’re lucky you get to see where they are in a crystal ball.’

‘Mumbo jumbo,’ said Herrera. He sneered and sat back in his chair. ‘You really expect me to believe that?’

‘It’s what I was doing. You must have seen that the fire was confined to the metal bowl. That’s hardly the work of an arsonist.’

‘You said you had something that belongs to the killer?’

‘I did. His boxing licence. And I put his blood on his photograph.’

‘His boxing licence? You have his boxing licence?’

Nightingale nodded, ‘Yeah. Well, I had it. It’s ashes now.’

‘Where did you get it from?’

‘The Illinois Department of Financial and Professional Regulation.’

‘Why are you lying to me, Nightingale? We already tried that. They don’t have a licence for him. We checked his photograph with their records and drew a blank.’

‘How far back did you go?’

‘What do you mean how far back did we go? We checked all their records. He wasn’t there.’

‘The computer records?’

‘Of course the computer records.’

‘But they only go back to the 1950s.’

Herrera frowned. ‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m saying that there are more records, older records, in the basement. And I found a licence for him. He was boxing officially in 1921 and his licence was renewed in 1922, 1923 and 1924. Nothing after 1924.’

‘But that would make him more than a hundred years old.’

Nightingale nodded. ‘He was born on April 14, 1898.’

Herrera’s jaw dropped. ‘No way.’ He shook his head in confusion. ‘No fucking way.’

‘I can show you,’ said Nightingale. ‘On my phone.’ He nodded at the evidence bags. ‘I took a picture of the licence.’

Herrera rifled through the bags and tore open the one that held Nightingale’s phone and wallet. He gave the phone to Nightingale. It still had battery life and Nightingale scrolled through to the photograph of Brennan’s licence. He showed it to Herrera. ‘His name is Eddie Brennan,’ said Nightingale. ‘They call him Lucky. Eddie “Lucky” Brennan.’

The detective’s eyes narrowed as he studied the photograph, then he cursed under his breath. ‘This can’t be right,’ he said.

‘Check the date of birth on the licence,’ said Nightingale.

Herrera cursed again as he looked at the birth date. ‘You’re right. April 14, 1898. But that doesn’t make any sense.’

Nightingale took the phone from him. ‘It makes perfect sense,’ said Nightingale. ‘He was born in 1898 and seems to have stopped ageing once he got to his late twenties, maybe early thirties.’

‘But that doesn’t happen,’ said Herrera. ‘People don’t just stop ageing.’

‘Sometimes they do,’ said Nightingale. ‘But the thing is, now I know where he is. The Spell of Propinquity worked.’
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The streets thinned as they moved west, downtown’s glass and light giving way to brick, shuttered storefronts, and stretches of road badly in need of repair. Detective Sergeant Herrera drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting in his lap. They reached West Thomas Street and Herrera slowed as he swung the car onto it, tyres crunching over uneven asphalt. The houses were narrow and tall with front steps rose straight from the pavement, each place almost identical to the next.

The blue Ford Explorer rolled on at a steady crawl. There was a boarded-up grocery store on the corner. A church halfway down the block, its stone blackened, doors locked tight despite the hour. Somewhere a radio played faintly, the sound drifting from an open window before vanishing again.

Herrera eased off the accelerator as they approached the building. It didn’t stand out. Just another old brick house on West Thomas Street, its lights low, its windows giving nothing away. If you didn’t know what you were looking for, you’d pass it without a second glance.

Nightingale looked at the house, then at the rest of the street. ‘Yeah,’ he said softly. ‘This is it.’

The building looked as if it had always been there and always would be, three storeys of red brick that had become darkened by time and grime, the colour closer to dried blood than clay. It didn’t loom, didn’t threaten. It simply waited. Nightingale’s eyes were drawn to it the way a tongue finds a loose tooth. The mortar had been patched again and again over the years, the repairs never quite matching, pale grey lines cutting through the brickwork like old wounds that had healed badly. Someone had cared enough to keep the place standing, but not enough to make it pretty.

Herrera eased the car to the kerb and turned off the engine.

Nightingale’s gaze dropped to the front door. Thick timber, the kind of door meant to keep things out - or in. It wasn’t flashy, wasn’t new, but it was deliberate. Practical.

‘That’s it,’ Nightingale said quietly, already opening the car door.

Herrera put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Let’s not rush into anything,’ he said.

Nightingale closed the door. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong. But he’s a hitman so what’s he likely to do if we go knocking on his door?’

‘Fair point,’ said Nightingale. ‘What do you want to do? Sit here until he goes in or out?’

‘Who knows how long that might be?’ said Herrera.

‘So what’s the plan? Call in SWAT?’

‘We’ll need a warrant to get a SWAT team and I’m not sure how much credence a judge is going to give to your Spell of Iniquity.’

‘Propinquity,’ said Nightingale. ‘It’s Propinquity.’

‘Potato, tomato,’ said Herrera. ‘No, there’s no way we can get a warrant on this. But I’m not sitting out here all day.’ He reached for a radio, gave their location and requested a patrol car. Five minutes later one arrived and parked behind them. For a moment nothing happened, then both front doors opened almost in unison.

The officer on the driver’s side was a woman, early thirties maybe, hair pulled back tight beneath her cap. She moved with the easy confidence of someone who’d done this a thousand times, one hand resting briefly on the door as she scanned the street before letting it swing shut.

Her partner climbed out more slowly from the passenger side, taller, broader, adjusting his belt as his boots hit the pavement. He glanced back at the car, then up and down the block, eyes watchful.

Herrera and Nightingale got out of the car, keeping their hands out in the open because misunderstandings sometimes happened. Herrera flashed his badge and explained what he needed. The two officers nodded. ‘Lead the way, sir,’ said the female officer.

Herrera and Nightingale walked up to the front door, flanked by the uniformed cops. Up close, the door looked even sturdier than it seemed from the street. Herrera tried the handle. It didn’t move. No rattle, no give.

Nightingale leaned in, listening. He could hear nothing from inside. No voices, no movement, not even the hum of electricity. The house felt sealed, as if it were holding its breath. Herrera shifted beside him, impatient, already scanning the street, then nodded once towards the side of the building. ‘This way,’ he grunted.

He moved off the pavement and along the narrow gap that ran beside the house. Nightingale and the uniformed officers followed him. The windows along the side wall were grimy and dark, their frames flaking, curtains hanging unevenly where there were any at all. Nightingale glanced up as they walked, half-expecting a face to appear between the folds of fabric, but he saw no one.

The alley opened out into the rear yard, small and boxed in by fences and the back of the house. Weeds pushed up through cracked concrete, and a rusted trash can lay on its side. The back door sat beneath a bare security light, the casing yellowed with age.

Herrera tried the rear door but it was locked. He put his face close to the wood. He sniffed. ‘I can smell gas.’ He turned to look at the two uniformed officers. ‘Can you smell gas?’

The female officer nodded. ‘Definitely.’

The other officer nodded in agreement.

‘Based on the strong smell of natural gas, I believe there is an immediate risk to life and property,’ said Herrera. ‘Waiting to obtain a warrant could endanger any occupants, officers, and nearby residents, so we need to gain immediate entry to address the hazard.’

‘Exigent circumstances,’ said the female officer.

‘Exactly,’ said Herrera. He drew his gun from inside his coat, then stepped to the side and gestured at the door. ‘Do the honours, please.’ Herrera’s gun was a Glock 19, Nightingale realised. Compact, polymer-framed, striker-fired. Big enough to shoot well, small enough to live on a hip all day under a jacket. Nightingale knew that some officers carried a full-size Glock 17, but the 19 was the sweet spot and very common with detectives. It was probably loaded with 9mm jacketed hollow point, most commonly Speer Gold Dot.

Usually 124-grain, chosen because it fed reliably and met penetration standards. No exotic nonsense. Nightingale knew that unlike some police departments that issued a standard service weapon directly from the department armoury stock, CPD officers were responsible for purchasing their own firearms from a list of department-approved models that they could then carry on duty. The department approved what models are allowed, and officers had to comply with training and qualification requirements for whatever approved weapon they carry. That meant that Herrera had chosen and paid for his Glock 19. It was a good choice, Nightingale thought. In a previous life, Nightingale had been an armed cop and a police negotiator, and everything he learned was still tucked away in his memory, albeit rarely accessed. He took a couple of steps back, giving them plenty of room.

The female officer didn’t hesitate. She took a half-step back, squared up, and kicked hard. The door burst inward with a crack of wood and metal, the lock tearing free from the frame. It slammed against the wall and stayed there.

‘Police,’ she shouted as they went in, both officers already moving, guns up, muzzles tracking corners and doorways. Herrera followed, his gun up. Nightingale hung back, all too aware that he was the only one who wasn’t armed.

Daylight spilled through the front windows, washing the hallway in a dull grey light. They cleared the ground floor quickly. The living room had furniture - a sofa, a low table, a TV - but nothing in the way of clutter. The kitchen was clean, almost clinical. Plates were stacked, glasses were aligned, there were no magnets on the fridge, no notes, no kids’ drawings, nothing of a personal nature.

They moved upstairs, methodical, calling out their actions, checking doorways, sweeping each room with controlled precision. A bedroom with a neatly made bed and a wardrobe with a few suits and shirts. Nothing appeared to be even close to new. There was a bathroom stocked with generic toiletries, all unbranded, all impersonal. Everything someone needed to live - but nothing that said who was living there.

There were a few Chicago Cubs posters pinned to the walls of the sitting room, edges curling slightly with age. A faded Cubs pennant was tacked above a doorway. There was a single shelf holding a baseball, scuffed and yellowed, and an old Cubs mug with a crack running through the logo.

There were no family photos. No paperwork. No books. No mess.

There was an old biscuit box on the shelf and Herrera put his Glock back in its holster before opening it and peering inside. ‘Wow,’ he said quietly.

‘Wow?’ repeated Nightingale. He joined the detective and looked into the box. There were several dozen cards featuring baseball players. ‘What am I looking at?’

‘They’re T206 cards.’

‘I have no idea what that means,’ said Nightingale.

‘They’re early baseball trading cards, they’re kind of the holy relics of sports collecting. They were issued between 1909 and 1911 by the American Tobacco Company. The name comes from the catalogue designation used later by collectors.’

‘So kids collect them?’

‘Kids couldn’t afford them,’ said Herrera. ‘Some of them sell for millions of dollars.’

‘Are you saying these are worth millions?’

‘No, these are all Chicago Cubs cards. They’re less valuable.’ He picked up one and held it up. ‘But even so, this is a rare Carl Lundgren card. One sold for more than two hundred grand at auction a while back.’ He picked up another one and examined it. ‘This is a Christy Mathewson.’ He held up another one. ‘This is Frank Chance. Mint cards like this can fetch tens of thousands.’

‘They’re all Chicago Cub players?’ asked Nightingale.

‘That’s all he has,’ said Herrera.

‘So he’s a collector?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘These don’t look like they have been bought from a shop or another collector. It looks like he’s had these from new.’

The female sergeant walked over and peered at the cards. ‘That’s impossible,’ she said. ‘That would mean he’d have been sitting on them for more than a hundred years.’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ said Herrera, closing the lid. ‘Impossible.’

By the time they regrouped at the foot of the stairs, it was obvious: the house was occupied, maintained, and used - just by someone who had gone to great lengths to leave no trace of themselves behind.

‘Do you think he’s gone for good?’ Herrera asked Nightingale.

‘Hard to tell.’

‘Yeah.’ He looked over at the two uniformed officers. ‘Can you park down the road, keep an eye on the place until I can get some undercover surveillance fixed up?’

‘Not a problem, sir,’ said the female officer, sliding her gun back into its holster. She grinned. ‘Funny how the gas smell went away.’

‘Yeah,’ said Herrera. ‘Funny, that.’
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Nightingale climbed out of the cab and lit a cigarette as he looked around. The streets in this part of Chicago had a narrower feel, the buildings seemed older and closer together. The gym was beside a boarded-up Catholic supply store, its window advertising missals and rosary beads. The other side of the gym backed onto a loading bay that hadn’t seen a truck in years. It was the sort of place you wouldn’t notice unless you were looking for it.

There was a sign over the door that read Harrigan’s Athletic Club, hand-painted, blocky, the edges of the letters softened by time. Beneath it, set directly into the brick, was a small stone plaque: EST. 1919. That meant the club had been formed after the First World War had ended.

Nightingale waited until he had finished his cigarette before pushing his way in. The door opened inward with a tired groan, like it resented being disturbed but accepted the inevitability.

Inside, the floor was bare timber, worn pale down the centre where generations of feet had followed the same paths. Chalk dust hung in the air, catching the light from the overhead fluorescent strips. The gym was longer than it was wide, the ceiling high and supported by thick wooden beams darkened almost to black. Heavy bags hung at irregular intervals, some new, others so old their leather had gone smooth and dull.

A ring sat squarely in the middle, raised on a platform that looked original. The ropes had been replaced, but the corner posts were old timber, splintered and scarred. One post carried a neat cluster of bullet holes, long filled and sanded down, the repairs slightly proud of the wood. Two boxers were sparring in the ring, grunting as they punched.

Along the walls were photographs, some of them framed and labelled, others pinned straight into the brick with no frames and no dates. Fighters posed with clenched fists and hard eyes. Trainers stood with arms folded, expressions flat as gravestones. 

The oldest photographs were to the left, the more recent ones to the right. Nightingale walked slowly along the wall, right to left, scanning the faces. It was only when he reached the 1920s that he spotted Brennan. Squat. Broad-shouldered. His left hand always wrapped, even when the right was bare. He was in several of the photographs, grinning at the camera, unaware of what life held in store for him. He used his phone to take a picture of the photograph.

Nightingale stopped in front of one picture in particular. A group shot from the mid-nineteen-twenties. The men stood in front of the ring, sweat-darkened vests, knuckles swollen. The man on the end held a cigarette in his right hand and a pistol casually in his left, as if he hadn’t noticed the photographer. It was definitely Lucky Brennan. He looked exactly the same as he did in the CCTV images that Herrera had shown him. But the picture had been taken more than a hundred years ago. It was dated July 1921, eighteen months after he had been granted his boxing licence. He photographed it with his phone.

Behind Nightingale, a bell rang once. The boxers stepped down from the ring, removed their gloves and began unwrapping their hands in silence. No music played. No one shouted encouragement. The gym worked the way old things worked - without ceremony.

At a desk near the ring sat an elderly man with a broken nose and forearms like cables. He looked up as Nightingale approached, eyes sharp, assessing. ‘So you’re the oldest boxing gym in Chicago,’ said Nightingale.

‘Hanging on by the skin of our teeth,’ said the man. ‘You looking for a place to train?’

Nightingale chuckled. ‘I’m just here to look around,’ he said. ‘I’m a journalist, I work for Boxing News in London. We’re doing a feature on old-time boxing gyms, I’m looking to see what’s available here in Chicago and then we’ll send a photographer around.’

‘We’re always keen to publicise the gym,’ said the man. ‘These days all the kids go in for that Mixed Martial Arts nonsense.’ He snorted and spat neatly into a paper cup. ‘Rolling around on the floor like that,’ he said. ‘Grown men hugging each other, whispering in each other’s ears. That’s not fighting - that’s wrestling practice that got out of hand.’ He shook his head, disgusted. ‘Boxing’s honest. You stand up. You look a man in the eye. You hit him until one of you can’t answer the bell. No grabbing, no pretending the mat’s your girlfriend. Just fists, balance, and nerve.’

‘I hear you,’ said Nightingale. ‘So what other gyms should I be looking at?’

‘Here in Chicago?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Truth be told, the best are long gone. Windy City Gym is closed and boarded up. That place made fighters and broke just as many. No nostalgia there, just memories. Eighth Street, Marquette Park, all those Park District gyms - most of ’em closed or repurposed. Basketball courts now. Weight rooms. Boxing got pushed into the corners.’ He snorted. ‘State Street Athletic Club used to be the place to train. That disappeared before my time, really.’

‘What about the places that are still going?’

The old man nodded. ‘You got Colonna’s. And there’s Taylor Street - that place has heart, all right. You learn manners there. You learn respect.’ He tapped the ring apron with two fingers. ‘So yeah - a few still open. Most of ’em buried.’

‘What about the new gyms? Are any of them any good?’

The old man leaned back against the ring post. It creaked under his weight as if it recognised him. ‘The youngsters like going to JABB,’ he said. ‘Stands for Jab, Advance, Box, Battle. Sounds clever. Sounds like a brochure.’

Nightingale didn’t interrupt.

‘What’s wrong with it?’ the old man went on. ‘Nothing you can put a finger on. That’s the problem.’ He pushed himself upright and walked a slow circle, eyes never leaving Nightingale. ‘JABB teaches fighting as if it’s a system. Inputs and outputs. Do the work, follow the plan, minimise the damage.’

He stopped by a heavy bag and slapped it. It barely moved.

‘Places like that? They take boys who already believe in themselves and make ’em better. But they don’t know what to do with the ones who don’t. The angry ones. The scared ones. The ones who need boxing because it’s the only thing holding ’em together.’

He looked around the gym, at the faded paintwork, the old photos, the ring that had seen better decades.

‘Here, you learn to suffer in silence. You learn nobody’s coming to save you. You learn how to stand up when your legs don’t want to.’ His voice hardened. ‘That don’t fit on a whiteboard or on a PowerPoint presentation.’ He shrugged. ‘JABB makes good fighters, no question that. Real good ones. But it sandpapers the edges off people. It turns fights into projects. It treats fear as if it was a flaw instead of a fact of life.’ He grimaced. ‘Sometimes,’ he said softly, ‘fear’s the only honest thing a man’s got.’
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They met beneath the Shedd Aquarium on Chicago’s Museum Campus, a stone and glass building on the edge of Lake Michigan, south of downtown. Above them, school trips wandered past tanks and touch pools, parents pointing and explaining, children pressing palms to glass and making faces at the fish. The service level wasn’t marked on any map the public could see. It existed because someone had to keep forty thousand animals alive. The dealer’s cousin worked maintenance for the city - filters, backup systems, emergency shutoffs tied into the aquarium’s oldest infrastructure and he was happy to supply the necessary keys and access cards - for a price.

The dealer was already there, sitting on an upturned crate, drinking coffee from a paper cup. He looked up and smiled as Brennan approached. ‘You’re a busy bee this month,’ he said.

‘What can I say?’ said Brennan. ‘I’m in demand.’

‘You know, anything you buy I will buy back from you,’ said the dealer. ‘At a discount, of course.’

‘I prefer to keep things simple,’ said Brennan. ‘You sell, and I buy. It’s less complicated that way.’

‘So what do you need this time?’ asked the dealer.

‘A handgun,’ Brennan said. ‘A revolver.’

The dealer opened the holdall at his feet and took out a gun wrapped in a rag. ‘Try this.’

Brennan took it and held it. He didn’t raise it or sight along it. He let it rest in his hand and eased the trigger back slowly. He felt a slight hesitation - so small it would have meant nothing to most people. But it was there. The cylinder rotated a fraction too late, the parts fighting with each other instead of moving together.

He released the trigger and tried again, slower this time, but got the same result - a soft, apologetic click where there should have been certainty.

Brennan frowned.

‘What’s wrong?’ the dealer asked.

‘The timing’s off.’

‘It’s been used half a dozen times and no one has complained.’

Brennan shrugged. ‘I have different standards.’ He handed the gun back. ‘It’s not for me. It’s a nice enough gun, but it’s not for me.’

The dealer studied him for a moment, then exhaled in annoyance. He reached back into the holdall. ‘All right. Try this.’

The second revolver was darker and heavier, a Smith & Wesson Model 610 that looked as if it had been through the wars, literally.

Brennan took it. The trigger rolled back smoothly, the movement was clean and inevitable, each part doing exactly what it should. It felt right, as if it was capable of doing whatever he asked of it.

‘Perfect,’ Brennan said. ‘It’s been used?’

‘Several times.’

Brennan nodded his approval. He preferred to use guns that had a history, ideally a violent one. It muddied the waters for the cops. Brennan only ever used a gun once, that was one of his rules.

‘I need two today,’ he said.

‘That’s a first,’ said the dealer.

‘I’ve a lot on,’ said Brennan.

‘Another revolver?’

‘Actually, I’ll take a Glock if you have one. And a silencer.’

The dealer flashed him a sarcastic smile. ‘You know that we don’t call them silencers. They’re suppressors.’

‘I don’t care what they’re called, I just want something to keep the noise down.’

The dealer reached into the holdall and took out a cloth-wrapped package. He unwrapped it to reveal a compact Glock 29. ‘This takes the same 10mm Auto ammunition as the 610, so that will make your life easier.’

Brennan nodded his approval. He took the Glock and balanced it in the palm of his hand. It was heavier than it looked, matte black polymer and steel. He rolled his wrist once, feeling the balance settle. He racked the slide halfway, just enough to feel the tension, then let it ease forward again. The sights were plain and honest. He lined them up on nothing in particular, an old habit, and for a moment the room narrowed to a straight line between gun and target. The Glock wasn’t meant to scare anyone by its appearance, it was meant to work, every time, without drama.

‘It’s been used, right?’

‘Several times.’

‘Casualties?’

‘Yes. Is that a problem?’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Brennan.

‘Good to hear. And here’s the suppressor to go with it,’ said the dealer. He gave Brennan a matte-black straight cylinder. It had weight, but not much. It was just a tube of steel, built to take violence and quieten it down.

‘That’ll do just fine,’ said Brennan.

The dealer slid a box of 10mm Auto ammunition onto the crate. ‘Same load as usual,’ he said.

Brennan tucked the guns and suppressor into his coat pockets and picked up the box of ammo. They didn’t discuss price. They never did. Brennan left an envelope full of cash where the coffee cup had been and walked away.
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Colonna’s sat back from the street slightly. There was no neon, no glossy posters of champions grinning through mouthguards, just a painted sign that had been touched up often enough to stay legible. The windows were high and narrow, fogged from the inside, the glass latticed with old wire mesh. The door was heavy steel and Nightingale grunted as he pushed it open.

Inside, the ceiling dropped low enough to make Nightingale instinctively lower his head. Exposed pipes ran the length of the room, streaked with flaking white paint. Fluorescent lights buzzed softly overhead, some brighter than others, casting uneven pools of light across the scuffed wooden floor.

The ring dominated the space. The canvas was greyed from years of sweat and disinfectant, the ropes were wrapped in thick layers of tape and the corner pads bore old sponsor logos, faded into ghosts.

Heavy bags hung from chains that creaked every time they moved. The bags themselves were misshapen and scarred, darkened where fists had landed thousands of times in the same places. 

The walls were a museum without labels. There were black-and-white photographs thumb-tacked into corkboard, newspaper clippings curling at the edges, fight posters yellowed with age. Belts were hung high, not polished, not displayed in cases, just stored, as if they were tools someone might need again at some point.

Fighters moved through the space without ceremony. There was no posing, no wasted motion. Feet scuffed on the floor. Gloves thudded. A trainer corrected a stance by nudging a knee with his shoe, never breaking his sentence.

Nightingale stood just inside the door, feeling the floor vibrate faintly with each impact. This clearly wasn’t a place that tried to impress anybody. You could walk in, or leave. It didn’t care either way. 

The wall opposite the door was covered with framed photographs and Nightingale headed towards it. He moved along the wall slowly, eyes checking the photographs one by one.

The gym carried on as if he wasn’t there. A kid no older than eighteen worked a heavy bag near the far wall, his punches short and economical. An older man held pads for him, expression bored, eyes flicking to a wall clock between combinations, correcting without enthusiasm, keeping him focused.

In the ring, two fighters sparred at half-speed. They weren’t wearing headguards, it was about correcting form rather than developing power.

The photographs were decades old. Black-and-white prints alongside colour shots from later years. Golden Gloves. Local smokers. Amateur finals in venues long since knocked down. Names written in pencil, biro, sometimes not written at all.

Nightingale scanned faces, looking for Brennan.

The images flashed by. A fighter laughing with an arm around a trainer. A man raising his gloves to the crowd, clearly pleased with himself. Another caught mid-punch, mouth wide. Boxers showing off the belts they had won, others displaying their bruises and cuts. There were men caught mid-pose, fists raised, jaws set, still trying to look dangerous long after the fight was over; others with their arms around their ring men, the guys who tended to their wounds during battle.

Most of the photos were black-and-white: grainy images of old fighters with flat noses and hard eyes, taken under harsh lights that made the ropes gleam. Mixed in were colour shots from more recent bouts.

There were quieter pictures too. Fighters leaning on the ropes between rounds, eyes unfocused, listening to a trainer who’s saying the same words he’s said a thousand times before. Group photos of past gym champions, arms slung over shoulders, hand-written dates and names scrawled beneath the glass. There were faded newspaper clippings, enlarged and framed, celebrating a local title win or a fighter who made it just far enough to be remembered.

Nightingale paused. In front of him was a framed photo, black and white and dated - July 12, 1962. There were two men in a ring that looked barely fit for purpose. Sagging ropes. Thin canvas. The fighter on the left stood tight and compact. Hands high. Chin tucked. Elbows locked in. Nothing showy. Nothing wasted. It wasn’t Brennan. The fighter on the left was taller and thinner and clearly had the edge when it came to reach. He wasn’t Brennan, either.

But in the crowd, wearing a Chicago Cubs cap and punching his fist in the air, was the man himself, caught up in the excitement of the fight. The face was the same, the battered nose and ears hadn’t changed even though forty-one years had passed since the photographs in Harrigan’s Athletic Club. The licence would probably still be valid, it certainly hadn’t ever been cancelled so far as Nightingale could see, but Brennan was almost certainly not fighting professionally because too many questions would have been asked. But he was still involved with the sport. Maybe even still training. Boxing was in Lucky Brennan’s blood and he couldn’t let it go.

He glanced around the gym once, taking in the bodies moving through it, the noise, the indifference. Nobody was watching him. Nobody cared what he’d found. He took out his mobile phone and took several pictures of the framed photographs, going in close on Brennan. There was no point in asking any of the staff if they remembered him - the picture had been taken sixty years ago. Brennan might not have changed but the world around him certainly had.
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Brennan had no qualms about killing police officers. Over the past hundred years or so, Asmodeus had tasked him with taking the lives of several dozen officers of the law and each time he had done it without a second thought. A deal was a deal. Brennan killed whoever and whenever Asmodeus asked him to, refusal just wasn’t an option. It didn’t appear that Asmodeus had anything against the police, just as many of his targets were gangsters and criminals. Early on in the relationship, Brennan had tried to see if there was any pattern in the hits that he was tasked with. The first two kills had both been police officers - a patrolman and a captain, from neighbouring Chicago precincts, but the next one had been a doctor, the one after that a teacher, followed by five bootleggers working in different parts of the city. During the Prohibition era - 1920 to 1933 - probably half his targets were police officers, helping to establish the statistic that more than forty per cent of all Chicago police officers killed on duty were killed during the Prohibition years. After Prohibition most of his victims were politicians or businessmen, but over the century Brennan had killed someone from pretty much every profession or trade, including a baker, a dog-walker, three taxi drivers, a meat-packer, a shoe salesman, two nurses and a plastic surgeon. If there ever was a connection between the victims, Brennan never found it.

Brennan sat in a coffee shop overlooking his building. He sipped his black coffee slowly, barely tasting it. When he had arrived there had been a patrol car parked outside with a male officer and a female officer obviously watching the house. There were only two ways in and out of the building, the front door and a door at the back. The problem was that the only access to the back door was through the alley at the side of the house and the cops could see the alley from where they were sitting.

The fact that the cops knew where he lived meant they almost certainly had his description, if not his photograph. He could disguise himself somewhat if pushed, but he would still be seen either going through the front door or down the alley. Either way they would move to arrest him there and then, or at the very least call it in. As he was considering his options, a grey Chevrolet Malibu pulled in behind the patrol car. It flashed its lights and the sergeant raised her hand in recognition and the patrol car drove off. They were using undercover cops to watch the house, which meant that they were in for the long haul, Brennan realised.

He finished his coffee. He had dressed for the cold the way he’d dressed for everything else in his life - without ceremony. A dark wool overcoat sat heavy on his shoulders, collar turned up, the fabric polished smooth by years of wear. Beneath it, a thick sweater over a plain shirt, layers chosen for warmth rather than style. Wool trousers, once pressed, now held their shape through habit alone. Leather shoes scuffed at the toes. Gloves softened and cracked from use. Nothing new, nothing that asked to be noticed. He looked like a man who understood that Chicago winters didn’t care who you were - only whether you were ready for them. As he walked out of the coffee shop he pulled his Chicago Cubs baseball cap from his pocket and put it on, pulling the peak low over his eyes.

He crossed the road, head down, and increased the pace as he walked down the alley, his hands in his pockets. His left hand held the butt of the Glock, the fingers of his right hand were wrapped around the silencer, or suppressor as the gun brigade insist on calling it. Brennan never really cared about labels. They were tools and so long as they did what was required of them, he didn’t care what they were called. Back in the Roaring Twenties, a gun was a rod, heat, iron, a Roscoe, a gat, a persuader. These days it was a strap, a piece, a pole, a burner. Heat was one of the few to have survived the decades, like Brennan. But a gun was a gun, all that mattered was that it delivered bullets where they were supposed to go.

He didn’t look over his shoulder as he walked down the alley. This could go down in one of three ways. The cops might stay toasty warm in their car and call for reinforcements. That would be the smart thing to do, but in his experience cops generally weren’t very bright. Or one of the cops might follow him down the alley while the other stayed at the front of the house. That wouldn’t be smart, which is why Brennan was fairly sure it was going to happen. The third option was that both cops would come down the alley. That would generally be an okay course of action, except that they would be going after Brennan, and Brennan was a pro.

He turned the corner and pulled out the gun and the silencer. He continued to walk towards the back door, screwing the silencer into the barrel of the gun. The back door had been kicked in, probably by some heavy-footed cop, and no one had made an effort to repair it. Blue tape slashed with white lettering, the words POLICE LINE – DO NOT CROSS, was stretched in an X across the door. The tape ripped away from the frame as he pushed the door open, the silenced gun in his left hand.

He stood in the kitchen, head cocked to one side as he listened. He smiled to himself as he realised there were two sets of feet coming down the alley. He breathed slowly and evenly as he listened. He heard the feet reach the end of the alley then stop. Then whispered voices. Smart cops would have had their game plan worked out before they entered the alley. These clearly weren’t smart cops.

He heard them start to move. He let them take three steps then he moved through the door in a crouch, the gun up, held in both hands to fight any recoil. Time slowed to a crawl as he clocked the two men. The one on the right had a long, narrow face with a permanent crease between his brows. The other was heavier in the cheeks and clean-shaven.

Their clothes were chosen to be forgotten. Dark jeans, scuffed at the hems, and plain jackets that could have come from any mid-range department store - zippered, practical, no logos. One wore a hoodie under his coat, the hood hanging loose at his shoulders; the other had a knit cap pulled low, shadowing his face. The colours were all unmemorable, chosen to blend. Charcoal, navy, muddy brown.

They both held their guns low, another mistake. Their trigger fingers rested straight along the frames, not on the triggers, the weapons an extension of habit rather than intent, another mistake. Brennan’s finger was on his trigger, it always was when he held a gun. The only reason he ever held a gun was to take a life, so the trigger was the only place to put his finger.

He shot the man on the right first, dead centre of his chest. Then he smoothly changed aim and put two bullets into the heart of the cop on the left.

He straightened up then and took a breath, then shot the man on the right in the face. Blood and brain sprayed through the air and splattered on the path behind him. Both of their guns clattered on the ground and they fell a second later, falling like sacks of potatoes.

Brennan hurried back inside, not rushing, just moving economically and efficiently. He went into the sitting room and picked up the baseball off the shelf. Brennan had owned the ball since 1903, after Brennan’s father had caught it in the West Side Grounds. Brennan had been standing next to his father when the ball had cannoned towards them, hit by the legendary star first baseman and manager, Frank Chance. Brennan could still remember the smack of the ball hitting his father’s shovel-like hand, and the grin on his father's face as he handed the ball to Brennan. Brennan’s father had died just five years later - lung cancer - but Brennan had never forgotten that day. There was no way he was going to leave the ball behind. He opened the biscuit box and felt a pang of relief when he saw that all the cards were there. He had half-expected the cops to have stolen at least some of them. He closed the lid and headed back outside.

One of the undercover cops was still breathing so Brennan put a bullet in the back of his head as he walked by. He held the biscuit tin under his arm as he unscrewed the silencer. When he reached the road the gun and silencer were in his coat pockets and he was carrying the tin. He looked left and right. All clear. He moved his head from side to side, listening hard. No sirens. He figured the cops hadn’t called for back-up before they’d followed him down the alley. He smiled to himself. Big mistake. He turned right and headed down the road, walking quickly, but not quickly enough to attract attention.
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JABB announced itself before Nightingale even reached the door. Glass frontage. Clean lines. A logo sharp enough to cut with. The building looked less like a gym and more like a tech start-up that had decided aggression was a lifestyle choice. Inside the glass he could see motion - bodies moving with purpose - but everything was framed, curated, controlled. Outside, the pavement was clean. No gum scars, no chalk dust, no cigarette ends crushed into the concrete. A bike rack stood perfectly straight. The windows were floor-to-ceiling and unapologetic, the opposite of Colonna’s narrow, defensive slits. This place wanted to be seen.

The door opened silently as Nightingale walked towards it. It wasn’t magic, just a movement sensor, a concealed motor and well-oiled runners doing exactly what they’d been designed to do. Inside, the air was cool, filtered, almost neutral. Whatever sweat existed here was quickly disciplined out of existence. The floor was rubberised, dark and matte, absorbing sound rather than broadcasting it. The lighting was bright but indirect, flattering rather than interrogating.

Music played - low, rhythmic, carefully chosen not to distract. Somewhere between motivation and background noise.

The ring sat off to one side, immaculate. White canvas. Ropes clean, evenly taped, corners crisp. It looked less like a battleground and more like a demonstration model. The kind of ring you photographed. Or were photographed in. 

Heavy bags hung in neat rows, identical, evenly spaced, each with its own clearance like gym equipment in a catalogue. Digital timers glowed on the walls, counting down rounds with quiet authority. A whiteboard listed sessions in tidy handwriting: conditioning, pads, sparring, recovery.

Mirrors ran along one wall - not vanity mirrors, but practical ones. Enough to check form. Enough to correct mistakes. Fighters glanced at themselves occasionally, not to admire, but to adjust. But the mirrors were also perfect for the influencers to take their all-important selfies.

The fighters themselves were younger, on average, than they had been in the other gyms that Nightingale had visited. Lean, sculpted, efficient. Some wrapped hands with practised speed, others shadowboxed with headphones in, faces unreadable. A few wore MMA shorts. 

Trainers moved through the space with tablets and clipboards alongside whistles and towels. Corrections were precise, technical, often delivered in the language of biomechanics rather than grit. Angles. Balance. Efficiency. Damage minimisation.

There were photos on the walls here too - but they were framed, evenly spaced, professionally lit. Championships. Media shots. Magazine covers. The past was honoured, but it was organised. Sanitised.

Nightingale walked further in, aware of his shoes on the floor, of his reflection appearing briefly in the glass and steel. No one challenged him. No one welcomed him.

As he stood there, watching a trainer calmly reset a fighter’s stance for the third time without raising his voice, Nightingale understood the differences between the three gyms he had visited. Harrigan’s taught you the basics. Colonna’s taught you survival. JABB taught you optimisation.

He walked slowly by the photographs, scanning faces. The wall was less a shrine and more a statement. Floor-to-ceiling photographs, oversized and immaculately framed, lit by soft track lights that made everything look intentional. Closest to the entrance were the glossy shots: celebrities in hoodies and hand wraps, caught laughing with trainers or staring into a mirror mid-session, sweat present but tasteful. Influencers dominated a section of the wall - perfect posture, sharp angles, ropes blurring behind them, their names small and subtle in the corner like a fashion credit.

Further along and the tone shifted. Black-and-white portraits of real fighters took over - Chicago pros and serious amateurs, eyes flat, noses crooked, gloves scuffed. No captions beyond names and dates. Those photos weren’t trying to sell anything. They were there to anchor the place, to remind everyone that this was still a boxing gym, not a content studio.

Between the two worlds there were the crossover images: Michael B. Jordan on the bags training for a movie, a Chicago Bulls legend skipping rope, a local rapper sparring in headgear, grainy enough to feel earned. Group shots from charity events and late-night sessions filled the gaps - fighters, celebrities, and trainers shoulder to shoulder, sweat-stained T-shirts instead of suits.

He went back to a row of six photographs featuring the actor Michael B. Jordan. Jordan had appeared in the movies Creed, Creed II and Creed III, playing Adonis ‘Donnie’ Creed. Nightingale wasn’t a fan of boxing but he had enjoyed the Rocky and Creed movies. The last Creed movie was released in 2023, the first in 2015. In the photographs it looked as if Jordan was in training for the role, working out in the ring and on the bags with dozens of onlookers watching. He scanned the faces and his breath caught in his throat when he saw Lucky Brennan in one of the photographs, wearing shorts and gloves, either taking a break from training or waiting to get into the ring to spar with the actor. He took out his phone, snapped a picture of the photograph, going close up on Brennan, then sent it in a text message to Herrera along with the address of the gym. Then he went outside to smoke until the detective arrived.
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Nightingale was on his third Marlboro when Herrera drove up in his blue Ford Explorer. He finished the cigarette and tossed the butt away as the detective parked and walked to the entrance. ‘What’s happening?’ asked the detective.

‘The photograph I sent you is on the wall inside. I figure it was taken within the last few years, 2022 maybe. I’ve seen photographs of him in Harrigan’s Athletic Club and Colonna’s but they’re from decades ago. With any luck someone in there might remember him and they’re more likely to open up to your badge than to a nosy Brit.’

Herrera nodded. ‘Okay, I’ll bite,’ he said. ‘But first, there’s something you need to know. The two cops I had watching Brennan’s house were shot this afternoon.’

‘By Brennan?’

‘I’m assuming so. There were no witnesses, but they were shot in the alley behind the house. They must have followed him in there.’

‘They didn’t call it in?’

‘Two good men are dead, Nightingale. Let’s not start second-guessing them.’

Nightingale held up his hands in surrender.

‘We’re assuming it was Brennan because the baseball cards have gone.’

Nightingale frowned. ‘You think he went back to the house and killed two cops to get his baseball cards?’

‘He might have been there for another reason, but the cards have definitely gone. And the ball.’

‘And what about the house? Does he own it?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘Rented. For the last five years. Lease has another two years to run.’

‘In his own name?’

‘He used the name Pat Malone, which is a giveaway.’

Nightingale frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Sure, you’re a Brit, it’ll mean nothing to you. Pat Malone was starting pitcher for the Cubs throughout the 1920s. Brennan’s obviously a fan.’ He gestured at the gym. ‘Show me this picture.’

They headed inside and over to the reception desk, where a pretty blonde in a leotard flashed them a movie star smile. The smile faltered a little when Herrera flashed his badge and asked to speak with a manager. ‘There isn’t a problem, is there, detective?’ she asked.

‘Just making enquiries,’ he said.

‘We’ve had a few complaints about a smell from the drains in the ladies changing rooms, that’s all,’ she said.

Herrera checked his badge and then showed it to her again. ‘Does that say toilet inspector?’ he asked.

Her smile was pained now. ‘No, it doesn’t,’ she said. She picked up a phone, turned away, and began whispering into it, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. After a few seconds she replaced the phone. ‘Mr Reynolds will be right out,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ said Herrera, putting his badge away.

Within less than a minute, Mr Reynolds came out through a glass door and walked towards them. Not hurried. Not deliberate either. Just an easy, economical stride, as if the space already belonged to him. Mid-thirties, fit without bulk, the kind of body built through routine. Black joggers, fitted polo, clean trainers. A black fitness watch on his wrist. Nothing flashy, nothing out of place. Up close, he was effortlessly handsome, but there was no warmth in it. Hair cut to look low-maintenance. Stubble kept short. His expression stayed neutral, eyes steady, taking in details and filing them away. No handshake. No smile. He stood a couple of feet away, balanced and relaxed. ‘Hi, I’m Johnnie Reynolds,’ he said, ‘How can I help you?’ He wasn’t a trainer or a salesman. He was the man who ran the place.

Herrera showed him the photograph on his phone. ‘Do you know this man, we think he was a member here?’

Reynolds looked at the photograph. ‘Yes, I think so, But I haven’t seen him for a few years.’

‘Do you know when he was a member?’

‘I can check our records, yes.’ He held up the phone. ‘That’s one of our photographs, isn’t it?’

‘He was at one of Michael B Jordan’s training sessions,’ said Nightingale.

‘Ah, right, yes.’ Reynolds walked over to the wall of photographs. He found the one that Nightingale had taken the picture of. ‘That’s right, Michael was training for Creed II so that would have been 2017. He was here quite a lot that year.’

‘Do you remember the guy’s name?’

‘Bernie something,’ said Reynolds. ‘He did some gentle sparring with Michael.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘Now what was his name?’ He shook his head. ‘It’s on the tip of my tongue.’ He looked around and spotted a trainer working with a large blonde woman in a leotard. He waved at the man and motioned him over. He was in his late twenties, six feet tall with a lean, athletic build. He had an oval face with a defined jaw and short dark hair, neatly cut. He wore a black JABB T-shirt and training shorts, both fitted for movement. ‘Matt, do you remember this guy? This was not long after you joined.’ He pointed at Brennan in the picture. ‘The guy getting ready to spar.’

The trainer looked at the photograph and nodded. ‘Bernie Friberg.’ He nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s Bernie.’

‘He’s not still around, is he?’ asked Reynolds.

‘Haven’t seen him for a few years,’ said the trainer.

‘How long was he training here?’ asked Herrera. 

‘He’d been here for a few years when I joined,’ said Matt. ‘He liked to spar. He was good. I always thought that he’d boxed professionally because of the damage to his ears and his nose, but he said he got it from street fighting as a kid. In my opinion, he could have been a pro, but he was just happy training and sparring.’

‘Do you know when he left?’

‘I don’t,’ said the trainer.

‘We’ll be able to tell from his subscription record,’ said Reynolds. He patted the trainer on the shoulder. ‘Thanks, Matt.’ Matt headed back to his client. ‘If you gentlemen will follow me, I’ll call up his records for you.’ He took them through the glass door and down a corridor to a door marked ‘OFFICE - STAFF ONLY’ and pushed it open. It was a windowless room with two desks, each with a laptop on it, a line of filing cabinets with a printer at one end and a coffee maker at the other, and two whiteboards with schedules and timings written on them.

Reynolds sat down at one of the desks and tapped away on the laptop, ‘Yes, Bernie Friberg,’ he said after a few seconds of tapping. ‘Joined in 2015, his membership expired at the end of 2020. He’s not been back since.’

‘Does he have an address?’

‘He does. I’ll print out his application form for you.’ He pressed a button the keyboard and the printer burst into life, kicking out two sheets of paper. Nightingale took them from the printer. The form had Brennan’s picture and his personal details, including name, address, date of birth and social security number. He passed the two sheets to Herrera who glanced at them and then shoved them into his overcoat pocket.

‘Mr Reynolds, thank you so much.’

‘Always happy to help Chicago PD,’ he said, getting to his feet. He picked up two business cards from a card holder on the desk and gave one each to Herrera and Nightingale. ‘And always happy to give a discount to officers of the law,’ he said.

He took them back into reception and showed them out, shaking both their hands and wishing them well. Herrera waited until the door had hissed closed behind them before speaking. ‘Bernie Friberg was second base for the Chicago Cubs in the 1920s,’ said Herrera. ‘That’s not a coincidence.’ He patted the pocket where he’d put Brennan’s application form. ‘We need to talk about this. Let’s find somewhere quiet.’
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They walked south under the L, the tracks clattering overhead, steel on steel echoing down the street. The cold crept in off the lake, finding gaps in their coats and making them shudder. Herrera kept his hands in his pockets, head down. Nightingale walked a half-step behind him, eyes moving, taking in doorways, reflections, the cars parked at the side of the street. Traffic hissed past on damp asphalt. Somewhere behind them a siren rose and faded.

They reached a bar with a sign that said O’Brien’s with a cartoon shamrock either side. Herrera pushed the door open and they went inside. The noise changed at once. Street sounds died, replaced by the low murmur of voices and the faint clink of glasses. A long wooden bar ran the length of the room. A few men sat hunched over drinks, coats still on.

The bartender looked up, gave them both a brief, assessing glance, then went back to what he was doing. No interest. No welcome. Just what they needed.

Nightingale let the door close behind him. He took in the exits, the mirror behind the bar, the way the floor dipped slightly near the back.

Herrera gestured at the bar. ‘I’ll have a coffee,’ he said.

‘Nothing stronger?’

‘I’m on duty, Nightingale.’ He grinned. ‘But I wouldn’t say no to a shot of brandy in it, just to keep out the cold.’

Herrera moved towards an empty booth without hurrying. Outside, a train thundered past overhead. Inside, nobody looked up.

Nightingale paid for coffee and brandy, and a Corona for himself, then carried the drinks over to the booth. Herrera had put the application form on the table, and a copy of the photograph from Brennan’s original boxing licence. He tapped the two photographs as Nightingale sat down. ‘A hundred years apart, give or take, but he hasn’t changed. Not a bit.’

‘He isn’t ageing.’

‘How is that possible?’

‘It isn’t possible. Not in our world. But there is a world in which people can and do live forever.’

‘You’re talking like you’re crazy, Nightingale.’

Nightingale nodded at the pictures. ‘The proof is right there.’

‘So what are you saying? He’s a vampire?’

‘No, he’s not a vampire. He’s just a man, like you and me, but someone is allowing him not to die.’

‘Allowing him not to die? You really are sounding crazy here.’

Nightingale sat back in his seat and studied the detective as he sipped from his bottle, wondering how much he could tell him, and how much he would believe. He put down the bottle. ‘How much do you know about Joshua Wainwright, and his world?’

The detective shrugged. ‘Not much. I just know he has an interest in X-files stuff.’

‘The Occult world,’ said Nightingale. 

‘See, I have no idea what you mean by that.’

‘The Occult world operates alongside the normal world and is governed by its own rules, entities, and bargains. Only certain people can see it - mediums, magicians, the cursed, the desperate. It’s where you get secret societies, covens, demons making deals, and ancient rules no one fully understands. Joshua is part of that world.’

‘Demons making deals? Are you trying to tell me that Brennan made a deal with the Devil?’

‘Not the Devil. A devil. There are many.’ Nightingale was reluctant to tell Herrera that he knew which devil Lucky Brennan had done his deal with, because the detective would want to know where he had got the information from, and Nightingale would rather keep that to himself.

‘And this devil is allowing Brennan to live forever?’

Nightingale grimaced. ‘I know, it’s hard to believe. It took me some time before I was convinced that this sort of thing goes on.’

‘And why would this devil give Brennan everlasting life?’

‘A deal would have been done. I’m not sure what that deal might have been, maybe the devil needs people killing.’

‘Can’t devils do their own dirty work?’

‘Devils can’t kill people on Earth because they’re not supposed to be here like that. This world runs on choice. If a devil kills you outright, it breaks the balance. So they don’t pull triggers or swing knives. They push instead. A thought at the right moment. A bad decision made easier. Humans do the killing and the devils stay clean.’

Herrera stared at the photographs. ‘I want to say that you’re talking shit but how else can we explain that he hasn’t changed in over a hundred years?’ He sipped his coffee, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘How come no one else seems to know about these devils?’

‘You have to understand that demons, devils, whatever you want to call them, can hide in plain sight. They can blur senses, they can change perception. That’s why they can operate here on Earth and nobody notices. Nobody sees them. And if someone does see something, they can alter reality. Change the facts. Go back to being hidden.’

‘You really believe that?’ said Herrera.

‘I know it for a fact. They manipulate reality so that they stay below the radar. They take facts and repurpose them. Or hide them.’

‘How do you hide a fact?’ said Herrera.

‘Let me give you an example. What is the most viewed movie of all time? The movie that has been seen by the most people?’

Herrera shrugged. ‘Titanic? Avatar?’

‘They might be the biggest box office earners, but that’s more to do with rising ticket prices than with how many people watch it.’

‘Gone With The Wind?’

‘Good guess. Gone With the Wind is one of the most seen films ever and often tops lists when measuring total ticket sales or inflation-adjusted box office. But it’s not the most watched movie ever.’

‘I give in.’

‘The most watched film in history - in terms of how many times people have seen it - is a movie made in 1979 called simply Jesus. A movie about the son of God. It’s been viewed over eight billion times by more than four billion people worldwide, translated into nearly 2,000 languages. Half the people in the world have seen that movie. But have you heard of it?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘No.’

‘That’s because the Devil doesn’t want people to acknowledge that fact. So he hides it. Buries it. And in the same way, devils stay below the radar. They only reveal themselves when it’s in their interests to do so.’

The detective sipped his coffee again. ‘Let’s suppose I accept the fact that Brennan is living forever. How could he not be recognised? He’s been around for more than a hundred years, why has nobody realised that?

‘He changes his name. He lives in different parts of the city. It looks as if the only constant is his love of the Chicago Cubs, and boxing. That’s why I was visiting different boxing gyms. JABBA was the third one I found where he’d trained. I’m guessing there’ll be others.’

Herrera frowned. ‘You think that boxing means that much to him?’

‘It’s continuity. Brennan is more than a hundred years old. All his family and friends are long dead. Everything he ever cared about has gone. But the Cubs are still there. He can still be a fan. And he was serious about being a boxer while he was younger or he wouldn’t have gotten a licence. Most boxers retire at some point but he did the deal while he was still young so I guess he still has the fire. Obviously he can’t fight professionally but he probably still gets a buzz out of training.’

‘But he must realise that going to a gym risks him being discovered?’

‘Not necessarily, not if he’s careful,’ said Nightingale. ‘Most gyms have a high turnover of clients and staff, and that turnover works in his favour. A club fighter only sticks it for five years or so. Most quit due to injuries, lack of money, or realising they won’t progress. A decent national-level pro, ten years at most if they stay relatively healthy. Now a world-class boxer is a different animal. They might fight for up to twenty years, but that’s the exception, not the rule. And they’re unlikely to be in any of the gyms that Brennan frequents. So he moves around. Trains in a gym for a few years, then moves. Another part of the city. Another name. Chicago is a big city. Close to three million people, right? It’s an easy city to hide in.’

‘Easier to keep moving,’ said Herrera. ‘Five years in Chicago then head to the West Coast for five years then over to the East Coast. If he did that, no one would ever find him.’

‘Maybe the devil he’s dealing with is keeping him here,’ said Nightingale. ‘Maybe he can’t leave.’

‘How would that work?’

Nightingale shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I’m just brainstorming here. As you said, it would make more sense for him to move between cities. So the fact that he hasn’t moved has to mean something. I mean, he can’t have any ties here, not after all this time. So if the logical thing is to keep moving, the fact that he isn’t suggests he’s being kept here. Maybe the devil is up to something in Chicago and he’s using Brennan to pave the way.’ He sipped his Corona. ‘It might help if we knew what Brennan was doing for him.’

‘Well we know that. Brennan is a hired killer, that and boxing seem to be his only skills.’

‘I mean that if we knew who Brennan was killing, then we might get an inkling into why this devil is doing what he’s doing.’

Herrera took a sheath of papers from his coat pocket and spread them across the table. ‘I’ve started on that,’ he said. He tapped one of the sheets of paper. ‘This was a killing back in 1984. A longshoreman named Billy Grabowski, mid-forties. Shot once in the chest in his garage. Neighbours heard what they thought was a car backfiring. Ballistics said close range, downward angle, weapon held in the left hand. Grabowski had been asking questions about missing union funds. The case stalled when the union lawyer refused to testify and two witnesses moved out of state inside a week. A confidential informant said it was a mob hit, taken out by a gangster by the name of Frankie ‘Switchblade’ Calderone who had been using Grabowski to steal from the union. Once he discovered that Grabowski was under investigation, he had him taken out. The CI said the hitman was a former boxer, he didn’t know his name, just that he boxed and often wore a Chicago Cubs cap.’

‘That definitely sounds like Brennan,’ said Nightingale.

‘But we know that Calderone had taken out the contract, so there was no devil involved, right?’

‘That’s a fair assumption, yes,’ said Nightingale. He took a long swig from his bottle of Corona.

‘Answer me this, then. If, as you say, Brennan is now working for this devil, why is he still carrying out gangland contracts?’

‘Because he’ll need money,’ said Nightingale. ‘He has to pay his rent, his bills, just because he lives for ever doesn’t mean he stops eating. All that has to be paid for. And I don’t think the devil will be paying.’

Herrera frowned. ‘Why not?’

‘Well, I’m guessing, but I’m assuming that whatever deal Brennan did was something along the lines of eternal life in exchange for working for the devil. If so, then any payment would be outside of the contract. It would depend on how it’s worded. But my gut feeling is that the devil wouldn’t want to be paying Brennan, in which case Brennan would have to be doing other paid jobs to survive.’

‘That makes some sort of sense, I suppose,’ said Herrera. ‘Okay, then in 1992, Uptown, Maria Santos, a community organiser was shot outside her apartment building just after midnight. Clean hit, no hesitation marks. Left-handed shooter, standing slightly behind and to her right. No robbery. No threats on record. Three witnesses placed a man across the street and the description is a good match for Eddie Brennan. At the time we didn’t know that, of course. The redevelopment deal she opposed went through unchanged. That’s presumably why she was killed.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘Is it possible that a devil is involved with redevelopment of the city? Isn’t it more likely that it was one of the developers who took out a contract on her?’

Nightingale shrugged. ‘You’re asking me to second guess a demon from Hell, and I’m not sure I can do that.’

Herrera nodded. ‘Okay, 2001 near the Loop. Gerald Fiske, a corporate lawyer was shot on the balcony of his apartment, single round to the upper torso. Ballistics again indicated a left-handed shooter. There was CCTV footage from the ground floor that showed a man in a Chicago Cubs cap. His office was broken into that same night and his files on a private security consortium were taken.’

He tapped another sheet. ‘This is 2009, in Little Village. Victim was Raymond Cho, a parole officer. Shot in his car outside his mother’s house. Window down, engine running. One round, fired from outside the vehicle, left-handed, slightly upward trajectory. No shell casing. Cho had blocked three early releases tied to the same legal charity. One witness reported seeing a man in an overcoat who looked like a boxer. That was no help at the time, but with hindsight it could well have been Brennan.’

‘Sounds right,’ said Nightingale. He took another drink from his bottle.

‘Then in 2016, Bronzeville. Calvin Moore, a church treasurer, shot twice in his apartment, seated at his kitchen table. No forced entry. No sign of struggle. Left-handed shooter. A neighbour saw a man with a broken nose and a Chicago Cubs baseball cap leaving shortly afterwards. Moore had been preparing to report irregular donations routed through church accounts. His papers were left untouched. But someone had taken his laptop.’

‘Did the witness see the man with the computer?’

‘Said he couldn’t remember if the man was carrying anything, she just remembered the cap and the nose.’ Herrera tapped the final sheet. ‘Last year, West Loop. City data analyst working on predictive policing software. He was shot twice while locking his car in a parking structure. Camera coverage doesn’t show the shooting but there is footage of a man who could well be Brennan. No overcoat this time, and no cap, he keeps his head down but it could have been him. Ballistics were consistent with a left-handed shooter. The victim had flagged anomalies in arrest data that pointed to outside influence. The report was buried. The case was reassigned twice and then went cold.’

Herrera sat back in his seat. ‘Six shootings over forty years. Different neighbourhoods, different lives, no connections that I can see. But it looks as if Eddie Brennan was behind them all. And you think that this devil is behind it?’

‘I wish I knew,’ said Nightingale. ‘If there is a pattern, I can’t see it. And no one came close to cracking any of these cases?’

‘Different districts. Different decades. Different motives on paper. Each one clean enough to stand on its own. No connections. Ballistics don’t help when the gun never turns up. And a left-handed shooter isn’t rare enough to ring bells by itself. You get one detective seeing it in ’84, another in ’92, another in ’01. None of them still around when the next one happens. The killings are too far apart to establish a pattern.’ He paused. ‘And because every time someone started asking whether the cases talked to each other, something got in the way. A transfer. A promotion. A budget cut. A quiet word from above about focusing elsewhere and effective use of resources. The cases all went cold.’ He shrugged and gathered up the sheets. ‘You can’t connect dots if someone keeps erasing the chalk.’

‘There could be a lot more, of course,’ said Nightingale.

Herrera frowned. ‘You think I don’t know that. These six are the result of just a day combing through cold shooting cases. I barely scratched the surface.’

‘You only went back forty years,’ said Nightingale. ‘He could have been active since the 1920s. The Prohibition years.’

‘That’s a thought. But how does that help us?’

‘It might help establish the pattern,’ said Nightingale.

‘I’m not sure that my boss is going to let me start investigating murders from a hundred years ago. There’s cold and then there’s glacial.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Why the gyms? Are you hoping that he’s still training?’

‘That was the idea. Each time he fills out an application form he has to give an address. I know it’s a long shot but it’s the only shot I’ve got.’

‘What about that spell thing you did before? Proximity, or whatever it was.’

‘The Spell of Propinquity, you mean? It’s not as easy as that. It’s not like GPS. The pendulum will have been influenced by the last time I used it, it’ll almost certainly show me the same location. If I had something that belonged to him recently, I might be able to get a new reading but I don’t.’

‘He took the baseball and the cards from his house, but he might have left something behind.’

‘True, but then their vibrations will probably be attuned to that address rather than wherever he is right now.’ He shrugged. ‘I guess I can give it a try, but I think the best bet is to visit as many gyms as possible and show his picture.’ He flashed Herrera a tight smile. ‘And obviously that’ll be a lot easier if you’re there to flash your badge.’

The detective sighed. ‘Okay, I guess I can justify that to my boss. We’ve got two dead undercover cops so it’s no stone unturned.’
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Chicago, October 1925.

Eddie “Lucky” Brennan had been summoned to a room above a bar in the Lexington Hotel in Chicago. He was frisked by a large man with halitosis before he was allowed up the stairs to the landing where an even larger man patted him down again. They didn’t find anything. Brennan wasn’t stupid, he knew better than to carry any sort of weapon to a meeting with Alphonse Gabriel Capone.

Capone was the man who turned crime into industry. Born in Brooklyn to Italian immigrant parents, Capone had arrived in Chicago at the perfect moment - Prohibition had made alcohol illegal. Bootlegging became his foundation, but gambling, prostitution, and protection rackets filled out the balance sheet. He ran his operations like a business, with managers, accountants, and armed men enforcing the terms. What set Capone apart from other mobsters was the fact that he didn’t hide. He smiled for photographers, attended public events, and played the role of respectable businessman while ordering brutality from behind closed doors. Capone controlled much of Chicago’s underworld. Speakeasies paid him to stay open. Politicians and police accepted his money to stay silent. He decided who prospered and who disappeared. When Capone summoned, you went. When he told you to jump, you asked him how high.

The second heavy knocked on a door with a fist the size of a house brick and opened it. Brennan took off his fedora when he crossed the threshold. Capone was a man who demanded respect from his visitors.

The man himself was sitting behind a huge desk, flanked by two more big men in sharp suits. Capone cut a solid, unmistakable figure. He always dressed impeccably - tailored suits that emphasised his bulk, silk ties knotted just so, polished shoes that never seemed to scuff no matter where he walked. When he was outside, a fedora usually sat low on his head, tilted with casual authority. That day he was wearing a dark, perfectly tailored deep navy suit with broad lapels that emphasised his solid build. He wore a white shirt underneath, stiff collar, and a silk burgundy tie knotted thick and neat. His waistcoat was buttoned tight across his chest, a gold watch chain arcing from one pocket to another and his cuffs were fastened with gold links.

‘Lucky,’ Capone growled. ‘You’re late.’

A large Cuban cigar was resting in an ashtray already dusted with grey ash. The smoke curled lazily upward, softening the light in the room. The smell of tobacco was hanging in the air, rich and heavy.

‘Sorry, Mr Capone,’ Brennan mumbled. He wasn’t late, he was bang on time, but it never paid to argue with Al Capone.

Capone’s face was full, almost boyish at a glance, but there were scars across one cheek, thin, pale lines that were souvenirs from a knife fight long before he had arrived in Chicago.

Capone didn’t ask Brennan to sit. Minions always stood and Brennan was all too well aware of his status. Or rather the lack of it.

Capone eased himself from side to side in his high-backed chair. The movement pulled at his side and he sucked in air through his teeth. ‘You heard what happened?’

‘Yes, Mr Capone.’

‘The doctors say I’m healed,’ Capone said. ‘Doctors say a lot of things. If I’m healing, why does it still hurt so bad?’

Brennan stood in front of the desk, hands loose, eyes alert. Listening.

Capone pressed two fingers against his ribs. ‘The bullet went in clean. Dropped me to the floor. I remember thinking - this is it. This is how it ends. In my own place.’

Brennan nodded once. Not sympathy, just acknowledgement. 

‘Hymie Weiss did it,’ Capone went on. ‘Sent boys to my door like I was already dead. That’s the part I can’t forgive.’ His voice hardened. ‘He didn’t just try to kill me. He wanted to make a point.’

Brennan said nothing.

Capone leaned forward despite the pain. ‘Weiss thinks I’m bad for business. He thinks Chicago belongs to him because he keeps his mouth shut and his hands clean.’ Capone smiled without humour. ‘So he decided the city would be quieter without me in it.’ The smile vanished. ‘I don’t like being reminded that I can bleed.’

Brennan met his eyes. ‘Most men don’t,’ he said.

Capone let out a breath and waved a hand. ‘Weiss crossed a line. He made it personal. Now I want him gone.’ He fixed Brennan with a hard stare. ‘Not scared. Not hiding. Dead. I want him to understand why this happened. I want his last thought to be that shooting me hurt more than he planned.’

Brennan fiddled with his hat. ‘Consider it done, Mr Capone.’

‘I’ll consider it done when it’s done,’ growled Capone.

‘Sorry, Mr Capone,’ said Brennan. He put on his hat and walked out of the room.
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Nightingale and Herrera spent the rest of the afternoon and a big chunk of the evening checking boxing gyms across Chicago. A quick Google showed that there were seventy gyms in the city, including twenty-one public boxing facilities in parks. Herrera suggested that they try some of the better known gyms and they visited River North Boxing Fitness, Oakley Fight Club & Fitness, Franklin Street Boxing Club, Knuckleheads Boxing Gym and Body Shot Boxing Club, but none of them produced any results. They visited two outdoor areas, an open concrete area in Humboldt Park where fighters were carrying out pad work and shadowboxing, and Montrose Fitness Area, along the lakefront where boxing-style training was going on. They didn’t find anyone who remembered seeing Eddie Brennan.

Herrera said that he had to get back to the office, but agreed to try one on the way back to Nightingale’s hotel. He parked his Ford Explorer outside the building, an old brick warehouse, two storeys, flat-roofed. A faded steel sign was bolted above the entrance: CONCRETE CITY BOXING. The front door was industrial steel, dented and repainted. 

The street around it was quiet but an elevated train line ran a block away, the occasional rumble vibrating through the pavement like distant thunder. To the left, a derelict loading dock sagged under its own weight. To the right, a row of shuttered units was covered in graffiti, layer upon layer of it. Faded gang tags overlapped in snarled knots of colour, black and red spray paint scrawled in quick, angry strokes. Some names had been crossed out and written over again, a territorial argument frozen on corrugated steel.

As Nightingale and Herrera walked up to the door, they could hear the dull thud of gloves on heavy bags, the rhythmic squeak of trainers on canvas, the barked instructions of a coach who didn’t waste words on encouragement. This was a working gym. 

Herrera pushed the door open and stepped inside. Nightingale followed him. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in a harsh, almost clinical glare. The ring sat in the centre like an altar, ropes frayed, canvas stained and scrubbed so often it had lost its original colour. Around it, heavy bags swayed gently, as if they’d been hit only seconds before.

No one paid them any attention. Men and women trained in silence or short bursts of violence - pads cracking, bags taking punishment, skipping ropes slapping the concrete floor. Faces were set, eyes focused inward. This wasn’t a place for showing off. It was a place for fixing things the hard way.

They moved towards the ring. Nightingale felt eyes on him now - quick, assessing glances. People clocked newcomers automatically. Who they were. Whether they belonged. Whether they were trouble.

The walls were bare brick, patched and repainted, with old fight posters curling at the edges. Some were decades old, names long forgotten. Others were recent, cheap print, taped up crookedly. A cracked mirror ran along one side, reflecting a version of the room that looked even rougher than the real thing.

They stopped near the edge of the ring and waited. A man stepped out of the shadows near the back - broad shoulders, hands wrapped, nose that had been broken more than once. He was wearing a baggy faded blue tracksuit and he didn’t smile. He wouldn’t be seeing sixty again. ‘You here to train?’ he asked.

Herrera wrinkled his nose. ‘Do I look like I want to be hit in the face?’

The man shrugged. ‘Honest answer, yeah. You a cop?’

Herrera flashed his badge. ‘Just wanna check to see if you’ve seen this guy recently?’

Nightingale pulled a photograph of Brennan from his coat pocket and showed it to the man. He screwed up his eyes. ‘What’s he done?’

‘You the owner?’

The man nodded. ‘Dennis O’Shea. They call me Denny.’

‘We just need to talk to him,’said Herrera.

‘Why do you think he might have done something?’ asked Nightingale.

‘Something funny happened a day or two ago.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe nothing.’

‘Maybe let us decide if it’s nothing or not,’ said Herrera. ‘So he does train here?’

‘Has done for a year or so. Name’s Charlie Root. Keeps himself to himself, trains hard and does a bit of sparring. I always thought he had a backstory he wanted to keep to himself. Didn’t talk much and had a way of avoiding questions, if you know what I mean.’

‘And what happened that was funny?’ asked Herrera.

‘There was an old trainer here, just hanging around. He’s retired now. Well, I say retired. His old gym sacked him so I used to let him do a bit of cleaning here in exchange for tips. Walter Kowalski. Coach K. Anyway he was sure he recognised Charlie from somewhere but Charlie kept saying no, he was wrong.’

‘What gym did Coach K used to work for?

‘Midway Boxing Club, on the other side of the city. But here’s where it gets weird. Coach K said he knew Charlie from thirty years ago. Under a different name. Peter something.’ He frowned, then tapped himself hard on the side of the head as if trying to kick-start his memory. ‘Pete Alexander. He said Charlie was the spitting image, swore blind it was him. But how could that be? Charlie’s not thirty yet. Twenty-seven or twenty-eight at most. But Coach K kept on and on at him. Charlie left eventually. He’s not been back since.’

‘Can I have a copy of Charlie’s membership application?’

‘Sure you can,’ said O’Shea. ‘Give me a few minutes.’ He headed off to a back room, moving with a fighter’s economy, shoulders slightly rolled forward, feet gliding rather than lifting, the gait of a man who’d spent a lifetime crossing canvases slick with sweat. One knee dipped a fraction with each step, an old injury that had never healed right, but it didn’t slow him, it was just part of the rhythm now.

‘That’s interesting,’ Nightingale said to Herrera.

The detective grinned. ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he said. ‘Charlie Root and Pete Alexander were both Chicago Cubs players back in the 1920s,’ said Herrera. ‘Sounds to me like Coach K recognised Brennan for what he was, a boxer who wasn’t ageing.’ 

Nightingale nodded and looked around the gym. Most of the men in the place looked cut from the same hard cloth - lean rather than bulky, bodies tuned for endurance, not for selfies. A couple of kids barely out of their teens worked the heavy bags. Their punches weren’t pretty, but they were relentless, thudding in steady combinations while sweat ran down their noses and dripped onto the concrete.

In the ring two fighters moved under the watchful eye of an old trainer with a stopwatch. They circled, gloves up, headgear scuffed and faded, jabs snapping out, the sound sharp and flat like towels being cracked. The trainer muttered corrections - hands up, move your head, don’t admire your work - the words delivered without heat, because he’d said them a thousand times before.

Near the wall a heavyweight skipped rope, his breath coming in short, controlled bursts. Beside him a wiry man shadowboxed in front of a cracked mirror, throwing punches at an opponent only he could see, slipping and rolling. Another fighter sat on a bench, forearms resting on his knees, a towel over his head, chest heaving as he waited for the burn in his lungs to ease.

Nightingale had never understood people who enjoyed boxing. He could see the discipline in it, the graft, the sheer bloody-mindedness that it took to keep turning up day after day. He even understood the appeal of winning - one man beating another under rules everyone agreed on. What he didn’t get was the pleasure that people took from it. To Nightingale it looked like voluntary punishment, lungs on fire, muscles screaming, all for the chance to stand under bright lights while someone tried to hurt you in a very personal way. There was no mystery to it, no finesse that softened the edges. Just pain, measured out in rounds.

O’Shea returned, holding a sheet of paper which he gave to Herrera. ‘That’s what Charlie filled in when he first joined.’

‘Thank you,’ said Herrera. ‘Do you happen to know where we can find Coach K?’

O’Shea shook his head. ‘He’s not been here since he hassled Charlie,’ he said. 

‘Does he hang out in any other gyms?’

‘I think he tries them all, just to keep warm,’ said O’Shea. ‘Some places don’t want him around, he’s a reminder of the bad old days. I’m happy enough for him to be here, everyone gets old, don’t they?’

‘What do you mean by the bad old days?’ asked Nightingale.

‘Back when fighters didn’t wear headgear and they were praised for taking punishment and criticised for quitting, even when quitting was the sensible choice,’ said O’Shea. ‘Sparring was full-contact and frequent. Gym culture could be harsh.’ He frowned. ‘That was the funny thing about Charlie. He’s taken a lot of punishment even though he wasn’t even thirty. His nose is out of shape and his ears are in a right state. I figured he must have been involved in some underground fight club nonsense but like I said, he wasn’t one for questions.’

Herrera thanked him and headed out with Nightingale in tow. Once outside, he looked at his watch. ‘Look, I have to get back to the precinct but I’ll try to track down this Kowalski guy.’

‘I’d like to be there when you talk to him,’ said Nightingale.

‘I don’t have a problem with that,’ said Herrera. ‘Shall I drop you at your hotel?’

‘I’m okay, I need some fresh air, clear my head and get my thoughts in order.’

‘It’s complicated, isn’t it?’

Nightingale nodded. Complicated was an understatement. He lit a cigarette and watched as Herrera climbed into his Ford Explorer and drove away.
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Nightingale walked for a mile through the city and smoked three cigarettes, deep in thought. He was just about to go into a diner for a Corona and a burger when his phone rang. It was Valerie, Joshua Wainwright’s assistant. ‘Where are you?’ she asked. Always brusque and always to the point. There was never any chit-chat with Valerie.

‘Chicago.’

‘Yes, I know that. But where? Are you far from the airport?’

‘You’ll have to be specific, Valerie. Chicago has four airports. O’Hare International and Midway International, plus Chicago Executive Airport and DuPage Airport.’

‘O’Hare of course,’ she said, not rising to the bait.

‘I’m about half an hour away.’

‘You need to get there now. Mr. Wainwright will be landing in twenty minutes and he wants to see you. Look for Signature Flight Support at Terminal Five. Someone will be there to meet you.’ She ended the call.

Nightingale took the phone away from his ear and smiled at it. ‘Nice to talk to you, too, Valerie. How are you? Good. Me? Oh, I’m being pursued by a hundred-year-old assassin who is acting for a demon from Hell, thank you for asking.’

He put his phone away and flagged down a cab.

Nightingale had been optimistic about being half an hour away from O’Hare, it took almost forty-five minutes to reach Terminal Five. He paid the fare and stepped out. The frontage of the terminal was a constant snarl of movement. Cars edging forward, brake lights flaring, doors sliding open and shut. Porters pushed metal trolleys piled with cases wrapped in plastic. 

He went through the automatic doors. Inside, the space stretched long and shallow. Wheels rattled over tile. Voices overlapped, rose and fell. An announcement echoed and dissolved before the words fully landed. The lighting was flat and unforgiving, bouncing off polished floors and glass walls.

A man in a black suit appeared beside him. ‘Mr. Nightingale?’

‘Yes,’ said Nightingale. ‘That’s me.’

The man was in his forties, maybe younger, his hair brown and neatly parted, his face narrow and controlled. The suit was well cut but unremarkable - no shine, no flair. He wore a black coat over the top, buttoned against the cold. His shoes were black, sensible, scuffed at the edges. 

The man turned immediately and started walking. He didn’t check to see if Nightingale followed. Nightingale hurried after him. ‘How did you know it was me?’ he asked.

‘Miss Valerie described you,’ he said, not looking at him.

‘What did she say?’

‘Shitty raincoat and shitty suede shoes.’

‘They’re Hush Puppies,’ said Nightingale, vaguely offended. ‘George Bush used to wear them. The father, not the son.’

‘I’ve never been a fan,’ said the man.

‘Of Hush Puppies?’

‘Of the Bushes. My brother lost a leg in Operation Iraqi Freedom.’

They moved away from the main concourse, past the last cluster of people waiting with signs and flowers. The noise thinned. They stopped at a grey door set into the wall, marked only with small white lettering: RESTRICTED ACCESS.

The man produced a badge from inside his coat and used it to open the door with a dull click. Beyond it, the airport changed character. The floor was bare concrete floor, the lights were fluorescent strips and exposed pipes ran the length of the ceiling. Their footsteps echoed, sharp and unsoftened as they walked towards another door. The man used the badge again to open it and then they were outside on the cold. Wind swept across the open space, carrying the smell of jet fuel and hot machinery. Engines whined somewhere nearby. A plane rolled past in the distance and the ground vibrated faintly beneath Nightingale’s Hush Puppies.

A black SUV waited by the kerb, engine running. It had no visible plates and the windows were impenetrable. 

The man in black climbed into the front passenger seat and Nightingale got into the back. 

‘Don’t suppose I can smoke, can I?’ Nightingale asked.

Neither of the two men in the front said anything. Nightingale shrugged. ‘I’ll take that as a no,’ he said.

They drove along the perimeter roads, past fences topped with cameras, past low buildings set back from the runways and stopped beside a private jet. It was clean and restrained - white fuselage, minimal markings, no logo large enough to read from a distance. The stairs were already down and the door was open. The engines clicked softly as they cooled.

The man in the black suit got out first. He straightened his coat, glanced once towards the jet, then at Nightingale. ‘Mr. Wainwright is onboard,’ he said.

Nightingale stepped out of the SUV. The wind caught his coat again. He adjusted it and climbed the stairs.

Inside, the air was warm and still.

‘You’re late,’ said Wainwright. He was sitting back in a massive leather seat, his black lizard skin cowboy boots propped up on a coffee table. He had a white cowboy hat on the back of his head and a crystal tumbler of something expensive in his right hand.

‘Chicago traffic,’ said Nightingale. ‘What can you do?’

‘Do you want a drink?’ asked Wainwright. ‘I’ve got some of that Mexican crap you like.’

A pretty blonde stewardess with bright red lipstick and nails appeared from the rear of the plane.

‘Go on, you’ve talked me into it,’ said Nightingale, dropping down into the seat opposite the Texan billionaire. He smiled at the stewardess. ’I’ll have a Corona. Slice of lime if you have it.’

‘In a glass?’

‘Oh no. Never in a glass.’

She smiled professionally and headed for the galley, her hips swinging as if she knew that he was watching her.

Joshua Wainwright looked to be in his late thirties, though Nightingale had always found it difficult to pin down his age. His mahogany skin was mainly smooth and unblemished but there were laugh lines around his eyes and streaks of grey in his black hair. He was wearing a brown suit that was almost certainly made-to-measure and a dazzling white shirt with silver tips on the collar.

The stewardess went back to the galley and returned with an opened bottle of Corona, a piece of lime stuck into the neck.

‘I’m told that bartenders in hot places would stick a wedge of citrus in the neck to keep flies out and to wipe the lip of the bottle clean,’ said Wainwright. ‘But then I’m also told that if it wasn’t for the lime, it wouldn’t have any taste.’

‘How much does your drink cost?’ asked Nightingale.

Wainwright held up his tumbler. ‘This? Ten grand a bottle, I guess. I’d have to check.’

Nightingale held up his bottle. ‘So that makes me a cheap date. You shouldn’t complain.’ He pushed the lime down the neck and drank.

‘How’s the investigation going?’

‘Leaps and bounds,’ said Nightingale. ‘We’ve identified the killer who won’t die. Eddie “Lucky” Brennan, a boxer from the 1920s.’

Wainwright’s eyes hardened. ‘Which would make him more than a hundred years old?’

‘Maths is obviously your strong suit.’

‘Why do you Brits say “maths” when “math” is the correct pronunciation?’

‘To be fair, the full word is mathematics with an “s” and it’s treated as a plural subject, the same way physics or economics are. You Yanks don’t say “physic” or “economic” do you?’

Wainwright thought about that for a few seconds and then nodded. ‘I never thought of that,’ he said. ‘You might have a point. But speaking of points, this Brennan has been around for a hundred years, is that what you’re saying?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘He was born in 1898. He seems to have stopped ageing in about 1925.’

‘Do we know what happened?’

‘Not precisely, but it involves a devil by the name of Asmodeus.’

Wainwright’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, that’s not good,’ he said. He opened a panel in his seat to reveal a humidifier containing half a dozen large cigars. ‘Do you want a Cuban?’

Nightingale took out his pack of cigarettes. ‘I’d prefer a Marlboro.’

‘Each to his own,’ said Wainwright. He produced a heavy metal cutter and clipped the cap off the cigar, clean and precise. He struck a match and let it flare, the sulphur sharp in the air, then held the thick Cuban just above the flame, turning it slowly until the end darkened and tightened. He drew once, gently, shook the match out, and watched the ember settle as a thin line of smoke rose.

Nightingale made a lot less fuss. He tapped out a cigarette and lit it with his lighter.

Wainwright blew a cloud of bluish smoke. ‘What do you know about Asmodeus?’

‘Not much. Just that Lucky Brennan is killing for him.’

‘Asmodeus,’ said Wainwright, stretching out the name. ‘I suppose I should have guessed.’

‘You know him?’

‘I know of him,’ said Wainwright. He frowned. ‘How do you know that it’s Asmodeus who is pulling Brennan’s strings?’

Nightingale shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I was reliably informed that’s the case.’

Wainwright’s eyes narrowed. He clearly wasn’t going to let Nightingale off the hook. ‘By who?’

Nightingale resisted the urge to say that the question should have been ‘by whom’ but he knew that this was one moment that couldn’t be lightened. ‘Proserpine,’ he said quietly.

Wainwright shook his head sadly. ‘You’re playing with fire, Jack.’

‘I got the feeling that she wants to help.’

‘She wants you to choose sides in a battle between demons,’ said Wainwright. ‘But the biggest prize so far as she’s concerned is your soul. That’s what she’s after.’

‘Do you know if she has beef with Asmodeus?’

‘It’s possible. Hell is rigidly hierarchical. Devils cooperate because they have to. There are ranks, offices, chains of command. Orders flow downward. But the cooperation is cold and brittle - no loyalty, no trust - and every devil is out for advantage, status, or survival. They work together the way rival gangs might pull a job together. They still hate each other.’

Nightingale nodded, then took a long pull on his cigarette before blowing a half-decent smoke ring. ‘Do you have any idea what Asmodeus is doing in Chicago?’

‘I’m guessing it’s about gaining an advantage, but I don’t know what that advantage might be. I knew there was something going on when Herrera got in touch about a hitman who seemed to be invulnerable to bullets. But this is all news to me. I need to take advice.’

‘From whom?’ Nightingale felt a quiet satisfaction in stating the question correctly.

‘That’s for me to know, Jack,’ said Wainwright. ‘Until then, I need you to put a lid on this Lucky Brennan. Stopping him killing will go a long way to shutting down whatever is happening here.’
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CHAPTER 31
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Chicago, October 1926

The Ford Model T was pulled in close to the kerb, angled just enough to look carelessly parked rather than deliberately placed. Its paint had once been black but years of sun had dulled it to a tired charcoal, rubbed almost grey along the door edges where countless hands and coats had brushed past. The running boards were scuffed where boots had stepped up a thousand times. The engine idled unevenly. One headlamp glass was newer than the other, slightly clearer, catching the pale Sunday light in a way that gave the car a faintly lopsided look. The canvas roof of the touring body was weathered and slightly slack at the seams, the side curtains rolled and strapped in place. It was the sort of car a clerk or church deacon might drive and it blended perfectly into the area.

Across the street was the Holy Name Cathedral, built of pale stone with a towering spire that watched over the road like a sentry. It was called Holy Name Cathedral because it was dedicated to the Holy Name of Jesus, and was the cathedral of the Archdiocese of Chicago. It had been standing since 1875.

Inside the cab, the three men waited.

The driver kept his gaze forward, occasionally flicking his eyes to the cathedral steps in the reflection of the windscreen glass. He wore a dark wool overcoat that had seen a few winters, the nap rubbed smooth at the cuffs and collar, buttoned all the way up. He had a felt fedora pulled low over his eyes and his gloved hands rested easily on the wheel.

The man beside him leaned back and sighed. He was dressed a little looser than the driver, as if comfort mattered more to him than fashion. His coat was a mid-length tweed, brown with a faint herringbone pattern and his hat was pulled down far enough to shadow his eyes - a felt fedora like the driver’s, but older, the brim warped just a touch where it had been caught in the rain and dried badly.

The third man sat in the back beneath the sagging canvas, boots planted wide, shoulders hunched slightly forward. From there, Eddie “Lucky” Brennan had a clear view of the cathedral entrance. The great doors had just opened and he followed the movement of the crowd with quiet concentration, separating families from loners, parishioners from passers-by. Sunday faces. Sunday habits.

A priest appeared on the steps, laughing with an elderly couple. Children darted between adults. A woman adjusted her hat against the breeze.

The cathedral bells were still ringing when Hymie Weiss stepped out of the building. Two of his bodyguards walked slightly ahead of him. Big men with overcoats and fedoras. Their coats were open so that they could reach inside quickly, if they needed to. 

Weiss adjusted his coat against the chill and let his eyes drift across the street - traffic idling, a few pedestrians lingering, nothing that announced trouble. His wife joined him and slipped her arm through his. She was in her early thirties, maybe a little older, dressed properly for Sunday Mass - a black wool coat cut close to the waist, a cloche hat pulled low, a modest veil pinned beneath it. Nothing flashy. No jewellery beyond a thin wedding band and a small brooch at her collar. 

Her face was composed, almost serene, but her eyes never stopped moving, the quick sideways glance at the men flanking her husband, the brief look down the street before she stepped off the cathedral steps. This wasn’t nerves, this was habit, the expression of someone who had learned that violence rarely announced itself. She held her handbag tight under her arm, knuckles pale in the cold, and leaned in just enough to murmur something to Weiss - a reminder, maybe, or a warning. He nodded without looking at her. They’d had this conversation before, whatever it was.

Two more bodyguards came out of the cathedral and stood behind Weiss and his wife. They wore similar open overcoats and similar fedoras and had the same square chins and restless eyes.

‘There he is,’ said Brennan quietly. ‘You take out his bodyguards first. Make sure they’re dead. No mistakes.’

The two men nodded but didn’t say anything.

‘You heard what I said?’

‘Yes, boss,’ said the driver.

‘Sure,’ said the front passenger.

‘What did I say?’

‘Make sure they’re dead,’ said the driver.

‘No mistakes,’ said the passenger.

The four bodyguards stayed close to Weiss and his wife as they came down the cathedral steps.

The man on Weiss’s left wore a dark overcoat cut a little too tight across the back, the fabric pulling when he moved. His hat sat square on his head, brim low, shadowing eyes that never stopped working. He scanned the street in short, practised sweeps - kerb, doorways, parked cars - not lingering on anything long enough to look nervous. He had his right hand in his coat pocket.

The bodyguard on Weiss’s right was leaner and taller. His suit was better tailored, his tie straight, his gloves immaculate. He looked almost respectable, like an accountant or a lawyer’s clerk, but his face gave him away - flat eyes, broken nose set slightly off-centre, mouth that never quite relaxed. He watched the crowd rather than the street, reading faces, gauging pace, noting who slowed and who didn’t.

Between them, Weiss and his wife walked easily, coats open, his hat tipped back just enough to suggest confidence. Parishioners flowed around the four of them, murmuring, laughing, adjusting hats and coats.

The two other bodyguards stayed behind the couple as they headed down to the street.

Weiss paused as he reached the bottom of the stairs. Something - instinct, maybe - made him hesitate. He glanced up the street, then back again, as if the city had cleared its throat.

Brennan felt the familiar tightening in his chest, the quiet moment when other men’s luck ran out. ‘Go,’ he said. The two men in the front climbed out, taking their Tommy guns with them. Tommy was short for Thompson, and the Thompson submachine gun was often fitted with a drum magazine containing fifty or a hundred rounds but that would be overkill for what they had to do so both men were using thirty-round box magazines.

Brennan pushed the door open and followed them.

The first shots cracked the air like boards snapping. Sharp. Flat. Too loud for a Sunday morning. Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat. The bodyguards on either side of Weiss and his wife were pulling their guns from their coat pockets but they were too slow and both fell back onto the steps, blood blossoming on their chests.

For a heartbeat, the street froze. Confusion held everyone in place as the sound bounced off stone and glass. Then the screams began and people started to run.

Weiss hugged his wife. He looked over at Brennan and his eyes widened when he saw the revolver in Brennan’s hand. Smoke hung in the air. People scattered. The bells inside the cathedral kept ringing, steady and indifferent. Weiss’s jaw tightened and he pushed his wife away.

The two bodyguards at the rear pulled out their guns but they were already being raked by bullets from the Tommy guns, jerking and shuddering with the impact.

Brennan took aim at Weiss’s chest and pulled the trigger of his revolver. The gun barked and Weiss staggered as the bullet hit him dead centre.

Brennan’s companions turned their attention from the bodyguards to Weiss. They fired in unison and there was a rat-tat-tat as the bullets hit their target.

Weiss lay on the steps, his coat soaked with blood. His wife was standing looking down at him, her hands over her mouth, her whole body shaking, her eyes wide in terror. None of the bullets had even come close to hurting her. Capone wanted Weiss killed, not his wife.

Brennan walked slowly over to Weiss. His chest was still moving and there was still life in his eyes, just about, so Brennan pointed his gun at the man’s face and pulled the trigger, ending it. 

He lowered his gun. ‘Go,’ he said to his companions.

The two men turned and ran back to the car, their shoes slapping on the road.

As Brennan turned to follow them, one of the bodyguards, his chest and legs soaking wet with blood, managed to raise his gun and fire a single shot. The bullet hit Brennan in the chest. Brennan roared and fired back twice, blowing the bodyguard’s head apart.

He headed for the car, but his legs felt like lead.

The two men got into the car, keeping their Tommy guns up, and looked over at Brennan. He raised a hand, trying to show them that he was okay, that they should wait for him, but every step was an effort. His shirt was soaked in blood and he could feel it running down the inside of his trousers.

The driver shouted something but it sounded to Brennan as if he was at the end of a long tunnel. 

‘Wait!’ Brennan tried to shout, but all that came out was a throaty rasp. 

The Ford started to move forward. For a second, Brennan hoped that they would turn and come to get him, but they carried on down the road, away from the cathedral. Brennan could hear sirens in the distance, coming his way.

He was having trouble filling his lungs with air and he could barely stand upright. He looked around, his chest heaving. There was an alley across the road and he staggered towards it, arms outstretched. The sirens were louder now. His mind raced as he considered his options, but he knew that he had none. The sensible thing to do would be just to lie down and accept his fate, but his animal instincts kicked in and he kept moving towards the alley.

The bells stopped ringing finally. Brennan realised that he was still holding his gun. That was important. He didn’t want the cops to find it. He reached the alley and staggered into it. He took half a dozen faltering steps and then collapsed against the brick wall, the alley tilting as if the city itself had lost its balance.

The shadows at the mouth of the alley stretched unnaturally long, pulling together, folding in on themselves. A smell crept in: old smoke, scorched metal, and something faintly sweet, like burned sugar. 

Brennan slid down the wall, his legs out, his chin down on his blood-soaked chest.

The figure that stepped out of the dark was immaculately dressed, wearing a tailored suit and shoes polished to a mirror shine. His face was handsome in a way that felt deliberate, engineered almost. He looked around the alley as if inspecting a property he already owned, then he glanced down at Brennan. ‘You don’t have long,’ he said.

Brennan raised his head to look at him. ‘I think you might be right.’ Brennan swallowed and coughed. He could taste blood in his mouth. The darkness at the edges of his vision was closing in. 'If you’re here to gloat ...’

‘Save your breath,’ the man said, holding up a finger. ‘You don’t have much of it left.’

Brennan stared at him. ‘Why are you here? Are you Death?’

The man chuckled. ‘No, I’m not Death. I am the opposite of Death. I can fix this.’ He gestured vaguely towards Brennan’s wound, as if it were a minor inconvenience.

‘You can save me?’ Brennan said.

‘I can,’ the man said. ‘Completely. No scars. No lingering weakness. You’ll walk away from this as if it never happened.’

Brennan closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. ‘But there’s a price, right?’

‘There’s always a price,’ said the man.

Brennan’s laugh turned into a cough. ‘Let me guess. My soul.’

‘I don’t want you dead,’ the man said calmly. ‘I want you useful.’ He leaned closer, voice dropping. ‘You continue living. You continue being Lucky Brennan. But you serve me - here, on Earth. When I call, you answer. When I need something done, you do it.’

‘That’s all?’

‘That’s a lot,’ said the man.

‘What kind of work?’

‘The sort of work you were doing today,’ he said. ‘Only hopefully with fewer screw-ups.’

‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’

The man looked almost offended. ‘Of course you do. You can refuse. Now. This is your one chance to do that. Refuse, and I will leave you to your death.’

The alley seemed to darken further, the world narrowing to the man’s face and the sound of Brennan’s own breath.

Brennan shook his head weakly. ‘You’re enjoying this.’

‘I enjoy honesty,’ the man replied. ‘And right now, the honest truth is that you don’t want to die.’

Brennan was silent for a long moment. Then, quietly, ‘If I say yes... do I belong to you?’

The man’s eyes glinted. ‘You serve me. There’s a difference. One you’ll come to appreciate.’

‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Asmodeus.’

‘What are you?’

‘I am your salvation. But your time is running out. Do we have a deal?’ He extended his hand. ‘Live, and work for me. Or die, and let this alley be the last place anyone remembers you.’

Brennan looked at the hand. Then at the darkness creeping in from the corners of his vision. ‘Do it,’ he said.

The man straightened up, opened his briefcase and took out a sheet of parchment. He held it out and Brennan had time to screw up his eyes to read it. It was short and to the point, exactly as Asmodeus had said. His eyes jumped between phrases. Eternal life. Immunity from injury. A halt to ageing. Lifetime contract.

‘You have to sign it,’ said Asmodeus.

‘I need a pen.’

‘In blood,’ said Asmodeus.

Brennan coughed and blood trickled between his lips. He dabbed at it with his right index finger, then signed as best as he could at the bottom of the parchment. 

Asmodeus smiled. ‘It is done,’ he said, putting the sheet of parchment back into the briefcase.

The pain vanished. The alley snapped back into focus. Air rushed into Brennan’s lungs as if he’d just surfaced from deep water. By the time he looked up again, Asmodeus was already walking down the alley. ‘I’ll be in touch,’ said Asmodeus without looking around, and then he was gone - leaving behind a living man, a quiet alley, and a debt that would never, ever be forgotten.
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Streets faded into blankness. Buildings flickered in and out of reality. The ground beneath Nightingale’s Hush Puppies looked solid, but when he glanced down he could see something moving under it, like slow currents beneath thin ice. He walked anyway, instinctively knowing that the ground would bear his weight. There was no wind, yet the mist was constantly shifting around him. It clung to his raincoat, damp without being wet, cold without temperature. Sound didn’t travel properly. His footsteps made no echo. Even his breathing seemed reluctant.

Shapes loomed ahead - structures sketched in greys and half-light. One of them solidified as he approached: a house that looked as though it had been remembered rather than built. Tall, narrow, vaguely Victorian. Windows like dark, unblinking eyes. The front door stood slightly ajar.

Nightingale pushed it open. The hinges made no sound.

Inside, the mist was thicker. It pooled along the floor and hung in the air at chest height, turning the hallway into a corridor of cloud.

The walls were lined with framed documents. They stretched from the skirting boards to the ceiling, hundreds of them, arranged in neat, obsessive rows. Heavy black frames. Cream parchment within. Each page covered in dense, careful script. Signatures flourished at the bottom in what could only have been dried blood.

Contracts. They were contracts.

Nightingale stepped closer to one and reached out to touch it. The glass was cold beneath his fingertips.

The writing shifted.

He narrowed his eyes, trying to focus. For a split second he thought he had it - Latin, maybe, or something older - but the letters crawled away from comprehension, rearranging themselves like insects disturbed under a stone. The more he tried to read, the more they dissolved into meaningless strokes.

He moved to the next frame.

Same thing.

The signatures were clearer. He could make out the shapes of names, almost-recognisable. A politician he’d seen on television. A banker who’d died suddenly. An actress whose career had imploded overnight. But whenever he tried to pin the words down, the ink bled and blurred, the curves straightened, the lines twisted into something else.

‘Mr Nightingale?’ It was a woman’s voice. Not behind him but around him. He recognised it.

‘Mrs Steadman?’

‘What are you doing, Mr Nightingale?’

‘I’m looking for a contract, a contract with Asmodeus.’

‘You must not do that, Mr Nightingale. You are in the wrong place. You are causing alarm on the astral plane. People have been contacting me from around the world. Alarms are going off.’

‘I don’t hear any alarms.’

‘The alarms are not for you, Mr Nightingale. They are for Asmodeus.’ 

The fog thickened, curling inward towards the centre of the hallway. The framed contracts trembled, just slightly, as if reacting to a change in pressure.

Nightingale turned. The corridor behind him was longer than it had been. The front door was gone. In its place hung another frame - larger than the rest. Ornate. Gilded. Inside it, a single sheet of paper waited. Blank.

‘I need to know what is happening, Mrs Steadman.’

‘As I said, you are in the wrong place,’ said Mrs Steadman. ‘You must leave, now. He will know what you are doing and he will move to stop you. You are in great danger, and you have brought that danger upon yourself.’

‘I didn’t know.’

‘There is so much you don’t know, Mr Nightingale. But you know now, so I implore you, leave the astral plane and do not return. You have made a lot of enemies by your actions.’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Steadman.’

There was no reply. The ground began to shake beneath Nightingale’s feet, then his ringing phone woke him. He grabbed the phone and took the call. ‘Nightingale?’ growled a voice. It was Detective Herrera.

‘Who else did you expect to answer my phone?’ asked Nightingale, sitting up and running a hand through his hair. It was damp from sweat and his bedsheets were soaked.

‘I’ve no idea what you get up to at night, pal,’ said Herrera. ‘I’ll meet you downstairs in half an hour. You can buy me breakfast.’

Herrera ended the call. Nightingale rolled off the bed and padded into the bathroom, cleaning his teeth, shaving and showering as quickly as possible, before choosing a clean shirt to go with his chinos. He grabbed his raincoat and was outside the hotel smoking his first Marlboro of the day when Herrera arrived in his Ford Explorer. The detective wound down the window. ‘Throw that away,’ he said. ‘My wife will kill me if she smells cigarette smoke in the car.’

Nightingale grinned. ‘You’re the one with the gun,’ he said.

‘You don’t know my wife,’ said Herrera.

Nightingale took a last drag on his cigarette, then flicked the butt away and climbed into the car.

The diner was a five-minute drive away. Frank & Lou’s Grill was the name on the sign. It was a low, boxy structure faced in painted metal panels, the surface dulled and chalky where years of weather had eaten at the colour. A shallow roofline jutted out over the front, trimmed with stainless steel that had lost its shine and picked up a film of grime instead. Nightingale thought that it looked manufactured rather than built, the kind of place dropped onto the street decades ago and left there, unchanged, doing exactly what it was meant to do, provide food for people who weren’t too fussy about what they ate. Which would be most Americans, Nightingale figured, turning away so that Herrera wouldn’t see his grin.

Herrera parked and they pushed through the diner door. Warm air rolled out to meet them, heavy with the smell of bacon fat, burnt coffee and something sweet that might once have been cinnamon. It clung to their coats as they shrugged them off.

The diner was long and narrow, a row of cracked vinyl booths running down one wall, a counter on the other with half a dozen swivel stools bolted to the floor. Behind the counter, a griddle hissed and spat. Eggs sizzled in butter, hash browns were pressed flat with a metal spatula, and a line of bacon strips lay curling at the edges like paper left too close to a flame. A big aluminium coffee urn sat at one end of the counter, its spout stained brown, the glass gauge showing it was still more than half full. 

A waitress in her late fifties looked up as they came in. She had her hair piled up and wore an apron with a pen in the pocket. She didn’t smile, didn’t frown, just took them in with a quick professional glance. ‘Sit anywhere,’ she said, already reaching for two mugs.

They slid into a booth halfway down, the seat springs sighing under their weight. The window beside them was fogged with condensation, the outside world reduced to blurred shapes: passing cars, a pedestrian hunched against the cold, the occasional flash of colour from a bus going by.

Nightingale sat facing the room, his eyes moving as he took in the other customers. Two city workers in high-vis jackets hunched over plates piled with eggs and toast, eating fast, talking little. An old man at the counter with a newspaper spread wide, his coffee untouched, lips moving as he read. A woman with a toddler in a high chair, the kid banging a spoon against the tray with determined enthusiasm.

Herrera slid in opposite Nightingale, rubbing his hands together for warmth. He looked tired, the kind of tired that sleep didn’t fix.

The waitress placed two thick white mugs in front of them and filled them without asking. The coffee was black as engine oil and smelled faintly burnt.

‘Menu’s on the wall,’ she said, already turning away.

‘What I’d really like is a full English,’ Nightingale said to Herrera.

‘A full English? What’s that?’

‘Paradise on a plate,’ said Nightingale. ‘Fried eggs, bacon - real bacon not the travesty that they call bacon here - pork sausages, baked beans, grilled or fried tomatoes, mushrooms and toast or fried bread. I wouldn’t complain if you threw in black pudding and bubble and squeak.’

‘Black pudding and bubble and squeak? What the hell are you talking about?’

Nightingale chuckled. ‘Black pudding is a sausage made from pig’s blood mixed with oats and fat. Bubble and squeak is mashed potatoes mixed with whatever vegetables are hanging around, usually cabbage, pressed into a pan and fried. The name comes from the noises it makes as it cooks.’

‘You Brits eat some strange stuff,’ said Herrera.

‘Yeah, well don’t get me started on Toad In the Hole, Spotted Dick and faggots.’

‘Say what now?’

‘Let’s just order,’ said Nightingale.

The waitress came back with a pad and pencil. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘He’ll have what I have,’ said Herrera. ‘So two breakfasts. Eggs over easy. Bacon. Hash browns. White toast.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘You want extra bacon?’

Nightingale opened his mouth, then closed it. Herrera nodded once. ‘Yeah. Extra bacon.’

The pencil scratched. ‘Comin’ up.’

They sat in silence for a moment after she left, the steam from their mugs curling up between them. Herrera tore open a paper sachet of sugar, poured it in, stirred. Nightingale sipped his coffee black.

‘So what’s the reason for the early morning call?’ said Nightingale. ‘I’m guessing it’s not just a free breakfast you’re after.’

‘I got an address for Coach K and I thought you and I could go over and have an early morning chat with him,’ said Herrera.

‘Okay, I’m up for that,’ said Nightingale.

‘And I’ve got the Brennan address we got from Concrete City Boxing under observation.’

‘I hope you warned them to be careful, after what happened last time.’

‘Damn right I did. They’re under orders to do nothing, just to keep eyes on the place and call it in if Brennan appears.’

‘So he’s not there?’

‘There were no lights on last night, but that doesn’t mean anything.’

‘It could be he has places all over the city,’ said Nightingale. ‘That way if he has to move at short notice he’s already got somewhere to go.’

A radio somewhere behind the counter murmured low, a talk show bleeding into static. The smell of food grew stronger as their order hit the grill.

‘I guess a lot depends on how spooked Brennan was by talking to Coach K. If he thinks it’s a problem he might just walk away, abandon the Charlie Root identity completely.’ Nightingale sipped his coffee. ‘Here’s a thought,’ he said. ‘Brennan obviously has a thing about Chicago Cub players from the 1920s. He keeps using their names. So is there any way you can do a search of Airbnbs or rental agencies for names that he might use?’

Herrera wrinkled his nose. ‘That would be a lot of names,’ he said. ‘Maybe a hundred over the decade. And some of those names would be very common. There was a Dave Robertson, a Joe Kelly, a Joe McCarthy, a Bill Bailey. We’d get a stack of false leads. Plus, the ones we’ve discovered so far all played in the 1920s, but who’s to say that he isn’t using names from other decades?’

‘I guess,’ said Nightingale. ‘It was just a thought. What about resources? Is your boss okay with the surveillance?’

‘The captain will okay anything that gives us a chance of catching the man who killed those two undercover cops. Any resources we need we can have. That’s a given, but I have to be careful what I say because if I let slip that the guy we’re looking for is a hundred years old they’re going to think I’m crazy.’

‘I hear you,’ said Nightingale.

‘I mean, I know what’s going on, and you know what’s going on. And we can show them Brennan’s boxing licence from back in the day, but then if we do get them to believe that Brennan has been around for a hundred years, they might start asking about my relationship with you, and with Mr Wainwright. I’d rather that didn’t happen, obviously.’

When the plates arrived, they were heavy and hot, the eggs wobbling, yolks intact, bacon piled high and glossy with grease. The hash browns were golden ovals, crisp at the edges, soft underneath. They looked just fine, but Nightingale was always of the opinion that hash browns had no place on a breakfast plate. The toast came stacked on a side plate with little foil-wrapped pats of butter already melting.

They ate without talking at first. The kind of eating you did when you needed fuel more than conversation. Forks scraped, bacon snapped, yolk ran into hash browns and disappeared.

‘I was at the airport to see Joshua yesterday,’ said Nightingale eventually.

‘Mr Wainwright is in Chicago?’

‘Was. He flew straight out.’

Herrera frowned. ‘Are you saying he flew in just to see you?’

‘He wanted me to bring him up to speed. Look, I have a question.’

‘Fire away.’

‘I met him at Terminal Five. And there were Terminals One, Two, and Three. But there’s no Terminal Four.’

‘That’s right. There never has been.’

‘Why is that?’

‘That’s your question? With all the shit that’s flying around, you want to know why there’s no Terminal Four?’

‘It’s a genuine question,’ said Nightingale.

‘There’s something not right about you, Nightingale.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Fine. A Terminal Four was planned but it never got built. In the 1970s-80s, O’Hare’s expansion plans reserved Terminal Four on paper for a future domestic terminal that was supposed to sit between what became Terminals Three and the international complex. Land was penciled in. But then deregulation shifted hub strategies and airlines at O’Hare expanded within existing terminals instead of funding a brand-new one. When the standalone international terminal was finally built in the early 1990s, it was labelled Terminal Five because Terminal Four was still a possibility. And once Terminal Five opened, there was no going back without ripping up maps, signs, airline systems, and passenger habits. So Chicago did what Chicago always does with abandoned plans, it just left the gap there. Now there never will be a Terminal Four. It’s a ghost number. Happy now?’

‘My curiosity is satisfied,’ said Nightingale. ‘Thank you.’

‘Now can we get back to what really matters, if that’s no trouble.’

‘No trouble at all,’ said Nightingale.

‘What does Mr Wainwright want us to do?’

‘He wants us to stop him,’ said Nightingale.

‘Lucky Brennan?’

Nightingale looked pained. ‘Asmodeus.’

‘And who the hell is Asmodeus?’

‘He’s the demon that Brennan did the deal with.’

‘What sort of name is that?’

‘I don’t know. That’s his name.’

Herrera’s eyes widened. ‘So he wants us to stop a demon from Hell? That’s his plan?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘You’re welcome to drop out if you want. He knows that this isn’t your area of expertise.’

‘But it is yours?’

‘It’s not my first rodeo,’ said Nightingale.

‘I’m not sure how reassuring that is,’ said Herrera.
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Nightingale followed Herrera out of the diner. ‘I need a cigarette,’ said the detective.

‘You and me both,’ said Nightingale. He took out his pack of cigarettes and offered one to the detective, who sighed and took it. Nightingale lit both cigarettes and they stood by the detective’s Explorer, blowing smoke up at the leaden sky.

‘You said this wasn’t your first rodeo,’ said Herrera. ‘You’ve dealt with this sort of thing before?’

‘If by “this sort of thing” you mean demons from Hell, yes.’

‘You talk to them?’

‘Sometimes. But I tend to try to avoid it.’

‘And what are they like?’

‘Physically, you mean?’

Herrera nodded. ‘Yeah. Do they have horns and forked tails?’

Nightingale shook his head. ‘Not the ones I’ve seen.’

‘What did they look like?’

‘Regular people, I suppose. They try to blend.’

‘I’ve always thought that Elon Musk might be a devil. There’s something not right about him.’

Nightingale chuckled. ‘In my experience, demons keep a much lower profile. I doubt that Elon Musk is a devil, but there’s every possibility that he did a deal with one to get where he is.’

‘And what do they want, these devils?’

‘Power. Control. They’re empire builders. They try to control people. Influence them to do what they want.’

‘And souls? They want souls?’

‘I think that’s part of the control they seek.’

‘And you really can bargain with a devil, you can give them your soul and they give you what you want?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘Pretty much. But it’s not like rubbing a genie’s lamp and getting three wishes. There are contracts. Promises. Pitfalls.’

‘So genies are a thing, too?’

Nightingale laughed. ‘I wasn’t saying that.’

‘What about angels? Do they exist?’

‘I’ve never met an angel, or at least I don’t think I have,’ said Nightingale. ‘But if demons exist then angels must also exist. You can’t have one without the other.’

‘And God? There is a God?’

‘Mate, don’t go looking to me for spiritual guidance,’ said Nightingale. He blew smoke down at the ground. ‘I’ll say this. There are forces in the world that are real, hostile, and intelligent - things that don’t care whether you believe in them or not. And if those things exist, then it’s hard to argue there isn’t something on the other side of the scale as well. But if God exists, He doesn’t intervene on demand, and He certainly doesn’t tidy up messes. Whatever good there is in the universe doesn’t shout very loudly, and it rarely shows up when you want it to. But sometimes - very occasionally - things don’t go as badly as they should, and I’ve learned not to ignore that.’

‘Mr Wainwright says he wants you to stop this demon. How do you do that?’

‘That’s a very good question. Offer him something else he wants, maybe. Or throw a spoke into his wheel so that his plan falls apart. Or pit him against something, or someone, that’s stronger than he is.’

‘You can do that?’

Nightingale forced a smile. ‘I can try.’ He finished his cigarette and flicked the last of it away. ‘Right, let’s go and talk to Coach K.’

They climbed into Herrera’s car and he drove them to the building where Coach K lived. It was four storeys of tired brick, its frontage streaked black beneath the windows. Herrera parked and they went up to the front door. There had obviously once been a functioning entry system but it had been ripped out, leaving a gaping hole in the brickwork. Herrera pushed the door and it gave way with a reluctant scrape.

They went inside and started up the stairs, each step creaking under their weight, the handrail sticky beneath their palms.

Coach K’s door was at the end of the hallway on the third floor. It looked tired rather than locked, the wood scarred around the latch, old damage poorly patched, as if everyone involved had known it would only be a temporary fix. Herrera knocked once, then again. Nothing. He leaned in, listened. Silence. He sniffed and pulled a face.

‘Gas?’ said Nightingale.

The detective shook his head and took a step back. Nightingale bent slightly, bringing his face close to the crack between the door and the frame. He didn’t touch it, he just hovered there and drew in a slow breath through his nose. He almost gagged at the unmistakable smell of death. Once you had smelled it you never forgot it, and most cops smelled it sooner or later - a scent that stayed filed away in the back of the mind, ready to surface the next time the air turned sweet and wrong.

‘That’s not good,’ said Nightingale, moving away from the door.

Herrera stepped back and drove his shoulder into the door. The lock gave with a crack that sounded loud in the narrow hall. Wood splintered, the door swinging inward and slamming against the wall. 

The room was small and cluttered, lit by a single naked bulb hanging from a cord. A narrow bed sat against one wall, its blanket grey with age, the mattress bowed in the middle. A folding chair faced a battered table covered in boxing magazines, their pages yellowed, corners dog-eared. A pair of gloves hung from a nail, leather cracked and shiny with use, relics rather than tools now. The walls were crowded with memories: faded photographs of young men with hard eyes and broken noses, fight posters curling away from the plaster, newspaper clippings pinned up crookedly.

Coach K lay on the floor beside the bed, one hand outstretched as if he’d been reaching for something that hadn’t come in time. Flies buzzed around his open mouth. Bluebottles mostly. They moved with purpose, crawling over the lips, gathering at the corners of the mouth, drawn to the moisture there. Nightingale knew that flies don’t waste time. They’re drawn by scent first - chemicals released as the body begins to break down. It carries for miles if the air is right. They find the natural openings: mouth, nose, eyes. Soft tissue. Damp places. That’s where they feed, and that’s where they lay their eggs. Warmth and moisture give whatever comes next the best chance.

Herrera stood looking down at the body. There was no point in checking for vital signs. The two holes in Coach K’s chest told the story.
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Nightingale and Herrera stood outside Coach K’s building, smoking and staring sullenly at the ground. ‘This guy doesn’t care who he kills,’ growled Herrera. ‘What threat was Coach K to anyone? Or old Mrs. Russo? An old man and an old woman and he kills them like they’re nothing.’

‘I guess he thought that Coach K might start telling people at the gym that Charlie Root has been around for decades without ageing,’ said Nightingale. ‘But yeah, he could have just moved on. He didn’t have to kill him.’

‘He killed Mrs. Russo for no other reason than to send you a message,’ said Herrera. ‘That’s the kind of shit he is.’

Herrera had radioed in the discovery of the body. Now they were waiting for patrol officers to arrive to secure the crime scene, crime scene technicians from the Forensic Services Division and a medical examiner. Herrera’s captain had told him to stay where he was until the patrol officers arrived and that Herrera would be heading up the investigation.

‘We’re going to have to get our story straight,’ said Herrera. ‘They’ll remember at the gym that you were with me and we were both seen going into the building. I can say that you’re a private eye looking for Brennan and leave it at that. The captain won’t be happy but he’ll live with it. We can say that they told us at the gym that a guy who looks like Brennan had been arguing with Coach K. We were canvassing all the gyms and showing Brennan’s mugshot because the guy loves to train. What we don’t say is that Brennan is more than a hundred years old. Also, we don’t know his name is Brennan. So far as we know he’s Bernie Friberg AKA Charlie Root.’

‘Obviously,’ said Nightingale. 

‘We’ll need a good reason for you being on Brennan’s case.’ He grimaced. ‘Friberg’s case.’

‘Easy enough. I have a client in New York who wants to know who killed Spencer Whitmore, the hedge fund whizz kid. I can say the client is one of Whitmore’s investors. Client confidentiality means the captain can’t ask me anything else.’ He grinned. ‘Well, he can ask, but I don’t have to answer.’

Herrera nodded. ‘Okay. But stick to that like glue.’ He took a long drag on his cigarette and exhaled slowly. ‘The captain wants to release Brennan’s picture to the media, says that’ll speed up finding him, but obviously I advised against it. If we run his photograph on the evening news, we’ll have people coming forward who recognise him from decades ago and we can’t allow that cat out of the bag.’

They finished their cigarettes and Nightingale lit two more, and had almost finished them when a patrol car arrived. Herrera briefed the two uniformed cops, one of them went up to stand in front of Coach K’s door while the other took up position in front of the main door.

Five minutes after that the forensic team arrived in a boxy Crime Scene Unit truck - white and unmarked except for discreet Chicago Police lettering on the doors and a blue stripe running the length of the body. The windows were tinted. Red and blue lights pulsed behind the grille rather than on top.

It parked and the rear doors opened with a metallic clank. The forensic team stepped down one by one, moving with the calm efficiency of people who’d done this many times. They wore navy utility jackets with CSI patches on the shoulders, heavy-duty cargo pants, and black boots. Some had knit caps pulled low against the cold; others wore baseball caps with CPD stitched across the front. Nitrile gloves - blue or purple - snapped tight around wrists as they walked. One of them was already pulling on a Tyvek coverall, the white suit crinkling as he zipped it to the throat. Another had slung a camera harness over her shoulder before she even cleared the truck.

They carried hard-sided cases - black boxes with reinforced corners and combination locks. One case was labeled LATENT PRINTS. Another had BIOHAZARD stickers slapped across the lid. A younger tech manoeuvred a collapsible light stand from the back of the truck while someone else rolled out a wheeled equipment cart stacked with paper evidence bags, numbered placards, measuring tapes, and sealed swab kits.

One of the team came over to Herrera. She wore a white Tyvek suit, hood down, goggles pushed up onto her forehead for the moment, mask hanging loose at her throat. Her dyed blonde hair was dragged back tight, face scrubbed clean of makeup, eyes sharp and assessing. ‘Hey Luis,’ she said. ‘What we got?’

‘Hi Mandy. Guy shot twice in the chest upstairs, third floor. Doors open, there’s a uniform outside. If there’s any way you could show that the shooter was left-handed, I’d be grateful.’

‘Let’s let the evidence speak for itself, Luis.’

Herrera threw her a mock salute. ‘Wouldn’t have it any other way,’ he said.

Mandy led the forensics team inside. As the last member of the team disappeared from view, the county sedan rolled in without urgency, tires rubbing against the wet kerb. The boot popped. The medical examiner stepped out carefully, as if the pavement might object. Mid-fifties, narrow shoulders, iron-grey hair combed straight back from a high forehead. He looked less like a man who dealt with the dead and more like an accountant arriving to audit them. He lifted a battered black case from the boot, slammed it shut and nodded at Herrera. ‘Detective Herrera,’ he said.

‘Doctor,’ Herrera said. 'Male. In his eighties, maybe older. What appear to be two gunshot wounds to the body.’

The ME’s eyes flicked briefly to Nightingale, then back to Herrera. ‘Disturbed?’

‘He’s just as we found him.’

The ME adjusted his glasses. ‘All right. Let’s have a look.’

They climbed the narrow stairwell together, Herrera leading the way, the ME moving carefully, conserving energy, Nightingale bringing up the rear.

Inside the room, the scene techs stepped back as the ME entered. He paused just inside the door and let his eyes travel first. Windows. Door. Chair. The body on the floor. His glance was casual but Nightingale could see that he was taking everything in.

The ME set his case down away from the main evidence markers. He crouched slowly. His eyes scanned the position of the limbs, the angle of the head, the way one hand was curled slightly inward. He studied the pooling beneath the body, the greenish marbling of lividity along the neck. He slipped a small penlight from his pocket and checked the pupils. Lifted an eyelid with careful fingers. He looked at his watch. ‘Time pronounced, zero nine forty-two,’ he said.

He took a rectal thermometer from his bag. Nightingale looked away as the ME took the last remaining scrap of Coach K’s dignity, then recorded the temperature in a small leather notebook pulled from his coat pocket.

He examined the wounds next. He leaned close, glasses slipping slightly down his nose. He studied the edges, the staining, the direction of flow. A gloved finger hovered near the fabric, not quite touching. ‘Two gunshot wounds,’ he said eventually. ‘He grunted as he turned the body on its side. ‘No exit wounds so the bullets are likely still in there.’ He glanced at the hands. ‘Bag these before transport,’ he said. ‘I want trace intact.’

One of the techs moved in immediately to carry out his instructions.

The ME shifted his weight and looked around the room again, slower this time. ‘No gun?’

Herrera shook his head.

‘And no shell casings?’

Another shake of the head.

The ME stood up and slid the rectal thermometer back into its case. ‘Then we can obviously rule out suicide, which means that you gentlemen are now investigating a murder.’ He smiled thinly. ‘But I guess you had probably already worked that out for yourselves.’
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Herrera turned off the main avenue and eased into a busy commercial strip that ran for six or seven blocks without a break. The street was wide, four lanes with a centre turn lane painted in fading yellow, traffic lights every hundred yards keeping everything moving in reluctant pulses. Cars idled nose-to-tail - SUVs with heated seats, delivery vans with company logos, a couple of rideshares inching forward with impatient little surges.

The buildings were three and four storeys high, early twentieth-century brick with decorative cornices and tall, arched windows on the upper floors. The ground levels were all glass - continuous storefronts broken by recessed doorways and narrow tiled entries leading upstairs to apartments above.

The building they were interested in sat midway down the block between a coffee shop and a dry cleaner. The coffee shop had minimalist signage and fogged windows, baristas moving briskly inside. The dry cleaner’s window displayed pressed suits on headless mannequins. Between them was a narrow tiled corridor with a brass handrail and a mail panel just inside the door - names printed neatly in black strips. A security camera had been mounted discreetly over the entrance, angled down to catch faces as they came and went.

Herrera drove past. ‘There they are,’ he said.

Nightingale looked around. The undercover car was parked halfway along the block in front of a thrifted-furniture store. It was a late-model Honda Accord in unremarkable silver, one of half a dozen similar sedans on the street. It had a thin film of city grime along the lower panels, a parking receipt tucked under the wiper to sell the illusion.

Herrera parked down the street. ‘I’ll check in with them, you stay here.’

‘Not a problem.’

‘And remember what I said about not smoking in the car.’

‘Something about your wife will kill you,’ said Nightingale, ‘Yeah, I remember.’

Herrera climbed out of the car. ‘I’m serious,’ he said, and he closed the door and walked over to the Honda Accord. He pulled open the rear door and got in.

After five minutes, Herrera returned and climbed into the driving seat. ‘No sign of life,’ he said. 

‘It’s possible he’s already abandoned it,’ said Nightingale.

‘If he’s smart he’ll already have left the city.’

Nightingale rolled his shoulders. ‘So what’s your plan, other than waiting for Brennan to appear?’

‘I thought we could take a look at the files, see if there are any earlier hits that he took part in. It might help us establish the pattern you were talking about. I’ll take you into HQ and we can have a look through the Records and Identification Bureau.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ said Nightingale. He took out his pack of cigarettes.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ growled Herrera.
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Her birth certificate said Bethany Carter, though everyone in her family had always called her Beth - a name she’d never cared for. Professionally, she was Scarlett Vale, a name she liked for its polish. Two syllables always sounded better than one. More deliberate. More expensive. Men always paid more for a Scarlett than a Beth.

There was a tumbler of bourbon on the table in front of her, and a half-empty bottle of Jim Beam next to it. When she was working she would sip champagne, when she was alone she drank bourbon. Bourbon helped dull her memories. It didn’t kill them, just made them bearable.

She gulped down her bourbon as the memory of the night that her life changed washed over her.

The client had been high. Not drunk - something sharper. She hadn’t seen the knife until he had stuck it in her.

He had stared at her afterwards, blinking slowly, trying to understand what he’d done. There had been no apology. Just irritation. He had muttered under his breath, stepped back, and left. 

She had stayed upright longer than she should have, then she had sat on the edge of the bed because it seemed sensible, then slid to the carpet when sitting became optional.

Blood had soaked through the expensive fabric of her dress. She had pressed her hands to the wound but the blood had continued to seep through her fingers.

She had noticed the signs as they arrived. First the cold creeping into her fingers. Then a hollow ringing in her ears. Then the room dimming at the edges, colours thinning out.

That was when he had appeared. Asmodeus. No sound. No warning. One moment she was alone in the hotel room, the next he had occupied the space by the door.

He had looked human in outline only. A black suit, perfectly cut. There was a leather briefcase in his left hand. His face had been calm, almost bored. His eyes had been dark and impenetrable, reflecting nothing, absorbing the light. Not cruel. Not kind. Neutral. Soulless.

He had looked down at her as if she was a problem already solved.

‘You are going to die,’ he had said. Not a threat. A diagnosis. ‘Not quickly. But certainly.’

She had tried to respond. Her mouth had moved without sound.

He had crouched in front of her, unhurried, bringing his face into her narrowing field of vision. ‘I can prevent it,’ he had said. ‘Permanently.’

He had explained the deal carefully. Precisely. She would live. Not longer - indefinitely. Forever. Death, natural or otherwise, would no longer apply to her.

In return, she would work for him.

Not symbolically. Not spiritually. Practically. She would go when summoned. She would do what was required without refusal. The specifics would be provided at the time.

She remembered asking one question - the only one that had managed to form. What happens if she refused to do his bidding?

‘You won’t,’ he had said. ‘The contract won’t allow it.’

Her thoughts were already fragmenting, collapsing towards a single blunt priority. Live. Her consent was minimal but he made her sign a parchment contract with her own blood.

The change had been immediate. Her heart had corrected itself, rhythm had locked into place. Warmth had returned to her limbs. Breath had deepened. The damage had been sealed with quiet efficiency.

‘We’ll speak again,’ Asmodeus had said, and then he wasn’t there any more.

She drained her glass and refilled it. When had that happened? When had she signed the blood contract with Asmodeus? Thirty years ago? Forty? The years had blended into each other.

She had learned what the work was soon enough.

Names arrived without ceremony. Sometimes a face. Sometimes an address. Sometimes only a time and a place. She was allowed to choose the method. She was expected to choose efficiency. Asmodeus didn’t require cruelty. He required results. Quiet endings with minimal disruption.

She understood the depth of the contract the first time she tried not to go. The refusal formed clearly. Rationally. She was told to kill a child and she didn’t want to do it. She had refused. She had never forgotten the pain, as if every cell in her body was on fire. She had been begging for forgiveness within seconds. The next day she killed the child. A six-year-old girl with the face of an angel. Beth had shot her in the chest, twice.

Choice existed only in theory. She had to do as he asked, whenever he asked. That was the contract.

She sat and drank and remembered, because remembering was unavoidable. Immortality wasn’t payment. It was collateral. A sentence without release.

‘You think too much,’ Asmodeus said and she flinched as if he had struck her. He was standing by the door, briefcase in hand. One moment he wasn’t there, the next he was. ‘It’s better you don’t think, just accept.’

She said nothing, just drained her glass and refilled it. Had he read her thoughts? She suspected that he had that power.

‘You drink too much,’ he said. ‘You must not let alcohol impair your work.’

‘Have I ever failed you?’ she asked sourly.

‘Not so far.’

‘Then let me drink,’ she said. ‘It numbs me. Numb is good.’

‘I have a job for you.’

‘Of course you do. That’s the only time I see you, when there’s work to be done.’

He made a motion with his right hand and a black circle appeared in the air at his side. There was a figure in it. A man. ‘He has to die, and die soon,’ he said. ‘But he must die slowly. Shoot him in the chest, not the head. Shoot him and walk away.’

She gulped down some bourbon. ‘When and where?’

‘Soon, and I will tell you where,’ he said. The room shimmered and he was gone. She shuddered and drained her glass. At least when she had a job she had something to think about, but that was a small mercy.
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The city shifted as Herrera drove south - boutiques and brick walk-ups gave way to wider streets, municipal buildings, stretches of chain-link and concrete. Chicago Police Headquarters rose out of that landscape as if it had been designed to intimidate. It was all glass and pale stone, the façade reflective enough to turn the sky into part of its architecture. The American flag and the city flag flew on tall poles out front. Security bollards lined the kerb in a neat row. Cameras were mounted at every corner, small black domes angled down with patient indifference, recording everything and everyone.

Herrera swung into the secured vehicle entrance rather than the public drop-off. A uniformed officer in a heated booth leaned out as the barrier arm lowered. ‘Afternoon, Detective,’ he said, his eyes scanning Nightingale professionally.

‘How’s it going, Bill?’

‘Same old, same old.’

Herrera held up his badge. The officer glanced at the windscreen tag, tapped something into a console, and the barrier lifted. They rolled down into the underground garage, concrete pillars stencilled with zone numbers.

‘Welcome to the castle,’ Herrera said.

They took the elevator up from the secured level. Nightingale hated elevators but couldn’t be bothered telling Herrera that so he just put up with the mental discomfort. The doors opened into a lobby that felt more airport than police station - high ceiling, polished floor, a long reception desk backed by the CPD star mounted in brushed steel. Visitors queued at one side to show ID and collect temporary passes. Uniformed officers moved in and out through waist-high turnstiles that clicked open at the swipe of a card.

Herrera didn’t queue. He flashed his shield at the desk, signed them both in on a digital log, and was handed a visitor badge for Nightingale on a blue lanyard.

‘Wear it where it can be seen,’ the desk sergeant said without looking up.

Nightingale slipped the lanyard over his head. They passed through a metal detector. Herrera emptied his pockets into a tray with his gun and badge and reclaimed everything on the other side. Nightingale followed suit. A uniformed officer nodded them through once the scanner stayed silent.

Beyond the lobby, they took another elevator, this one requiring Herrera’s access card. He swiped, pressed a button marked RIB, and the doors sealed them in.

‘Records & Identification,’ he explained. ‘It’s where the paper lives. And the ghosts.’

Again, Nightingale hid his discomfort and calmed himself by breathing deeply until the doors opened onto a quieter floor. There were no ringing phones, no patrol officers drifting in and out. A keypad-secured glass door barred the corridor. Herrera punched in a code, then swiped again. The lock disengaged with a soft click.

Inside, the Records & Identification Bureau felt like a cross between a library and a laboratory.

Rows of compact rolling shelving units filled one half of the space, metal racks on tracks that could be cranked open to reveal tightly packed case files - boxes labelled with years, divisions, crime categories. The older files had browned at the edges, newer ones sat in uniform cardboard boxes with barcodes.

The other half of the floor was more modern. Long desks arranged in pods, each with dual monitors, fingerprint scanners, high-resolution document cameras. Off to one side, a glass-walled room housed the fingerprint database terminals.

A civilian analyst looked up as they entered. He was in his mid-thirties, wearing a cardigan over a collared shirt, ID badge clipped precisely at chest height.

‘Detective Herrera,’ he said in recognition. ‘Long time no see.’

‘Hi Tim. We need access to historical homicide files. I’ve been back forty years digitally but I need to go back beyond that.’

Tim gestured at the metal racks. ‘Help yourself. Looking for anything in particular?’

‘Patterns,’ said Herrera.

‘You’ll have your work cut out for you. Cross-referencing is a breeze digitally, but a bitch when you’re pulling boxes.’

‘We’ll only be looking at cold cases.’

‘That’ll cut down the numbers,’ said Tim. ‘The unsolved cases have yellow stickers on them, along with the date of the original offence and any notes detailing any time it was looked at by the cold case squad.’

Herrera flashed him a thumbs-up.

Tim pointed off to the right. ‘Coffee machine’s over there, last one to empty it does the refill.’

‘Got you,’ said Herrera.

Herrera and Nightingale walked over to the rolling shelving units. ‘Where do we start?’ asked Herrera.

‘You went back to the eighties, right?’

Herrera nodded. ‘It was easy enough. All the cases are on computer and like Tim said, cross-referencing is easy when it’s digitised. Left-hand shooter, Chicago Cubs cap, cauliflower ears, you can search for whatever you want. But the boxes. That’s all manual.’

Nightingale nodded. ‘We know that he was born in 1898. We know he had a boxing licence in July 1921. So he was twenty-three years old then. In the CCTV he looks to be, what, twenty-seven or twenty-eight. Same on the application he filled out in the Bernie Friberg name. So whatever happened, probably happened in about 1925.’

‘The Prohibition years,’ said Herrera. ‘Al Capone was active. So was Hymie Weiss. And there was George "Bugs" Moran who took over the North Side Gang after Weiss was killed in 1926.’

‘Who killed Weiss?’

‘That’s a good question,’ said Herrera. ‘See if you can find the files.’

The boxes were arranged by year so it was only a matter of minutes before they found the 1926 boxes. There were hundreds of them in varying sizes. ‘That’s just in Chicago?’ asked Nightingale.

‘That’s right,’ said Herrera. He was standing looking at a printed sheet attached to one of the shelving units. ‘There were 325 murders in 1925, 437 in 1926 and 399 in 1927.’

‘That’s a lot.’

‘Are you serious? That’s pretty much what we get here every year. At least one a day. How does that compare with London?’

‘London? About two murders a week on average. Across the UK maybe five hundred a year, but we’ve got seventy million people. Chicago has got three million, you said. That’s not good.’

‘I’m a homicide cop, you don’t have to tell me,’ said Herrera.

Nightingale spotted the Hymie Weiss box and he pulled it down off the shelf. It was covered in dust. There was a yellow sticker on the side with the date handwritten in black capitals - 10/11/1926. ‘Here it is,’ said Nightingale. ‘Tenth of November, 1926.’

Herrera looked over his shoulder and shook his head. ‘What are you talking about?’ he said. ‘That’s October the eleventh.’

‘That’s right, you put the month first, don’t you?’ said Nightingale. ‘We put the day first and then the month.’

‘Yeah, and you drive on the wrong side of the road,’ said Herrera.

‘There are no cold case notes,’ said Nightingale, looking at the label. ‘So it was never looked at as a cold case?’

‘The whole idea of cold case investigations didn’t really start until the late eighties,’ said Herrera. ‘That’s when DNA became a thing. Prior to that they’d open a case if there was new evidence, otherwise they would just stay dormant. And by the time DNA became a thing, everyone involved on the Weiss case would have been long gone.’

‘Who was he?’

Herrera carried the box over to a table and put it down. ‘Hymie Weiss was born Earl Wojciechowski, he was a Polish-American gangster and one of the leaders of Chicago’s North Side Gang during the Prohibition era. He was a close associate of Dean O'Banion, the original North Side boss. O’Banion was murdered in 1924, and Weiss took over. He was a bitter rival of Al Capone and under his leadership, the North Side Gang waged open war against Capone’s South Side Outfit in a series of retaliatory shootings. That ended when Weiss was gunned down outside the Holy Name Cathedral in October 1926.’ He opened the box. ‘And these are the case files.’

Nightingale peered into the box. There were half a dozen blue files, with old string tied around them. ‘That’s it?’

‘There wasn’t much evidence collection back then,’ said Herrera. ‘They used fingerprints but there was no DNA and photographs meant flashpowder which was expensive and temperamental and they were taken sparingly. There was no CCTV, no mobile phone data. Cases were cracked using informants, interrogations, confessions, witness statements and street knowledge. But when gangs were involved, people knew better than to talk.’ 

He took out a file and handed it to Nightingale. ‘Let’s get started.’

They sat down on high-backed wooden chairs and began working their way through the files. The cover of the file that Nightingale was reading bore a fading stamp from the Chicago Police Department and the typed heading: WOJCIECHOWSKI, EARL (HYMIE WEISS) – HOMICIDE – OCTOBER 11, 1926. Inside were incident summaries typed on thick, uneven paper. Time of shooting. Location outside Holy Name Cathedral. Three gunmen. Multiple automatic weapons. Victim deceased at the scene, along with four bodyguards.

Clipped behind the summary were crime scene photographs mounted on card stock. Weiss’s body lay partly on the pavement, coat splayed open, hat thrown clear. The cathedral doors loomed behind him. In one photograph, small white evidence markers had been placed beside clusters of spent cartridge cases scattered across the street.

Nightingale set the photographs aside and opened a brown envelope. Inside, individually wrapped in yellowed wax paper, were the shell casings recovered at the scene. Each was marked in pencil with a tiny evidence number. A separate envelope contained two deformed bullets removed from masonry and one flattened slug reportedly recovered during the autopsy. The accompanying property sheet listed fifty-eight .45 calibre cartridge cases, consistent with Thompson submachine guns. In another envelope there were fingerprint cards bearing rolled impressions of Weiss’s own prints, taken previously on arrest. Behind them were several partial lifts taken from a car believed to have been used by the shooters and later abandoned. The lifted prints were faint, grey smudges preserved under protective tape. A paper clipped memorandum indicated they had been compared manually against local files and later submitted for broader comparison through channels that would eventually fall under the centralised system overseen by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. No identification had been made.

Further into the box were witness statements. Short typed pages, many with signatures at the bottom. Several were stamped RETRACTED. Marginal notes in blue pencil indicated reluctance, fear, sudden failures of memory. Descriptions of a touring car. Men in overcoats. Hats pulled low. No names offered.

The final document in the blue file was a single-page memorandum dated months after the killing: Investigation suspended pending new evidence.

The box held everything the department had preserved: paper, brass, ink, fragments of lead, and the residue of a public execution carried out in daylight. No laboratory reports beyond the most basic comparisons

‘Sweet Jesus,’ whispered Herrera, and he looked up from the file he was reading. ‘A witness mentions seeing Eddie Brennan shooting Weiss.’

Nightingale frowned. ‘I’ve got witness statements here,’ he said. ‘Most of them retracted and no mention of Brennan. And no names of any potential suspects. Just men with Tommy guns.’

‘Two men with Tommy guns and one man with a revolver, according to this witness,’ said Herrera, holding up a statement. ‘The shooter with the revolver was left-handed, and looked like a boxer. This witness was a priest. The priest didn’t know Brennan by name but the investigating detectives recognised him from the description. He was known to be one of Capone’s hitmen.’

‘So why is there no mention of him in my file? It says no names offered.’

‘Because according to the priest, one of the bodyguards shot the man in the chest. The two other hitmen drove off in their car. The guy who had been shot staggered to an alley. When the police arrived two minutes later there was no sign of him. They picked up Brennan and took him in for questioning. The priest even identified him in a line-up.’

‘So he was wearing a vest?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘The priest says there was blood all over his shirt and coat. A doctor examined him and said there were plenty of old scars but he definitely had not been shot in the last day or two, so Brennan couldn’t have been the man that the priest had seen. The cops figured that the priest was just mistaken. It was a moot point because the following week the priest disappeared and was never seen again.’

‘So if Brennan had been shot, and managed to stagger to the alley, that must be where he did his deal with Asmodeus,’ said Nightingale. ‘There’s no other explanation. From that point on Brennan didn’t age and couldn’t be killed.’

‘If that was when Brennan did the deal with this Amadeus...’

‘Asmodeus,’ corrected Nightingale.

‘Whatever his name, it means that Brennan has been killing for going on a hundred years.’ Herrera sighed and looked at the thousands of boxes. ‘It’s an impossible job. There just isn’t enough time.’ He put his head on one side and narrowed his eyes. ‘Wait a minute now,’ he said. He walked along the shelves to the boxes for 1929 and looked them up and down. ‘There we are,’ he said. He pulled out a box with seven names on it, and the date. 02/14/1929. He carried it over to the table and put it down next to the first box.

Nightingale studied the label. ‘February fourteen,’ he said. Realisation dawned. ‘Valentine’s Day. The Valentine’s Day massacre.’

‘Exactly,’ said Herrera. ‘Happened in a garage on Chicago’s North Side. Seven men from George “Bugs” Moran’s gang were lined up and shot. Witnesses saw men dressed as police officers leaving. The hit was widely attributed to Al Capone’s organisation, even though Capone himself was in Florida at the time.’

‘Probably establishing an alibi,’ said Nightingale.

‘The most commonly named suspects were Jack “Machine Gun” McGurn and other Capone gunmen. McGurn was charged years later but acquitted - key witnesses wouldn’t testify, and evidence was thin. So it remains unsolved.’

He took out two string-bound files and gave one to Nightingale. ‘See if you can find any mention of Brennan or a description that matches him.’

They sat together, flicking through the files. Eventually Nightingale spotted the name. ‘Brennan was brought in for questioning two months after the killings. Someone had phoned in a tip that he was involved. But he had an alibi. He was playing cards with four other members of the Capone gang. They alibied each other.’ 

Herrera put down his file. ‘Which means that in 1929, Brennan was still working for Capone.’

Nightingale nodded. ‘It certainly looks like it.’

‘But how does that square with Brennan working for this demon?’

‘I don’t think Asmodeus would be insisting on exclusivity,’ said Nightingale. ‘Plus Brennan would need money to live, wouldn’t he? Devils tend not to pay in cash.’

‘But Capone was busted for tax evasion in 1931,’ said Herrera. ‘Brennan must have started working for someone else then.’

‘Who took over from Capone when he was sent to prison?’

‘Frank “The Enforcer” Nitti. He had a much lower profile than Capone.’

‘I think it’s unlikely that Brennan would have kept working for the gang,’ said Nightingale. ‘Assuming he did his deal with Asmodeus in 1926, that’s the point he would have stopped ageing. So by 1936 he would still have looked as if he was in his late twenties. But actually he would be in his late thirties. At some point someone would have realised that Brennan wasn’t ageing. Could he have worked for someone else in Chicago?’

Herrera shrugged. ‘By the Forties, the Outfit was still pretty much running Chicago. They dominated organised violence but they wouldn’t have been the only game in town. But Brennan could have started working nationally. New York, LA, Philadelphia. Miami.’

Nightingale rubbed his chin. He was starting to crave a nicotine hit. If Brennan had been racking up kills across the country, it would be virtually impossible to keep track of him. He looked over at the boxes and sighed. ‘This is going to take forever,’ he said.
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Chicago, October 1926

From the street, the building looked like a disused warehouse - three storeys of soot-darkened brick, narrow windows painted over years ago, a freight door scarred by knocks and scrapes. There was no sign and no lights, nothing to advertise what lay within. But everyone who mattered knew it was one of Al Capone’s stores, stacked floor to ceiling with crates of beer, Canadian rye and bonded bourbon, the lifeblood of Chicago’s nightlife.

Brennan slowed as he reached the building, giving it the same sideways glance he’d give a stray dog - careful not to look scared, careful not to look curious. Just noting that it was there.

As he climbed out of his car, two men detached themselves from the shadows by the freight door. They were built the same way - thick through the chest, necks lost somewhere between collar and jaw, coats buttoned tight. One looked as if he had once been hit in the face with something hard, his nose was flattened and pulled to one side. The other smiled, but only with his mouth.

‘Hold it,’ Crooked Nose said.

Brennan lifted his hands slowly, palms out. ‘Lucky Brennan. I’m expected.’

‘Everybody says that.’

Brennan frowned. ‘Everybody says that they’re Lucky Brennan?’

Crooked Nose sneered at him with contempt. ‘Everybody says that they‘re expected.’

They moved in close, close enough for Brennan to smell tobacco and stale coffee. Crooked Nose went first, rough hands patting down Brennan’s coat, then his trousers, fingers thorough and practised. He checked the inside pockets, ran a hand along Brennan’s beltline, then lower, not apologetic about it.

The second heavy stepped in as the first stepped back, doubling the search like it was ritual. He tugged Brennan’s sleeves, pressed at his boots, even reached behind Brennan’s collar, checking for a razor blade or wire. His smile never faded.

‘You carrying anything you shouldn’t?’ the smiling one asked.

Brennan shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t be healthy,’ he said. ‘I know Mr Capone’s rules on visitors and guns.’

The heavy’s smile widened a fraction, then he unlocked the freight door and ushered Brennan through. The door closed behind him with a solid, final sound.

Even before the door was fully shut, the sharp bite of spirits mixed with the sour yeast tang of beer made it clear what this building was for. Crates were stacked everywhere, neat and deliberate, forming lanes wide enough for men to move cases through quickly. Some were stamped BEER in faded block letters, others were marked as machine parts or canned goods. On tables were rows of brown beer bottles capped and waiting to be packed, crates of whisky with dark glass and foreign labels, Canadian and European imports that had been smuggled across the borders.

In a cleared space beneath the rafters, two men were hanging upside down. Their ankles were bound tight, ropes looped over a beam and knotted with care. Gravity pulled their coats towards their shoulders, pockets had spilled coins that lay scattered on the floor. Blood had rushed to their faces, turning them dark and swollen, their eyes bulging with panic.

Their hands were tied behind their backs, their heads just inches from the concrete. Every small movement set the ropes creaking above them, the beams answering with low groans. One of the men squeezed his eyes shut as if that might make everything right. The other stared around wildly, fixing on boots, crates, shadows - anything to distract him from the horror of what was happening.

Capone stood a few steps back, framed by towers of whisky crates. He looked calm, almost relaxed. He was holding a baseball bat in his gloved right hand, swinging it to and fro. Around him, half a dozen heavies were positioned with easy confidence. They were big men with bulky coats and quiet voices. One leaned against a stack of crates. Another stood near the stairs, his eyes fixed on the door. A third watched the prisoners with mild curiosity, like he was waiting to see how long they’d last and how much they would suffer.

One of the hanging men let out a broken sound - half plea, half gasp. Sweat dripped from his forehead and spattered onto the concrete below.

Capone raised the bat in salute when he saw Brennan. ‘You’re late,’ he growled.

Brennan knew he wasn’t late but he nodded an apology. ‘Sorry, Mr Capone.’

Capone walked over to the two hanging men. ‘These are the low-lives that left you at the cathedral?’

‘They are, Mr Capone. Yes.’

Capone prodded one of the men in the groin with the bat. ‘You left a man behind,’ he barked. ‘You left him for the cops.’

‘He was shot, Mr Capone,’ gasped the man. ‘He was dying. There was blood everywhere.’

Capone pointed at Brennan with his bat. ‘Does this look like a man who’s been shot?’ He waved the bat at Brennan. ‘Open your coat, Lucky.’

Brennan did as he was told, opening his coat so that they could all see his suit and shirt. ‘Have you been shot, Lucky?’

‘Not recently, Mr Capone.’

‘Open your shirt. Show them.’

Brennan did as he was told. He unbuttoned his shirt and held it open. Capone waved his bat at Brennan’s chest. ‘I don’t see any wounds, do you? Does anybody?’

The heavies shook their heads. ‘No, boss,’ said one.

Capone laughed and turned back to the two hanging men. ‘You left a man behind. One of my men. Why would you do that?’

‘Mr Capone, I swear, he was shot in the chest. He could barely walk. The cops were on the way. We figured he’d be dead by the time they got there.’

‘So you drove off? You left him?’

‘He was dying, Mr Capone. I swear on my mother’s life.’

Capone prodded the man’s groin with the bat. ‘How dare you bring your mother into this,’ he said.

‘Mr Capone, please...’

Capone slammed the bat against the man’s thighs and he screamed in pain. ‘You left a man behind!’ shouted Capone. He hit him again, the bat striking the man’s left knee, popping the joint like a bottle cap twisted too hard, the sound sharp enough to make everyone in the room flinch.

Capone took a step back. He was breathing heavily and there were beads of sweat on his brow. He handed the bat to Brennan. ‘Lessons need to be learned, Lucky,’ he said. ‘And today, you’re the teacher.’

Brennan hefted the bat in his hands. ‘Yes, Mr Capone.’

‘Don’t stop until I tell you to stop.’

‘Yes, Mr Capone.’ Brennan went to work with the bat, breathing slowly and evenly because he knew he had to pace himself.
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Nightingale and Herrera left the Chicago PD HQ just as the sun was going down. Between them they had found more than two dozen open cases that Lucky Brennan had probably been involved in during the Seventies and early Eighties. They had made copious notes and taken photographs with their phones. If there was a pattern to the killings, it wasn’t immediately obvious. The victims included a reformist alderman, a loud, media-savvy council member who was pushing anti-corruption ordinances. There was a Federal task force prosecutor who had been quietly building a racketeering case against multiple criminal outfits. There was a South Side pastor with community influence who had been organising youth programmes and trying to drum up public pressure against gang violence. There was a police internal affairs captain who had been investigating corruption within his own department. A tech entrepreneur who had been building a city surveillance network. A crime reporter who had been connecting dots between politics, organised crime, and occult symbolism. A Judge known for harsh sentences who had been making examples of mob defendants. There was nothing to connect the killings, other than there were witnesses who reported seeing a man in his late twenties who was left handed and who had the look of a boxer. In half the cases the shooter was wearing a Chicago Cubs baseball cap and in all but two of the killings the weapon was a revolver.

The Explorer crossed beneath the rumble of the L tracks, the steel framework briefly strobing the windscreen as a train clattered overhead. As they headed towards Nightingale’s hotel, the character shifted block by block. Downtown’s glass and granite gave way to older masonry - two and three-storey buildings with dirty lintels and asphalt shingle roofs. The sky deepened to a bruised purple. Brake lights flared ahead of them, turning the street into a chain of red beads.

By the time they reached the hotel, the sun was almost gone. Behind them, the city centre glowed - with windows that were bright squares against a darkening sky.

‘Is that Brennan?’ asked Herrera, looking over to his left.

‘Where?’ said Nightingale, peering around.

‘On the corner, overlooking your hotel,’ said Herrera, slowing. ‘Black bomber jacket zipped to the throat, ribbed cuffs tight at his wrists, a Chicago Cubs cap, straight-cut blue jeans and black leather boots. Has the look of a construction worker.’

‘I don’t see him,’ said Nightingale.

Herrera pulled over at the kerb and both men twisted around to look at the man, but now they were so far away that they couldn’t make out his features. ‘Could be,’ said Nightingale. ‘And he is wearing the Cubs cap.’

‘You can’t go by the cap,’ said Herrera. ‘They’re as common as pigeons on State Street.’

‘I’ll take your word for that.’

‘We could drive by again.’

‘Might be too obvious,’ said Nightingale. ‘Let’s walk. Unless you want to call it in?’

‘Not until we’re sure,’ said Herrera. ‘I’ll look like an idiot if he’s just a Cubs fan waiting for his wife.’

They climbed out of the car and began walking towards the man. He had his back to them and appeared to be studying the entrance to the hotel.

‘He’s definitely watching your hotel,’ said Herrera.

‘Agreed,’ said Nightingale. ‘But it could be that his wife works there.’

They were about fifty yards away when the man turned, giving them a side view. ‘That’s a busted-up ear,’ said Herrera.

‘It is,’ said Nightingale. ‘And that’s a boxer’s nose. It’s him, isn’t it?’

‘I think so,’ said Herrera. He reached inside his coat.

The man in the baseball cap turned to look at them, almost as if he had heard Nightingale’s voice. It was definitely Brennan and he was looking directly at Nightingale. His hand reached to the zipper of his jacket. Then he saw Herrera and his hand dropped away and he turned and began to run.

‘Stop, police!’ Herrera shouted, drawing his Glock from its holster and running after Brennan.

Nightingale followed. Brennan ran to the end of the block and turned the corner. ‘Stop, police!’ shouted Herrera again.

Herrera and Nightingale ran around the corner at full pelt, just in time to see Brennan disappear into an alley.

‘Stay here,’ said Herrera, holding up his left hand.

‘I’m coming with you,’ said Nightingale.

‘No, he’s armed and you’re not,’ said Herrera. ‘I’ll call it in, you wait here for the patrol car.’

Nightingale opened his mouth to argue but realised that the detective was right. Without a weapon, he’d just be an extra target. He nodded. ‘Be careful.’

Herrera pulled a radio from his pocket and began talking into it as he jogged towards the alley.
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Herrera spoke into his radio, quickly but calmly. ‘Central, this is Detective 4127. I’ve got a male suspect, probably armed. Location is West Adams and South Halsted. He’s down an alley off West Adams. Requesting immediate backup, patrol units and supervisor. Advise when units are en route.’

The reply came back immediately, calm and efficient. ‘Copy, 4127. Male suspect, probably armed. Location: alley off West Adams near South Halsted. Units are being assigned. Stand by.’

Standing by wasn’t an option. Herrera put his radio away and held his Glock with both hands as he entered the alley. Brick walls pressed in on both sides. Dumpsters lined the left wall, lids bent, some hanging open. Black garbage bags had split and sagged, leaking filth onto the ground. The smell was ripe - rotting food, old grease, and urine. 

Herrera slowed and moved his head from side to side, listening. His radio crackled in his coat pocket. ‘4127, be advised, two patrol units are responding, ETA two minutes. Supervisor is en route. Maintain your position.’

Herrera kept moving forward, sweeping his gun from side to side, trying to keep his breathing steady. Fire escapes clung to the sides of buildings overhead. Pipes ran along the brickwork, wrapped in insulation that had split and peeled. Somewhere a fan rattled behind a metal grille, coughing out warm air that smelled of hot oil. The alley floor was uneven underfoot and he had to watch where he was placing his feet.

Ahead, a homeless woman pushed a shopping trolley. The wheels screamed as they turned. She didn’t look back.

Doors lined the alley. There were steel loading doors, rear entrances to bars and restaurants, service doors leading to basements, storerooms and stairwells that climbed to the cheap apartments above Adams Street. Most of the doors were locked. Some weren’t.

Herrera knew that Brennan could be anywhere now. Behind one of the doors. Waiting in the shadows, his gun already in his hand. Maybe he knew these alleys, knew which doors opened and which were painted shut. Maybe he knew how to disappear into a building and come out somewhere else entirely.

The detective felt the tension settle in his chest, as if a steel hand was gripping his heart. Somewhere ahead, Brennan would be making a decision. To keep running, or to stop and finish it. The choice was his. All Herrera could do was to react.

The homeless woman had stopped now, bent over the handle of her shopping trolley as if it was the only thing keeping her upright. The trolley was piled high with everything she owned. There were dirty blankets neatly folded, plastic carrier bags knotted tight, stretched thin by whatever was inside, pieces of cardboard flattened and tied with twine, an old rucksack with a broken zip.

She wore clothing that looked as if it had been chosen at random, including a man’s coat that was several sizes too big, pink fingerless gloves, trainers with the soles coming away at the toes, held together with tape. Her hair was hidden under a red woollen hat pulled low and silvery earrings dangled from her ears.

She didn’t look around. She didn’t look at him. Her eyes stayed fixed ahead, trained on the far end of the alley as if that was the only thing that mattered. People who lived on the streets learned quickly when not to see. Seeing led to questions. Questions led to trouble.

She pushed on, slow but determined.

Herrera caught up with her, Glock still at the ready, his finger curled around the trigger. ‘Did you see a man come this way?’ he asked.

She ignored him and continued to stare down the alley.

‘Ma’am, did you see a man come down the alley?’

‘A man?’ She was still staring straight ahead. 

Herrera wondered if she knew he was there or if he was just a voice in her head. Herrera knew that something like ten per cent of all homeless people suffered from schizophrenia. ‘Yes, damn it,’ he said. ‘A man. He’s wearing a black bomber jacket and blue jeans. And a Chicago Cubs cap. He has cauliflower ears.’

She shrugged. ’I didn’t see no cauliflower ears.’ Her earrings looked expensive. As if they’d come from Tiffany’s or some other high class retailer.

‘Did you see the man, or not? Don’t waste my time or I’m taking you in.’

‘Yeah, I saw him,’ said the woman. Her voice had changed now. She sounded harder. Younger. But she still avoided looking at him. 

Herrera looked around. He had to have gone left or right. Unless he’d disappeared into one of the doors that led onto the alley. He looked back at the woman. She was smiling now, and holding a gun. A revolver. Herrera opened his mouth to tell her to drop the weapon but before he could say anything she pulled the trigger and a bullet slammed into his chest. The impact was savage, like being punched by the city itself. It drove the air out of him in a dry, humiliating rush and left his chest feeling wrong, as if something inside had shifted and refused to settle back. His legs buckled, not from pain but from shock, the body doing its own math and coming up with bad numbers. Breathing became work - short, ragged pulls that tasted of blood. The alley blurred, sounds flattening into noise, but the pain kept building, deep and insistent, a reminder that this wasn’t over, that the bullet had already done its job. He heard a second shot and he was hit again, the bullet striking him in the stomach this time.

He fell back, his gun still in his hand, and hit the ground hard. He could barely breathe now, he was fairly sure that at least one of his lungs had collapsed. Probably the right one, not that it mattered.

The woman came to stand over him. She looked down at him and stared into his eyes, preparing to watch him die. He closed his eyes, he didn’t want her leering face to be the last thing he saw. He concentrated on his wife. And his children.

‘Go.’ It was a man’s voice. Hard and unforgiving and used to being obeyed.

Herrera opened his eyes, still struggling to breathe. It was a man in a dark blue suit and a crisp white shirt, carrying a briefcase. The man smiled but his eyes were lumps of polished coal. ‘Listen to me,’ he said. ‘You don’t have much time.’
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Nightingale flinched as he heard the first shot, then flinched again at the second. His heart began to race. He knew there was nothing he could do, Brennan had a gun and knew how to use it. He wanted to rush to Herrera’s aid but knew that all he would be doing is giving Brennan someone else to shoot at.

He turned and saw two patrol cars heading down the street. The first patrol car rolled in fast, lights washing the brickwork blue and red, the siren cut early so it didn’t echo down the alley. The driver nosed the car across the mouth of the alley, blocking it, while his partner was already out, gun in hand, eyes fixed on the darkness beyond the dumpsters.

The second unit arrived seconds later and stopped short, offset, creating space. Two more uniforms stepped out. One of them was a sergeant. Nightingale raised his hands to show that he wasn’t a threat and started walking towards him. The sergeant saw him move and immediately pulled out his gun and pointed it at Nightingale’s chest. ‘Stay where you are!’ he shouted. ‘Get down on the ground.’

Nightingale stopped and raised his hands higher. In his experience it was always best to never give an American cop reason to pull the trigger. They had a tendency to shoot first and quibble about the details later. The sergeant was in his mid-forties, solid rather than heavy, shoulders squared by years of wearing a vest. His eyes themselves were pale and steady, the sort that rarely give anything away. He was clean-shaven, his jaw blunt and strong, his nose slightly crooked as if it once took a knock that was never quite set right. There was nothing sharp or flashy about him - no bravado, no polish - just the look of a man who has been doing the same hard job for a long time and has survived it.

‘I was with Detective Sergeant Herrera,’ Nightingale said, speaking loudly and clearly and hoping that the English accent would ease some of the tension. ‘He went into the alley there in pursuit of an armed suspect and less than a minute ago I heard shots fired.’

The officers from the first patrol car had moved into position. One had taken cover behind the open door of the first car, weapon low but ready, using the engine block as cover. The other had moved to the opposite side of the entrance, pressing himself flat against the brick, craning just enough to see down the alley without committing to it.

‘Get down on your knees and keep your hands in the air,’ barked the sergeant.

‘You need to get into the alley now, Herrera could have been hurt,’ said Nightingale, still speaking calmly and evenly. ‘I heard two shots.’

‘Get down on your knees, or I will shoot you!’ shouted the sergeant, and Nightingale had no reason to doubt him.

‘He’s with me!’ shouted a voice from the alley. Herrera emerged, holding his shield up high. ‘Detective Sergeant Luis Herrera, I called it in.’

The sergeant looked over at the detective and smiled. ‘Should have realised it was you, Herrera,’ he said. ‘Never like you to wait for back-up, is it? And since when have you had an Australian wing-man?’

‘He’s British,’ said Herrera. ‘Assisting me on an investigation.’

The sergeant holstered his gun and went over to Herrera. ‘Everything okay in there, your wingman said he heard shots fired?’

‘He’s gone,’ said Herrera. ‘I got off a couple of shots but then I lost him.’

‘Give me his description and I’ll put out a flash on him.’

Nightingale knew that a flash was an urgent, citywide broadcast over the radio and data terminals with a suspect description, last known direction, and threat level. It tells every unit: stop what you’re doing and pay attention to this. The UK equivalent was a circulation, which Nightingale had to admit didn’t convey the same degree of urgency.

‘His name’s Eddie “Lucky” Brennan but he’s sure to have ID under another name,’ said Herrera. ‘Five ten, one-eighty to one-ninety, looks like a boxer, knocked in nose and cauliflower ears, he was wearing a charcoal bomber jacket, blue jeans and a Chicago Cubs cap.’

‘And boots,’ said Nightingale. ‘Work boots.’

‘Age?’ asked the sergeant.

Herrera looked over at Nightingale, seeking an answer. It was a good question, but one that they couldn’t answer honestly because it would open a whole can of worms that was best kept closed. ‘Twenty-seven, twenty-eight maybe,’ said Nightingale.

Herrera nodded at the sergeant. ‘Yeah, that sounds about right.’
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It was after eight and the sky was a bruised indigo colour, while sodium streetlights gave the pavement a dull amber sheen. Jack Nightingale finished the last of his cigarette as he passed a nail salon where the neon OPEN sign sputtered against the dark and a pawn shop with its metal gate drawn halfway down and guitars hanging like tired bats in the gloom. He flicked away the cigarette butt and checked Google Maps for the third time. His destination was just fifty yards away. Second City Firearms. The gun store had a narrow frontage with barred glass. A small placard on the door listed the opening hours: Mon–Sat 10 AM – 9 PM. Inside, a bald man with a weightlifter’s shoulders was already stacking boxes behind the counter, getting ready to close even though it had just turned eight-thirty.

Nightingale jumped as a siren burst into life. A patrol car that had been parked by the kerb roared away, blue lights flashing. 

A bell gave a tired jangle as Nightingale pushed the door open. He saw two CCTV cameras covering the door and another three pointed at the counter.

Along one wall were glass display cases, neatly arranged with handguns laid out on felt pads, each tagged with a small white card. Behind the counter, rifles and shotguns were mounted on slatwall panels in careful vertical lines. A rack near the door held ear defenders and paper targets; another held cleaning kits and boxed ammunition. Another display offered Kevlar bulletproof vests. There were gun-themed t-shirts and sweatshirts on hangers by the door. Everything was orderly and well presented - more hardware store than outlaw den.

The man behind the counter looked to be in his late fifties. He wore a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled twice and a grey beard trimmed short. His reading glasses were perched halfway down his nose as he studied a clipboard. His eyes, when he glanced up, were pale blue, assessing but not unfriendly, as if he was used to measuring strangers in a few seconds. There was a name badge clipped to his chest pocket. KURT. He set the clipboard aside and smiled. ‘How can I help you this fine evening?’ he asked.

‘I’m looking to buy a gun,’ said Nightingale. ‘Something small. Discreet. Something I could keep in my pocket.’

The shop owner’s eyes lifted slightly. ‘Are you Australian?’

‘British.’

‘You got Illinois ID?’ asked Kurt.

Nightingale shook his head. ‘I’m here on business. Passing through.’

The man gave a slow nod, as if that confirmed what he already suspected. ‘Then I can’t help you. I’m sorry.’

Nightingale offered a faint smile. ‘Not even if I promise to behave?’

‘It has nothing to do with behaviour.’ Kurt rested his forearms on the counter. ‘Federal law says I can only transfer a handgun to a resident of this state. Long guns, maybe to residents of certain other states, but you’ve got to prove residency. Government-issued photo ID. Current address. And you need a valid Illinois FOID card.’ He tapped the glass lightly. ‘No card, no sale.’

‘FOID?’ Nightingale asked. ‘What’s that?’

‘Firearm Owner’s Identification. It’s a state requirement. We’d need a background check, eligibility, the works. And you’ve got to be legally present in the U.S. with the right status even to apply. Tourists don’t qualify.’ He shrugged, not apologetic, just factual. ‘I like my licence. I plan on keeping it. So the answer is no.’

Nightingale studied him for a moment then nodded at the handguns in the display case. ‘So there’s no circumstance under which a visiting Brit walks out of here with one of those?’

‘Not legally,’ Kurt said. ‘And I only do legal.’ There was no edge to his voice, no challenge. Just a boundary drawn in permanent ink.

‘And say, hypothetically speaking, I were to offer you cash, no questions asked?’

‘Then hypothetically speaking I would wait until you’d gone and I’d call the cops and show them the CCTV footage.’ He gestured at one of the cameras that was looking down at them, its red light blinking. ‘It would be my duty as a citizen to report any possible criminal activity.’

‘Well, that’s good to know,’ said Nightingale. ‘We were just talking hypothetically.’

‘I’m a big fan of hypothetical questions,’ said Kurt. ‘My wife raised one over breakfast this morning. Who would make the best president - George Clooney, Tom Hanks or Morgan Freeman?’

‘Morgan Freeman, no question.’

‘See that’s what I said. On the voice alone. The man has gravitas.’ He smiled. ‘So, how can I help you, now that we’ve established I can’t sell you a gun?’

Nightingale kept his tone light. ‘All right. So what can I buy for self-protection if you can’t sell me a gun?’

‘Without an FOID card, you’re looking at non-lethal options. Pepper spray’s legal for adults. No permit required. We sell the small canisters - pocket size. You still need to use it responsibly. It’s defensive, not offensive.’ He nodded at a shelf behind him. ‘Personal alarms. Loud as a jet engine in a tin can. Draws attention fast. Sometimes that’s all you need to end a dangerous situation. A blast of one of those will seriously disturb a wannabe mugger, whereas if you pull out a gun he might just take it off you.’

‘What about a baton?’ Nightingale asked. 

‘Not in this city, I’m afraid,’ the owner said. ‘Illinois law is particular about impact weapons. And before you ask, stun guns and Tasers are legal for FOID holders only. Same card requirement.’ He folded his hands again, steady and professional. ‘You can carry a baseball bat, but to be on the safe side you’d need to have a glove as well. Though the fact that you’re a Brit might well be an issue.’

‘I could carry a cricket bat,’ said Nightingale.

‘You probably could,’ said the man, nodding his approval.

‘Thing is, of course, I wouldn’t be able to get a cricket bat in my pocket.’

Kurt smiled. ‘You know what the best self-protection is?’ he said. ‘Awareness. Stay in well-lit areas. Don’t go looking for trouble. Chicago’s like any big city - most people mind their business. The ones who don’t? You avoid them. You run if you have to. There’s no shame in running from a beating. I always say that protection starts before you ever reach for something in your pocket.’

Nightingale nodded in agreement, though he knew all too well that even if you didn’t go looking for trouble, sometimes it came looking for you.
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Nightingale’s ringing phone dragged him from a dreamless sleep. The caller was withholding their number but he took the call anyway. ‘Nightingale? You awake?’

It was Herrera. ‘Yeah, I am now. What’s up?’

‘We need to talk.’

‘Okay.’

‘Face to face,’ said Herrera. ‘Remember the warehouse where we first met. On the South Side? Can you meet me there this morning? There’s something I need to show you.’

‘What time?’

‘I’m on my way there now, so as soon as you can.’

Herrera ended the call. Nightingale shaved, showered, and dressed, then took a taxi to the South Side warehouse district. 

The police tape was still flapping in the wind. Nightingale looked around but couldn’t see Herrera’s Explorer. He lit a cigarette and smoked half of it before trying the door. It was unlocked and he eased it open. ‘Detective?’ he called, but there was no reply.

Nightingale stepped inside. Everything was pretty much the same as the last time he was there. The chalk outlines were still on the ground. ‘Detective Herrera? You here?’

‘I’m here,’ said Herrera, stepping out of the shadows. He had blue paper shoe covers on his feet and a lightweight blue elasticated hair cover on his head.

‘Why the withheld number?’ asked Nightingale.

‘I didn’t want to use my work phone.’

‘So you used a burner?’

Herrera nodded. ‘Yeah.’

Nightingale frowned. ‘What’s the problem?’

Herrera pulled a gun from his pocket. Not from his underarm holster where he carried his work Glock. It was in the right-hand pocket of his overcoat. Nightingale recognised it immediately. It was a SIG Sauer P365 - small enough to hide in a pocket, large enough to end an argument. It was exactly the sort of gun that he would have loved Kurt to have sold him. Nightingale wouldn’t have needed the suppressor that was screwed into the barrel of Herrera’s gun but he could understand why the detective would want to cut the noise down. It was a professional’s choice.

Herrera’s grip was steady. There was no trembling, no nervousness, just the calm inevitability of someone who had already rehearsed this moment in his head.

Nightingale could feel his pulse begin to race. The suppressor meant that this wasn’t a bluff, the setup was designed to be fired. 

‘I’m sorry about this,’ said Herrera. ‘I really am.’ He pulled the trigger and Nightingale grunted as the bullet hit him dead centre, just below his heart. The cigarette fell from his hand, the tip still glowing.

Nightingale stayed standing, breathing heavily, looking at Herrera as if he was having trouble understanding what had just happened. Herrera pulled the trigger a second time. The gun coughed and the round hit Nightingale in the chest, lower this time. Nightingale staggered back, hitting the wall and sliding down it, his mouth working soundlessly. His head fell forward and his hands lay motionless at his sides.
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Herrera knelt down next to Nightingale and reached out with his left hand to feel for a pulse. Then he realised that he wouldn’t feel anything through the glove so he put the gun down on the floor and pulled it off. He used his ungloved hand to check for a heartbeat.

Nightingale opened his eyes, shoved his right hand into his coat pocket. It reemerged holding a canister of pepper spray. He pressed down on the red button and the spray splattered over Herrera’s face. Herrera spluttered and coughed and fell back, gasping for breath. Nightingale transferred the pepper spray to his left hand and picked up the gun with his right. He thrust the barrel up against Herrera’s chin, his finger on the trigger. ‘You were probably told that you’d live forever but I’m sure a bullet to the face is still going to cause you a lot of pain,’ said Nightingale. ‘Now back away and keep your hands high in the air.’

Herrera’s face was contorted in confusion and pain, he clearly had no idea what was going on. ‘But you’re...’

‘Not dead. Yeah. Isn’t that a bitch? Now back up, slowly, with your hands in the air.’

Nightingale kept the gun trained on Herrera’s face. When he was six feet away, Nightingale stood up.

‘How?’ asked Herrera, blinking away tears. ‘How are you not dead? Do you work for Asmodeus, as well?’

‘No mate. I’m old school.’ He tapped his chest with his knuckles and they made a dull thudding sound. ‘Kevlar vest. Lucky you cops are always taught to shoot at centre mass, right? Middle of the chest? A head shot would really have ruined my day.’

‘How did you know?’

‘I’m not going to talk to you here, Herrera.’ He reached into the detective’s coat and pulled his Glock from its holster. ‘There’s a church just down the road. Put your hands in your pockets and walk slowly. Do anything that makes me nervous and I’ll put a bullet in your head. It might not kill you but I’m pretty sure it’ll hurt like hell.’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Herrera. He got to his feet and slowly put his hands in his pockets.

‘Outside,’ said Nightingale. ‘And no sudden moves.’

Herrera stepped out of the warehouse into the cold morning air, Nightingale stayed half a pace behind him, the silenced SIG Sauer pressed discreetly into the small of Herrera’s back. There was hardly any traffic around and no one gave them a second glance. 

The church was on the corner, set back from the sidewalk behind a low wrought-iron fence. It was older than most of the buildings around it, red brick with a narrow spire, a simple iron cross fixed to the peak. The wooden doors were heavy and arched, their varnish worn pale around the handles. A stone statue of the Virgin stood in a shallow alcove to one side, her face weathered smooth, rain streaks marking her cheeks like tears.

‘Keep walking,’ said Nightingale, prodding him with the gun.

Herrera pushed open the gate. It creaked softly. They crossed the short path to the entrance, their shoes crunching on grit and old leaves.

The church was ice cold inside. The door closed behind them with a hollow thud. A handful of votive candles flickered in red glass holders near the altar, their light trembling against the shadows. The nave stretched ahead in quiet symmetry: rows of wooden pews, a central aisle worn smooth by years of footsteps, with Stations of the Cross mounted along the walls in carved relief.

Nightingale nudged Herrera down the aisle. ‘Just keep moving.’

Their footsteps echoed as they approached the altar, a simple slab of pale stone beneath a large crucifix. The figure on the cross looked down at them, ribs carved in stark relief, head bowed beneath a crown of thorns.

When they reached the front, Nightingale pushed Herrera towards a side chapel half-hidden in shadow. Smaller. More private. There was a confessional booth against the wall, its curtain drawn.

‘Now,’ said Nightingale quietly, bringing the gun up so there was no mistaking it. ‘We can talk.’

‘Why did you bring me here?’ asked Herrera.

‘Because demons find it difficult to eavesdrop in churches,’ said Nightingale. ‘There’s too much interference.’

‘What do you want to talk about?’

‘Well, the fact that you tried to put two bullets in me is probably a good place to start, don’t you think?’

‘You knew, didn’t you? You knew I was going to shoot you?’

‘I knew somebody was going to shoot me sooner or later,’ said Nightingale. ‘I figured Brennan would be the one, obviously, but then the whole business of you running into the alley set alarms ringing.’

Herrera frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Because you carry a Glock 19 compact semi-automatic with 9mm rounds in the magazine. But the shots I heard from the alley weren’t from a 9mm. A Glock 19 sounds flat and fast, it’s a sharp, modern crack that snaps and moves on. The shots come close together, almost impatient. The sound blends into itself, especially at range - efficient, repeatable, anonymous.’

‘How do you know so much about guns?’

‘I was a cop years ago, in London.’

‘I thought British cops didn’t carry guns.’

Nightingale flashed him a tight smile. ‘Some cops do. I was one of them. And I heard enough Glocks fire over the years to know that it wasn’t a Glock being fired in the alley. There was more space around the noise. Each shot stood alone. Louder, heavier, with a hard edge that carried. Even from a distance it sounded like the air got slapped instead of pierced. I heard it and then a beat later I felt it, echoing off brick and steel. The pause matters. Revolvers don’t chatter, they punctuate. If I had to guess, I heard a .357, probably a Smith & Wesson.’

‘It was,’ said Herrera, impressed. ‘A Smith & Wesson Model 60.’

Nightingale nodded. ‘Small enough to conceal under a jacket or coat. Heavy for its size, which tames recoil better than the ultralight snub-noses. Small gun. Big consequences. Whoever was firing it wasn’t in a hurry - or didn’t need to be. Was it Brennan?’

Herrera shook his head. ‘Brennan had gone. It was a woman. She caught me by surprise.’

‘It’s a good gun for a woman. Did both shots hit you?’

Herrera nodded. He tapped his chest above the heart. ‘Here.’ He moved his hand and patted his stomach. ‘And here. Didn’t hurt as much as you’d think.’

‘Your body would have been in shock. The pain would have come later. Except it didn’t, right?’

‘Is there anything you don’t know?’

‘Anything I don’t know for sure, I can guess. What did he look like?’

‘Like a lawyer. Like an ambulance-chasing lawyer. Sharp suit. Shiny shoes. Leather briefcase. He knew I was dying but all he cared about was the negotiation.’

‘Did he tell you his name?’

‘He didn’t have to. It was on the contract. Asmodeus.’

‘And what was the deal?’

‘You know, don’t you?’

‘I can guess. But I need to hear it from you.’

Herrera sighed mournfully. ‘I was dying. He didn’t have to tell me, I knew I had only minutes left, if that. He said he would save me if I promised to work for him, to do whatever he wanted without question.’

‘For how long?’

‘I asked him that. He said for as long as he needed me.’

‘And there was a physical contract to sign?’

Herrera nodded. ‘In his briefcase. He told me to dip my finger into my blood and sign it with that.’

‘And you didn’t have any second thoughts?’

‘There wasn’t time,’ said the detective. ‘I didn’t want to die. I have a wife. I have kids.’

‘Did you promise him anything else?’

Herrera frowned. ‘Like what?’

‘Like your soul?’

‘No. He didn’t ask for that.’

‘If he had asked for it, would you have given it to him?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ He shrugged. ‘Probably.’

‘When did he tell you to kill me?’

‘This morning. I went into the bathroom to shower and he was there. Same suit. Same briefcase. Same cold black eyes. No reflection in the mirror, like a vampire.’

Nightingale shook his head. ‘Demons are nothing like vampires,’ he said.

‘He told me to kill you today, ideally where no one would see it.’

‘And you just thought, okay, yes, I’ll do that?’

‘I argued. I said I don’t want to. That was when he showed me what pain really was. Like every fibre of my body was on fire. Then he said that if I ever disobeyed him again, I’d spend the rest of eternity suffering that pain. And so would my family. My friends. Everyone I cared about.’

‘That might have been an exaggeration,’ said Nightingale.

‘I wouldn’t be in agony for eternity?’

‘No, you would be. But he wouldn’t be able to punish your family and friends, not unless they had signed contracts with him.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ he said. ‘Look, if it means anything, I’m sorry.’

‘It doesn’t mean anything, no. If I hadn’t been wearing a vest, I’d be dead. Or he’d have offered me a deal.’

‘Would you have accepted?’

‘I know what happens when you do deals with demons,’ said Nightingale. ‘It never works out well.’

‘I was dying, Nightingale. Literally seconds away from dying. I thought about my wife. My kids. I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving them.’

‘That’s your excuse for doing a deal with a demon from Hell?’ said Nightingale. He snorted in derision.

‘You don’t believe me?’

‘You did it for yourself,’ said Nightingale. ‘You were scared of dying and did whatever you had to do to cling on to life.’

‘You would have done the same,’ said Herrera. 

‘You don’t know me,’ said Nightingale. ‘You don’t know what I might or might not have done. But doing a deal with Asmodeus doesn’t mean your wife and kids get to keep you, you must know that?’

Herrera frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean time has stopped moving for you. Like Brennan, you won’t get any older. But your wife will. And your kids will. And at some point they’ll realise that you’re not getting any older. And at that point you will have to leave. You won’t be able to have family or friends. You’ll be a loner, like Brennan, moving from place to place, trying to avoid detection. Constantly on the run.’

Herrera wiped tears from his eyes. It could have been the effects of the pepper spray, but Nightingale could see that his words were hitting home.

‘And all that time, over all those years. Asmodeus will be telling you what to do. Who to kill. What will you do when he tells you to kill a fellow cop, Herrera? What will you do then?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

‘You chose life, but really, did you? Does Lucky Brennan have a life? Or is he just a tool for Asmodeus to use? And the woman who shot you? Did she look happy with her life?’

‘I didn’t think it through, did I?’

‘You didn’t have time to think it through. That’s how Asmodeus works. He appears at the moment of death, and gives you a way out.’ He shrugged. ‘It would take a strong personality to turn him down.’

‘So I’m weak, is that it?’

‘Clearly you’re not. But you had a moment of weakness and you took his deal. And let’s not forget, you tried to kill me.’

‘I’m sorry about that. Really.’

‘The only reason you’re in a position to apologise is because I was getting jittery and bought a Kevlar vest. If I hadn’t, I’d be dead now and you’d be what, heading to the office for another day’s work?’

‘I know that.’

‘And then what? Where do you go from here? You’ve seen the people that Brennan has killed. Judges. Fellow cops. Reporters. You don’t get a choice when you serve Asmodeus. You do what he says. You pull the trigger when he tells you to pull the trigger. For eternity. And that’s a long time.’

Nightingale took out his pack of cigarettes. He slipped one between his lips and offered the pack to Herrera. Herrera took one and Nightingale lit them both. Nightingale forced a smile. ‘On a positive note, you don’t have to worry about lung cancer, any more.’

Herrera blew smoke up above his head. ‘I’ve made a mistake, haven’t I?’

‘That’s for you to say, Herrera.’ Nightingale took a long pull on his cigarette and held it deep in his lungs before blowing smoke towards the nave in a tight plume.

Herrera swallowed. ‘And what happens to me, now? Are you going to turn me in?’

‘Do you want me to turn you in?’

‘Obviously not.’

‘Can I trust you not to shoot me again?’

‘Sure.’

‘What if Asmodeus threatens you with eternal pain?’

Herrera shuddered but didn’t answer the question.

‘I might have a way out of this for you,’ said Nightingale.

Herrera looked at him hopefully. ‘Seriously?’

‘Maybe. Let me make some calls. In the meantime, you need to stay here in the church, as close to the altar as possible. It should provide some sort of sanctuary, for a while at least.’

‘Thank you, Nightingale.’ Herrera took a long drag on his cigarette.

‘Don’t thank me yet,’ said Nightingale. ‘At the moment I’m just clutching at straws.’

He left the church and closed the door behind him before taking out his phone and calling Joshua Wainwright. It was Valerie who answered. ‘I need to speak with him, now,’ said Nightingale.

‘He’s in Washington, in a meeting.’

‘This is urgent,’ said Nightingale. ‘Can you interrupt him?’

‘He’s at the White House, with the president, so no.’

‘It’s important,’ said Nightingale.

‘I’ll do my best to pass on a message,’ she said.

‘Fine,’ said Nightingale. ‘Tell him I need him to fix me up with a doctor in Chicago who can help me kill a policeman.’

‘You need what?’

‘Just tell him to call me,’ said Nightingale, and he cut the connection.
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Herrera turned off the main road and drove by a strip mall. Nightingale studied Google Maps on his phone. ‘How did we ever get by before we had Google Maps?’ he asked.

Herrera chuckled. ‘People used to know where they were going,’ he said.

‘There it is,’ said Nightingale, pointing ahead. The hospital was a low-key building that looked more like an office block than a medical centre. It was a private hospital built for scheduled procedures and discretion, not emergencies, so there were no blue flashing lights or anxious relatives standing outside smoking.

Herrera parked the Explorer and they climbed out. Nightingale lifted his holdall from the back seat and slung it over his shoulder. They went in through the sliding doors. Inside, the lighting was bright and clinical but the reception area had the feel of a four-star hotel, five maybe. The reception area was open and orderly with rows of comfortable seating, a long counter staffed by receptionists in neat uniforms and lots of make-up, and there were exotic floral displays everywhere.

Nightingale gave his name and the time of his appointment to a pretty blonde girl with glossy pink lips that matched her nails. She checked her screen, nodded, and asked them to take a seat. A few moments later a woman in navy scrubs appeared from a side corridor, a tablet tucked under her arm. She was in her mid-thirties, with long curly ginger hair tied back and a name badge clipped at her waist. She called Nightingale’s name clearly but without urgency, her tone calm and practised. ‘This way, please,’ she said, when he raised his hand.

She led them past reception and into the interior of the building, her shoes making soft, rubbered sounds on the polished floor. Herrera followed closely, hands loose at his sides, his jaw set tight, still coming to terms with what had happened to him. Nightingale walked just behind him, the holdall brushing his leg with each step. He could sense that Herrera was close to changing his mind and running back to the car.

The nurse - assuming she was a nurse, she hadn’t introduced herself - led them through a final set of double doors and into an operating theatre that was large, almost cavernous, built to be adaptable rather than intimate. The ceiling rose several metres above them, crowded with articulated light arms, monitors on movable mounts, and rails that allowed equipment to be swung into place. Everything was white, grey, or stainless steel - surfaces chosen because they could be easily scrubbed clean.

The floor was seamless pale blue vinyl with faint markings that hinted at where things were meant to go when the room was fully in use. One operating table sat centred beneath the main lights, another had been pushed back towards the far wall, partially dressed but unused. Along one side of the room, anaesthetic machines and trolleys stood parked neatly, cables coiled, screens dark but ready.

There was a ceiling-mounted track running across the width of the room. From it hung a heavy, pleated curtain which had been folded back to the side. With a simple pull, it could be drawn across the theatre, dividing the space cleanly in two. It wasn’t a flimsy screen, but a dense, opaque barrier that blocked sightlines and dampened sound, allowing two procedures to be run in parallel without either intruding on the other. When closed, it turned one large room into two smaller, self-contained theatres. Nightingale had explained exactly what he needed and this was perfect for his needs. He wasn’t sure exactly how much it had cost - Joshua Wainwright would, as usual, be picking up the tab.

The doctor was waiting for them next to the operating table. He was elderly, in his late seventies at least, tall but with a slight stoop. His hair was thin and white, combed back carefully, his face long and narrow with deep-set eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. He wore green surgical scrubs under a faded theatre gown, sleeves rolled neatly, hands clasped behind his back. ‘You’re early,’ he said.

It was a statement of fact rather than an admonition, but Nightingale still felt the need to apologise. ’I’m sorry about that, Dr Kralovic,’ he said. ‘The traffic wasn’t as heavy as we expected.’ Nightingale wasn’t sure why he was apologising - Dr Andrei Kralovic was going to be very well paid for a few hours’ work.

‘Which of you will be undergoing the procedure?’ Dr Kralovic asked. His voice was calm and precise.

‘My colleague,’ said Nightingale, nodding at Herrera.

For the first time, Nightingale noticed the large ice-bath at the side of the room. It was a deep stainless-steel tub on a wheeled frame, its edges squared and utilitarian. A digital temperature readout glowed on the rim and clear hoses fed in chilled water from a compact cooling unit beneath. Next to the tub stood a bank of monitoring equipment mounted on a mobile tower.

Below the monitors, clipped to the side of the cart, were resuscitation pads sealed in sterile packaging. Thick leads ran from the pads to a defibrillator unit built into the cart, the connectors heavy and unmistakable in the hand. A charge indicator was unlit, but the casing bore scuff marks - signs of use, not neglect. This wasn’t emergency gear kept for appearances, it was equipment that had been needed before, and would be needed again.

Herrera frowned. ‘What is all this about?’ he asked. He turned to look at Nightingale, his face twisted in confusion. ‘What’s going on?’

‘We call it targeted temperature management,’ said Dr Kralovic. ‘A senior clinician authorises it for specific indications, and the whole ICU team follows a written protocol. We will follow the same protocols and monitor the patient’s heart rhythm, blood pressure, oxygenation levels and neurologic status. During TTM, if any instability appears, the process is adjusted or stopped. Obviously that’s not going to happen today.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Herrera.

‘Because my understanding is that we are to take your body temperature down to levels well below those we use for TTM. And we can’t use our regular equipment, usually we use cooling pads. In this case we have to go old school and use an ice bath. We’re hoping to get you down to the temperature experienced by Anna Bågenholm.’

‘Anna who?’ asked Herrera. He turned to face Nightingale. ‘What the hell is going on?’

Dr Kralovic frowned at Nightingale. ‘You haven’t told him?’

‘I don’t want to burden him with too much information,’ said Nightingale.

‘He needs to know,’ said Dr Kralovic. ‘Full disclosure.’

Nightingale held up his hands in surrender. ‘Go ahead. It’ll probably be better coming from you, doctor.’

Dr Kralovic turned to look at Herrera. ‘Anna Bågenholm was a young Swedish radiologist who was involved in a severe accidental hypothermia incident while skiing near Narvik in northern Norway. During a fall, she slid into a narrow stream and became trapped beneath the ice. Cold water continuously flowed over her, which caused her body temperature to drop to an extremely low level. When she was eventually rescued and brought to hospital, she had no detectable pulse or spontaneous breathing. She was effectively dead. The medical team initiated prolonged resuscitation and used cardiopulmonary bypass to slowly rewarm her blood and organs. After several hours, her heart rhythm returned. Over time, she regained consciousness and - remarkably - went on to recover with only limited long-term neurological effects.’

‘So she was brought back from the dead?’ asked Herrera.

‘In effect, yes,’ said Dr Kralovic.

Herrera looked at Nightingale. ‘How does this involve me?’

Nightingale smiled at the doctor. ‘I need a private word with my colleague,’ he said. ‘Please forgive me.’ He put a hand on Herrera’s shoulder and guided him to the far end of the operating theatre, out of earshot.

‘You have a contract that says Asmodeus promises to keep you alive,’ Nightingale whispered. ‘So if you die - even for a few seconds - that contract is invalid. It’s void.’

Herrera frowned. ‘So your plan is to kill me?’

‘The plan is for you to die, just for a few seconds. If that happens then the contract is void and you can move on with your life.’

‘But what if Asmodeus finds out what’s happening and stops me from dying?’

‘My plan is to distract him,’ said Nightingale. ‘Take his eye off the ball.’

‘While the doctor here kills me?’

‘Temporarily, yes.’

Herrera grimaced. ‘I’ve got to be honest, Nightingale, it doesn’t sound like much of a plan.’

‘Maybe not,’ said Nightingale. ‘But it’s the only one I’ve got.’

He looked over at Dr Kralovic, who was watching them anxiously. Nightingale grinned and flashed the doctor a thumbs up. The doctor didn’t seem reassured, but the fact that Joshua Wainwright was paying him a small fortune would buy his silence, if not his peace of mind.
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Herrera stared at the ice bath. Two nurses had poured in several buckets of ice into the water and the doctor was checking the temperature. He nodded. ‘Five degrees Celsius,’ he said. He gestured at Herrera. ‘You should get undressed now.’

‘How long will I be in it for?’

‘For as long as necessary,’ said Dr Kralovic.

‘It’s going to hurt, right?’

‘You won’t feel anything,’ said the doctor. ‘You will be sedated before we put you in the ice bath.’

‘Sedated? Why?’

‘Because the shock of entering freezing water can be fatal,’ said the doctor. ‘We will sedate you and then lower you in, monitoring all your vital signs as we do so. You won’t be aware of anything.’

‘But how will you get me into the bath?’ asked Herrera, taking off his coat and hanging it on the back of a chair.

One of the nurses wheeled over a gurney. A second nurse brought over a motorised lift with a sling. Herrera nodded. ‘Okay, I get it.’

He removed the rest of his clothing. The doctor frowned when he saw the gun and the shoulder holster.

‘It’s okay,’ said Herrera, flashing his shield. ‘I’m a cop.’

One of the nurses gave him a pale green hospital robe and he put it on.

The nurses manoeuvred the sling onto the gurney and then helped Herrera lie down. The doctor began attaching sensors to Herrera’s chest and legs.

Nightingale pulled the dividing curtain across the room.

The doctor moved over to the bank of machines attached to the sensors and studied them, then nodded. ‘You are a healthy man,’ he said.

‘Yeah, and I’d like to stay that way,’ said Herrera.

‘I’m now going to give you an injection,’ said Dr Kralovic. ‘You might feel a small prick as the needle goes in, but that’s all.’ He snapped on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, tugging them tight at the wrists. He swabbed the rubber stopper of a vial with an alcohol pad and the tang of antiseptic briefly sharpened the air. He unwrapped a syringe. The needle, thin and silver, caught the overhead light for a second as he fitted it to the syringe barrel. He drew the plunger back to pull the medication into the chamber, tapping small air bubbles gently away with a practised flick of a fingernail.

One of the nurses swabbed Herrera’s arm and then stepped aside so that the doctor could inject the sedative. The needle went in cleanly and quickly - professional, economical. A steady pressure on the plunger. No rush. No drama. When it was done, the doctor withdrew the needle and immediately dropped it into a red sharps container with a hollow plastic clack. The doctor pressed a small piece of gauze to the spot, then fixed it in place with a strip of tape.

‘Count back from ten, please,’ said the doctor. Herrera’s eyelids fluttered as he managed to get out ‘ten, nine, eight, seven, six...’ Then he mumbled and went quiet. His breathing slowed and deepened.

‘How long do you think it will take?’ asked Nightingale.

‘Before we lose all vital signs?’ Dr Kralovic shrugged. ‘Ten minutes. Twenty, perhaps. Every person is different. The body will withdraw blood to the core to keep the core warm, so his extremities will cool down first. It then depends on how long his circulatory system can keep his core warm. We will be monitoring him very carefully because it is possible that he will go into cardiac arrest.’

‘But that’s what we want, right?’

‘No, what we want is for everything to shut down smoothly so that we can bring him back by raising his temperature. If he goes into cardiac arrest, it will be much harder to bring him back.’ He forced a smile. ‘We shall have to just hope for the best.’

Nightingale nodded. ‘I’m sure you’ll do fine,’ he said. ‘Joshua Wainwright speaks very highly of you. Now, whatever you hear, do not look behind the curtain while you are working on Detective Herrera.’

‘What might I hear?’ he asked.

‘It doesn’t matter. Just ignore it. Carry on with what you are doing. Your staff, too. They might worry about what they hear, there might be flashes of light, thunder even, but you must ignore it.’

‘Are we in any danger?' asked the doctor.

‘Absolutely not,’ said Nightingale, trying to sound more confident than he felt. ‘Just focus on your job and let me handle everything else. I just need you to do one thing for me. You have my cell number, the moment that my colleague is clinically dead, send me a text message. To my cell phone.’

‘Before I resuscitate him?’

‘Exactly. I need to know the exact second that he is clinically dead. Send me a text message and then get one of your assistants to pull back the curtain the moment you commence resuscitation. And this is important, Dr Kralovic, neither you nor your assistants can look at what is happening on the other side of the curtain. Just focus on what you are doing. Pull back the curtain but please do not look in my direction.

‘You are starting to worry me now, Mr Nightingale.’

‘There is nothing to worry about, Dr Kralovic. Everything will be fine. You and your staff need to concentrate on resuscitating my colleague and not pay any attention to what I’m doing.’

‘And you can assure me that I and my team will not be in any danger?’

Nightingale put his hand over his heart. ‘You have my word,’ he said. He wasn’t sure just how true that statement was but he really didn’t have the time to explain everything. He pulled the curtain closed as Dr Kralovic and the two nurses began to use the motorised lift to lower Herrera into the ice bath.

Nightingale turned away from the curtain, focusing on the matter in hand. He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the area he would be using. It was a hospital operating room, so it was fair to assume that it was spotless. He had showered twice in his hotel room, using a fresh bar of pure soap and used a brand new nail brush to clean under his fingernails and toenails. The clothes he was wearing were all brand new, down to the socks and underwear. He had on his old battered Hush Puppies so he slipped them off and placed them by the wall, next to the holdall.

He opened the holdall, took a piece of white chalk and a birch branch and used them to draw the protective circle, pentagram and triangle that would - hopefully - keep him safe. He added protection in the form of consecrated salt water, then placed five new white church candles at the five points of the pentagram.

He lit them with his lighter, then moved clockwise around the circle sprinkling herbs over the candle flames. When he had done all five he poured the remainder of the herbs into a lead crucible. He set it down on the floor in the middle of the protective circle and used his fingers to mould the herbs into a neat cone before igniting it with his lighter. The herbs crackled and the air was filled with fumes that stung his eyes and made them water. He stood up, coughing and spluttering.

He was a little apprehensive about the next stage. He took a small penknife, brand new, and opened it. He used the blade to make a small cut on the tip of the index finger of his left hand. Nightingale was right handed, but for this to work he had to use his left hand. Slowly and carefully he used his own blood to draw Asmodeus’s sigil on a small square of parchment. He placed it on the floor in front of the crucible, then pulled a piece of paper from his back pocket. He took a final look around the circle to check that he hadn’t forgotten anything, then slowly and carefully he read out the Latin words on the paper, raising his voice until by the time he reached the end he was shouting. ‘Bagahi laca bacabe!’ As he said the final words he placed the piece of parchment on top of the burning herbs. It immediately started to burn, and a plume of black smoke curled up to the ceiling. The sigil glowed redly for a few seconds, and then it was gone.

The fumes from the burning herbs began to spin around him and the floor started to vibrate. Suddenly lightning flashed and he flinched, but he stood his ground. Lightning flashed again and there was a crack of thunder that left his ears ringing. Nightingale’s eyes were streaming with tears and he wiped his eyes with the back of his hands.

There were two flashes of lightning that were virtually instantaneous and then reality shimmered and then there were more flashes and then he was there, standing in a space between the tip of the north-facing point of the triangle and the edge of the circle. Tall, brooding, wearing a dark suit and carrying a briefcase. His eyes were pools of darkness that stared at Nightingale with undisguised fury. ‘You dare to summon me!’ he said, and the room shook.

‘I do, and I have,’ said Nightingale.

‘I will drag you to Hell,’ he said.

‘No, you won’t. You will stay where you are, trapped in your assigned space, until you are dismissed. And so long as I stay within the circle, you cannot harm me.’

‘Do you want to put that to the test, Nightingale?’

‘Sticks and stones, Asmodeus,’ said Nightingale. ‘I know exactly what I can and cannot do. And I also know your limitations. So you are wasting your breath threatening me.’

‘You are a dead man walking, Nightingale.’

‘Well, that goes without saying, doesn't it? That’s the human way. We’re born, we live, we die. The circle of life.’

‘It’s not a circle, Nightingale. It’s a line. A line that ends nowhere.’

‘Not for someone like Lucky Brennan, though.’

‘Brennan signed a contract with me. So he lives forever.’

‘And serves you?’

‘That is the contract.’

‘Which he signed in blood?’

‘Exactly,’ said Asmodeus. He frowned. ‘Is that what this is about? You have summoned me because you want to deal? Are you that scared of your impending doom?’

‘Nobody wants to die, do they?’

‘I wouldn’t say that. Some people die happily after a fulfilling life. They die at peace with themselves and with their God. But you don’t strike me as a man who is at peace.’ He grinned savagely. ‘So ask me. I want to hear you say the words.’

‘What words?’

‘Ask me for a deal. That is why you have summoned me, isn’t it?’

Nightingale’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He gritted his teeth. Hopefully that meant that Herrera was clinically dead. And, equally hopefully, Dr Kralovic would now be bringing him back to life.

The curtain slid back with a controlled, utilitarian sound: a muted shhrrrkk of heavy, sterile fabric dragging against itself, underscored by the faint metallic glide of runners moving along the ceiling track. There was a soft click-clack as the hooks passed over joins in the rail, then a weighted thump as the material gathered neatly at the end, the noise precise and mechanical rather than theatrical. Nightingale saw Dr Kralovic standing by the ice bath, looking down at Herrera. Herrera’s body was completely white, like a slaughtered hog, scalded and scraped, the cold turning him into something pale, heavy, and disturbingly animal.

The nurse who had pulled back the curtain hurried over to join the other nurse and together they operated the mechanical lift to get Herrera out of the bath and back onto the gurney. A cardiac monitor wailed a flat, unbroken tone. No rhythm. No electrical activity.

They placed Herrera on the gurney.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Asmodeus.

‘Just watch,’ said Nightingale.

A nurse tore open a foil pack and handed the doctor adhesive defibrillation pads. He pressed one firmly to Herrera’s upper right chest, just below the collarbone, smoothing it down so it made full contact with the skin. The second pad went to the lower left side of the chest, beneath the ribcage. Then the nurse clicked the cables into place.

The other nurse began chest compressions on Herrera.

Dr Kralovic’s eyes flicked to the screen. ‘Still asystole. Continue compressions.’

The nurse was counting under her breath as she pounded on Herrera’s chest.

‘What’s happened to him?’ asked Asmodeus.

‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ said Nightingale.

The room was filled with the dull, rhythmic thud of palms against sternum.

Then - a flicker. A jagged line trembled across the monitor.

‘Hold compressions,’ said the doctor. The nurse stepped away from Herrera, raising her hands in the air.

The doctor increased the energy setting with a practised twist of the dial. ‘Clear.’

Both nurses stepped away from the gurney, hands raised. No one was touching the bed. No one was touching Herrera.

Dr Kralovic pressed the shock button.

Herrera’s body jolted sharply against the gurney’s mattress - a single, violent contraction - then fell still again.

The monitor spat out noise... then a thin, wavering line.

There was silence in the room except for the machine.

‘Come on,’ Dr Kralovic murmured, eyes locked on the screen.

A beat.

Then another.

A spike.

Another.

The rhythm stumbled into something recognisable - slow, weak, but organised.

‘We have a rhythm,’ said one of the nurses, almost disbelieving.

Dr Kralovic leaned in, fingers at Herrera’s neck, checking for a carotid pulse. He nodded once. ‘Pulse present,’ he said.

The flatline tone was gone, replaced by the steady electronic bleep of a fragile but beating heart.

Herrera’s chest rose faintly. Colour began to creep back into his face.

Dr Kralovic exhaled for the first time in what felt like minutes. ‘Stabilise him. Let’s keep him with us.’

Asmodeus turned back to glare at Nightingale. ‘What have you done?’

‘Detective Herrera was dead,’ said Nightingale. ‘Clinically dead.’

‘Herrera is mine. Mine to do with as I will.’

‘No, you had a contract. He serves you and in return you stop him from dying.’

Asmodeus nodded. ‘Exactly. That was the contract he signed, in his blood. He serves me until the end of time.’

Nightingale shook his head. ‘But you reneged on the contract. You didn’t hold up your end of the bargain.’

Asmodeus looked over at the equipment. A soft beep recorded Herrera’s heartbeat. ‘You are talking nonsense, Nightingale. He is alive.’

‘He is alive now. But only because we brought him back from the dead. That’s Dr Kralovic. He’s an expert at this. And he confirmed clinical death. Is that right, Dr Kralovic?’

Dr Kralovic nodded. ‘Detective Herrera was clinically dead for more than a minute. No brain activity. No heartbeat. No respiration. All reflexes and responsiveness were absent.’

‘So the contract you have with Detective Herrera is null and void,’ said Nightingale. ‘He died. You failed to save him. Therefore you have no further claim on him.’

Asmodeus pointed at Nightingale, his face contorted with rage. ‘I shall kill you, Nightingale, and I shall take your soul.’

Nightingale shook his head. ‘Ain’t going to happen,’ he said.

‘You think this is a victory for you? You think you’ve won?’

‘The battle, maybe. The war, I don’t know. But what I do know is that you no longer have a contract with Detective Sergeant Herrera. The contract you had is null and void.’

‘Your life is over, Nightingale. I hope you realise that.’

‘And we’re back to sticks and stones,’ said Nightingale. He looked at the piece of paper in his hands and said the words that would send Asmodeus back to where he had come from. Time folded in on itself, there was a loud crack, and Asmodeus was gone.
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It took Dr Kralovic and his nurses the best part of two hours to get Herrera back on his feet. Considering that he had died and been resuscitated, the detective was in surprisingly good shape. Nightingale offered to take him home but Herrera wouldn’t have it, he said he wanted some time on his own to get his head straight so he got into his car alone and drove off. Nightingale lit a Marlboro and considered his options as he blew smoke rings up at the night sky. Eventually he decided to treat himself to a drink, so he went in search of a bar. He walked with his collar turned up, hands in the pockets of his raincoat, moving south along a street that had seen better times. 

He found one bar but it was crowded with raucous twenty-somethings, most of whom seemed to be taking selfies, and all he wanted was a quiet drink with maybe some Eighties songs on a jukebox. He walked on, smoked another cigarette, and eventually reached a bar that had a sign above the door -  a red martini glass blinking in a tired rhythm. Nightingale had never appreciated martinis but the image appealed to him so he threw away the remains of his cigarette and went inside.

The windows were darkened, not quite opaque, and the door bore the scuffed marks of a thousand late-night exits. Nightingale pushed it open.

A television over the bar showed a baseball game with the sound off; closed captions crawled silently along the bottom of the screen. Two men in work jackets leaned over a table by the wall, arguing amiably about something that didn’t matter. An elderly woman in a Cossack fur hat was feeding quarters into a jukebox that looked older than she was. A Dire Straits song was playing, which convinced him he was in the right place. He took in the room with a single sweep of his eyes and chose a stool halfway down the bar. He sat, the vinyl seat giving a faint sigh beneath his weight. The bartender - a tall, thin man with sleeves rolled to the elbow and a towel slung over one shoulder - looked up. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘Corona,’ said Nightingale.

The bartender nodded once, reached into the cooler, and came up with a long-neck bottle beaded with condensation. He popped the cap with a practised flick and set it down on a square of napkin in front of Nightingale. Nightingale wrapped his fingers around the cold glass, feeling the chill bite into his skin, and took a slow pull.

‘Lime?’

‘Hell yeah,’ said Nightingale.

The bartender reached under the bar and put a slice of lime on a saucer and placed it next to Nightingale’s bottle. ‘You Australian?’

‘British,’ said Nightingale. ‘Well, English really.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘Tea and biscuits. Cricket. Bonfire Night.’

The barman frowned. ‘Bonfire Night?’

‘Yeah, it’s a cross between the Fourth of July and Halloween, but celebrating a failed terrorist attack back in 1605.’

‘Okay,’ said the barman, moving slowly away.

‘Why do you drink that gnat’s piss?’

Nightingale recognised the voice immediately but he didn’t turn to look at her. He raised his bottle. ‘It hits the spot.’

‘It’s not even the best-selling beer in Mexico, and that’s where they brew it.’

‘What’s your drink?’

Proserpine shrugged. ‘I enjoy a good Bloody Mary.’

‘I bet you do.’ He turned to look at her. Her hair was ink-black, falling in a smooth curtain past her shoulders, catching the light with a blue sheen when she moved. It framed a pale face made sharper by dark eyeliner and carefully smudged shadow. Her lipstick was jet black - dramatic, and precise.

She wore a black fitted leather jacket over a lace-trimmed top, the fabric patterned almost invisibly with stitched sigils that only revealed themselves when the light struck at the right angle. A thin silver pentagram rested at the hollow of her throat, delicate rather than theatrical. Around her wrist, a black leather cuff was pressed with tiny occult symbols. One ring - tarnished silver - bore the intricate head of Baphomet, subtle enough to pass unnoticed unless you looked twice. Her black leather boots, polished to a muted gleam, carried faint embossed patterns along the sides - looping, arcane flourishes that might have been decorative... or something older. 

‘Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine,’ he said. He looked around. Absolutely no one was paying any attention to her.

‘It’s all right, Nightingale, only you can see or hear me.’

‘So you’re not really here?’

‘Oh, I’m here, Nightingale. I’m very much here.’

‘What about Rover?’

‘Rover?’

‘Your dog.’

She forced a smile. ‘He has some business to take care of.’

Nightingale sipped his beer.

‘Does Wainwright have any idea what Asmodeus is up to?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Nightingale. ‘He said he was going to seek advice.’

‘Did he now. That’s interesting.’

‘Does he have a phone-a-friend, do you know?’

‘What do you think Asmodeus’s game plan is?’ she asked, ignoring his question.

‘I’m just a mere mortal, how could I possibly know what a demon from Hell is up to?’

Proserpine snorted softly. ‘You’re making a joke but it’s the truth.’

‘I’m just an ant to his elephant, like you said.’

‘He wants power,’ she said. ‘Power on Earth. And he’s been playing the long game to get it. He wants a specific human outcome: the creation of a man-made catastrophe that cannot be undone, blamed on humans alone, and permanently reshapes how power is exercised in Chicago. And to get that, he has been removing obstacles for a hundred years. Asmodeus has directed Brennan to eliminate very particular people - judges who would have blocked certain rulings, police commanders who wouldn’t bend, union leaders who would have stopped consolidation, politicians before they mattered, criminals who were uncontrollable instead of corruptible, witnesses who would have linked the wrong dots. Most of the people he has Brennan kill aren’t heroes. Or villains, either. Most of the time they’re just the wrong person in the wrong place. Pressure points.’

‘But why Chicago?’ he asked. ‘Why here?’

‘It’s a test,’ she said. ‘An experiment. The long-term aim isn’t Chicago itself. Chicago is the key, not the door. Asmodeus is trying to change the rules under which demons are allowed to operate in the human world. Right now, demons interfere indirectly. Influence, temptation, nudges. Always deniable. Always hidden. That’s the old order. What Asmodeus wants is precedent at the scale of a city. If he can shape Chicago so that targeted killing becomes policy, emergency powers become permanent, moral objections are treated as weaknesses, violence is bureaucratised, legalised, normalised, then something new happens. Humans stop needing demons to justify evil. And at that point we will literally have Hell on Earth. That’s what he wants. That’s what he’s trying to do here in Chicago. And if it works here, he’ll take it worldwide.’

‘But why do you care? It means that Hell wins. You win.’

She shook her head. ‘How could you possibly understand?’ she said. ‘Hell only works while humans choose evil. That’s where devils like me live - inside temptation, hesitation, and guilt. If Asmodeus turns killing into policy and cruelty into routine, there’s nothing left to corrupt. Evil becomes infrastructure.’

Her eyes hardened.

‘When humans don’t need whispering, they don’t need whisperers. Princes and Princesses lose their domains. Asmodeus doesn’t just create Hell on Earth, he replaces Hell with management. And in that world, devils like me aren’t rivals. We’re redundant.’

‘So what does that mean for the likes of you? Retirement? I hear Costa Rica is nice.’

‘In Hell, redundancy isn’t unemployment. It’s a death sentence. A devil who no longer generates influence has no protection. No territory. No reason to be tolerated. That’s why Asmodeus scares me. Not because he wants Hell on Earth. But because he’s building a world where Hell doesn’t need devils like me at all.’

Nightingale grinned. ‘So are you saying that you need my help?’

Proserpine’s eyes hardened into black voids. ‘No, Nightingale. That’s not what I’m saying. But maybe, just maybe, we can help each other.’

‘How?’

‘One step at a time, Nightingale. I need you to understand what is happening here in Chicago.’

‘And you want me to stop Brennan? Is that it?’

‘Every killing widens the circle. Every body leaves behind people who will do anything to make sure they aren’t next.’ She leaned closer now, her voice dropping. ‘Asmodeus doesn’t need worship. He needs compliance. And fear is remarkably good at producing that.’

Nightingale exhaled slowly. ‘So if Brennan stops killing, what happens?’

‘If Asmodeus doesn’t have a replacement in place then the machine starves,’ Proserpine said. ‘Fear fades. Promises weaken. Authority built on terror always does, if it isn’t fed.’ She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. ‘Which is why Asmodeus is so invested in Brennan. And why I am now willing to intervene.’

‘What do you get out of it?’ Nightingale asked.

Her smile sharpened. ‘Brennan’s soul. Voluntarily given. Cleanly transferred. And Asmodeus loses a century’s worth of careful, tedious work.’ She met his gaze. ‘In Hell, Nightingale, that’s what we call a bargain.’

A glass crashed to the floor somewhere behind them, but Proserpine didn’t react.

‘But surely Asmodeus will just replace him.’

Proserpine’s smile returned, cool and deliberate. ‘Of course Asmodeus will replace him. Eventually. But eventually is the enemy of momentum. And momentum is everything.’ She paused, then added softly, ‘Which is why you still matter, Nightingale. You’re standing in the way of a very old, very patient machine. But you’re missing the obvious.’

‘The obvious?’

‘Brennan serves Asmodeus. That was his deal. He serves Asmodeus for as long as Asmodeus wants. In return Asmodeus saved his life, and made him virtually immortal.’

‘Virtually?’

‘Nothing lives forever, Nightingale.’

‘Even you?’

She smiled coldly. ‘I experience time differently, Nightingale. I’ve told you that before. The point I am trying to make is that Brennan still has his soul. Which means he has something to negotiate with.’

Realisation dawned and Nightingale nodded. ‘Ah. So there is an escape clause?’

‘I’m not sure that’s how I’d describe it,’ she said. ‘But it does offer him a way out. If that’s what he really wants.’

‘I’ll talk to him.’

‘I hope you will.’

Time folded in on itself and she was gone. Nightingale felt suddenly weak as if she had taken his strength with her. He went outside, pulled his pack of Marlboro from his pocket and lit one as he ran through his options, which he had to admit were fairly limited. He was going to have to talk to Brennan. And soon.
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Nightingale smoked a cigarette as he walked back to his hotel. The pavements were slick from an earlier shower, streetlights haloed in mist. Traffic muttered along the avenue, a steady hiss of tyres on wet asphalt, horns sounding half-hearted and distant. Somewhere behind him an L train clattered across elevated tracks, sparks briefly lighting the girders before vanishing into the dark.

Nightingale kept his collar up and his left hand in his coat pocket. As he walked he heard a couple arguing in low, urgent voices outside a diner. A man in a Cubs cap stood in a doorway, smoking, watching the street like it owed him money. When he first spotted the cap, Nightingale’s heart began to race but then he realised that the man was in his sixties, bearded and portly, and had a walking stick in his left hand.

Nightingale reached the hotel, tossed away what was left of his cigarette and pushed through the door. Polished stone floors reflected the lamplight in muted glows. The night clerk glanced up, recognised him, and gave a brief nod. No questions. That was another thing Nightingale liked about the place. It didn’t try to be friendly, there was none of the false warmth most places thought passed for hospitality.

He crossed the lobby without breaking stride and headed for the stairwell rather than the lift. On the third-floor landing he paused, listening. Nothing but the low, constant murmur of the city seeping through glass and brick.

The corridor carpet was thick, patterned to hide whatever guests might spill or drop. His room was halfway down the corridor. He unlocked the door and stepped in, closing it quietly behind him.

He moved to the window, pulling back the curtain an inch. A siren wailed somewhere far off, rising and falling. Traffic growled along the avenue. A voice carried up from the street below, then laughter, then nothing. Nightingale let the curtain fall.

‘Keep your hands where I can see them,’ said a voice. A woman. Nightingale whirled around. She was standing in the bathroom door, holding a Smith & Wesson Model 60. Nightingale slowly raised his hands. ‘You shot Detective Herrera,’ he said. 

She grinned. ‘Guilty as charged,’ she said. She wore a fitted charcoal wool coat over a black roll-neck sweater and dark jeans that were tucked into knee-high leather boots. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail, though a few strands had slipped free and curved along her cheekbones. Her skin was pale against the dark clothes, her features sharp without being severe and her eyes were watchful, weighing him with calm calculation. 

‘I didn’t catch your name,’ said Nightingale.

‘I didn’t throw it. Are you Australian?’

‘Yeah,’ said Nightingale. He figured she didn’t have the right to know anything about him, not when she was pointing a gun at his heart.

‘You can call me Scarlett.’

‘You don’t have to do this, Scarlett.’ First rule of hostage negotiations, always use their name. 

The grin vanished. ‘Actually I do,’ she said.

‘It’s true, she does,’ said another voice. A man. Scarlett moved to the side, keeping her gun trained on Nightingale’s chest. The man moved into the doorway. Nightingale recognised him immediately. It was Lucky Brennan, wearing a dark overcoat and with his trademark Chicago Cubs cap on his head. He was carrying a revolver, too. A Colt Anaconda.

‘That’s a very nice gun you’ve got there, Lucky,’ said Nightingale. ‘The thing about the Colt Anaconda, is that it doesn’t try to be subtle. It’s a big revolver, stainless steel all the way through, heavy enough that you feel it dragging at your belt if you’re not used to carrying real metal. When you pick it up, there’s no rattle, no play. It feels like something built to survive a small war. Am I right?’ Second rule of hostage negotiation, keep talking. Silences could be fatal.

Brennan seemed confused by the lecture, but he managed a nod. ‘Yeah.’

‘It’s chambered in .44 Magnum,’ Nightingale continued. You don’t fire it to warn anyone. You fire it to put the man down, permanently. The recoil’s got a punch to it, sure, but the weight soaks up some of the temper. Still lets you know who’s in charge, right?’

Nightingale was playing for time, the words came out slow and measured but his mind was racing, trying to find a way out of this predicament because his bulletproof vest was in the wardrobe and not where it needed to be, protecting his vital organs.

‘You know a lot about guns,’ said Scarlett. ‘You a cop?’

‘I used to be, a long time ago,’ said Nightingale. ‘You?’

She shook her head. ‘I was never a cop. Slept with a few in my time.’

‘So why the two of you?’ Nightingale asked. ‘Asmodeus doesn’t trust one of you to do the job?’

Scarlett’s finger was tightening on the trigger. In a previous life Nightingale had been police negotiator. A police negotiator with the Metropolitan Police Service worked in the narrow space between panic and violence. The job entailed establishing contact as quickly as possible and then keeping it - because silence was dangerous. Silence gives fear room to grow. Silence allows impulsive decisions. So the negotiator keeps asking open questions, reflecting back what they hear, encouraging the subject to explain, to vent, to stay engaged. It isn’t about arguing or issuing ultimatums; it’s about momentum. As long as the person is talking, they are thinking, and as long as they are thinking, they are less likely to act rashly. The role also involves gathering intelligence - listening for clues about weapons, emotional state, grievances, triggers. Negotiators had to remain composed even when insulted, threatened or manipulated. They measured their tone carefully, never rushing, never escalating. Hours could pass in slow, deliberate conversation, with every word chosen to reduce tension and preserve life. Above all, the discipline was simple but demanding: keep them talking, keep them engaged, and never allow the conversation to die. So long as Nightingale was talking, he wasn’t dead, and he clung to that thought as he desperately wondered what he should say next.

‘He wants to make sure,’ said Scarlett.

‘Has he ever done that before?’ asked Nightingale. ‘Sent two of you to take out one person?’ He tilted his head back. ‘Ah, yes, of course. He sent you both to shoot Detective Herrera, didn’t he?’

‘That was different,’ said Scarlett. ‘Lucky was to lead him into the alley, I was to do the shooting.’

‘Teamwork,’ said Nightingale. ‘You can’t beat it.’

‘Enough talking,’ said Scarlett, and her finger tightened on the trigger.

Brennan transferred his gun from his left hand to his right, then his left hand disappeared inside his coat pocket.

‘Can we talk about this?’ Nightingale asked Scarlett. ‘We have options.’

‘I don’t,’ she said.

‘Everyone has options,’ said Nightingale, but even as the words left his mouth he realised it was a lie. 

Brennan’s left hand reappeared from his coat pocket holding a stun gun - compact, black, and ugly in a purely functional way. It fitted neatly in his palm, the casing matte polymer with ridged grips for control. Two short metal prongs sat at the front like blunt fangs and a small safety switch rested beneath his thumb. The stun gun whined as he pressed the trigger and then he shoved it against Scarlett’s neck. Her whole body went into spasm and the gun fell from her hand and tumbled onto the carpet. Her knees buckled and she fell to the floor. Brennan followed her down, keeping the stun gun pressed against her neck.

Nightingale took a step towards Brennan but Brennan pointed his revolver at Nightingale’s chest. ‘Sit on the bed, hands on your head and your legs crossed at the ankles,’ Brennan barked. ‘Or I’ll shoot you myself.’ Nightingale did as he was told.

Scarlett’s legs went still. Brennan shoved the stun gun into his coat pocket, placed the Colt on the floor and pulled two thick white plastic zip-ties. He rolled Scarlett onto her front and bound her wrists and ankles together, then picked up the gun and stood facing Nightingale.

‘What just happened?’ asked Nightingale.

‘I need to talk to you,’ said Brennan.

‘Talk away,’ said Nightingale.

‘What is it with you and Asmodeus?’ asked Brennan.

‘In what way?’

‘It’s like he’s scared of you.’ 

‘I doubt that very much. He’s a demon from Hell, I’m just a human.’

‘What you said was right. He sent two of us to deal with you. The cop was different, I was the bait and Scarlett was the trigger. But tonight, yeah, he sent us both here. He’s never done that before. You’re different.’

‘I have connections,’ said Nightingale. ‘He probably knows that.’

‘What sort of connections?’

‘You have Asmodeus. I have someone I work with.’

‘You did a deal? You have a contract?’

‘We did. But now I’m a free agent.’

‘But you work with a demon?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘And Asmodeus knows that?’

‘I think so,’ said Nightingale.

There was a chair by the dressing table and Brennan dropped down onto it. He kept the gun aimed at Nightingale, but his finger was no longer on the trigger. ‘What did you do to make Asmodeus so angry?’

‘Are you okay if I smoke?’

‘Smoke?’

‘A cigarette? A condemned man has the right to a last cigarette, right?’

Brennan waggled his gun. ‘They’re your lungs.’

Nightingale slowly reached into his pocket and took out his cigarettes and lighter. He lit one and offered the pack to Brennan but he shook his head. ‘I don’t smoke. I’ve never smoked.’

‘Probably best,’ said Nightingale. ‘But I do love a cigarette.’

‘What do you get from it?’ asked Brennan. ‘The nicotine?’

‘That’s part of it, sure,’ he said. ‘But it’s partly because it’s an honest vice.’

Brennan frowned. ‘Say what now?’

Nightingale shrugged. ‘Everything else lies to you. Booze tells you you’re having a good time. Coffee tells you you’re awake. Religion tells you you’re saved. Cigarettes?’ He smiled faintly. ‘They tell you exactly what they are. Bad for you, expensive and addictive. There’s no small print. No lying. No pretending to be something they’re not.’ He drew the smoke down deep, held it in his lungs for a moment, then let it out in a thin, controlled stream. ‘And it gives your hands something to do when your head’s full. It gives you time to think. To collect your thoughts.’

He flicked ash away with a practised snap of his thumb. He took another drag, slower this time. ‘And if I’m honest?’ He shrugged. ‘It makes me look like I don’t care. Sometimes that’s useful.’

Brennan held out his free hand and grinned. ‘Go on, then. Give me one.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Sure. Why not? You’ve sold it to me.’

‘I wasn’t trying to, Lucky.’

‘Just give me one before I change my goddamn mind.’

Nightingale held out the pack. Brennan took a cigarette and smelled it cautiously. He placed it between his lips and let Nightingale light it for him. The first pull was tentative. The second went too deep. Smoke hit the back of his throat and he doubled over, coughing hard enough to water his eyes. When he finally straightened up, pale and blinking, the cigarette was trembling between his fingers. ‘You get pleasure out of this?’ he rasped. ‘You must be out of your mind.’

‘What can I say? It takes time. It’s an acquired taste. And when you’re really good, you can do this.’ He tilted his head back and blew a smoke ring up at the ceiling. ‘I should open a window,’ he said. ‘We’re not supposed to be smoking in the room.’

‘Go ahead.’

Brennan kept the gun pointed at Nightingale’s chest as he walked over to the window and opened it. The gun tracked him back to the bed where he sat down again.

‘What am I going to do, Nightingale?’ asked Brennan. ‘I can’t go on like this.’

‘You signed a contract, Lucky. Nobody forced you to do that. What is it you want?’

‘I want my life back.’

‘Yeah, well I think that ship has sailed. Your old life has gone. There is no going back, surely you can see that?’

‘I mean that I want control over my life. I want to live, not just serve.’

‘That was the deal you made.’

‘You want the truth, Nightingale? Fine. I didn’t go looking for him. I wasn’t brave. I wasn’t clever. I was bleeding out in an alley. I’d been shot. Bad. The kind of bad where your body starts making decisions without asking you. Everything was getting quieter. Narrower. Like the world was packing itself away. That’s when he showed up. Not in fire. Not in a dream. Just... there. I couldn’t move. Could barely see. But I could hear him fine. I asked him if he was Death. He wasn’t. He said something like he was the opposite of Death. I don’t remember. Most of it is a blur now.’

He took a hesitant drag on his cigarette, with less coughing this time.

‘He didn’t rush. Didn’t circle me like a predator. He just explained the situation. I was dying. No argument there. Seconds, maybe minutes if I was lucky. The body was already letting go. He said he could stop that. I asked him what it would cost. He said I just had to work for him. When he asked. As long as he asked. No pretending it was a favour or a misunderstanding. Service. Clear terms. I asked him how long. He said something about as long as he needed me. I guess that’s the bit I didn’t think through.’

He shrugged. ‘There wasn’t a lot of time for philosophy. My life was slipping away from me. And I realised something important. I didn’t want salvation. I didn’t want forgiveness. I just wasn’t ready to stop. So I said yes. He gave me a contract and I signed it. In my own blood. That was the deal, Nightingale. No romance to it. No clever loophole. I live. I work. And when he calls, I answer. That’s why bullets don’t stop me. They’re not allowed to.’

‘But at no point did he ask you for your soul?’

Brennan shook his head. ‘No. But you know what? If he had, I’d probably have signed it away, too. I just wanted to live. I didn’t want to die.’

‘And how do you feel now?’

Brennan sighed mournfully. ‘I just want it to stop. This isn’t life. It’s existing. I exist to serve. He tells me what to do and I do it. Every day is the same as the last, and I can see that stretching ahead of me for eternity.’

‘You still box, right?’

Brennan smiled thinly and nodded. ‘That’s the only thing that gives me any sort of pleasure. The muscle memory kicks in and I’m back in the old days, for a few minutes at least.’ He took another drag on his cigarette and this time managed not to cough. ‘You saved Herrera, didn’t you?’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘Asmodeus is mad at you. That’s why he sent me and Beth to kill you tonight. And it wasn’t so that he can offer you a deal. He just wants you dead. So how did you do it? How did you set Herrera free?

‘I killed him,’ said Nightingale.

‘That doesn’t make sense.’

‘Under controlled conditions. In a hospital. We killed him and then revived him. But for a few seconds he was dead. And that meant that the contract he had was null and void.’

‘And Asmodeus accepted that?’

‘He had no choice. A contract is a contract. And by allowing Herrera to die, that contract became invalid.’

‘And now Detective Herrera gets his life back?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘He does, yes.’

‘Can you do that for me?’

Nightingale could hear the desperation in Brennan’s voice. ‘I’m sorry, no. It only worked because I distracted Asmodeus. I took his eye off the ball and he didn’t realise what was happening until it was too late. He won’t fall for that again.’

‘Shit,’ said Brennan.

‘What is it you want, Lucky?’

‘I want this to be over. If I could just end it with a bullet to the brain I’d happily pull the trigger. But that’s not an option. Bullets won’t kill me.’

‘I might have a way out for you,’ said Nightingale. ‘But there’s a catch.’

‘There’s always a catch. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.’

‘We need a safe place. Ideally somewhere with a wooden floor.’

‘I’ve an apartment in Rogers Park. By the lake.’

‘Can we go there now?’

Brennan nodded. ‘Sure.’ He flicked the remainder of his cigarette through the open window. ‘What’s the plan?’

‘I’ll explain on the way. What about your friend?’

‘Scarlett? I’ll deal with her later.’ 

‘She won’t cry out for help?’

Brennan pointed at her gun. ‘The last thing she’ll want is the cops here,’ he said. ‘She always uses the same gun. The cops will have a field day if they get their hands on it. She won’t be talking to no cops.’
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Rogers Park felt different from the rest of the city. Quieter. And wider. The streets near the lake were lined with old brick walk-ups built back in the days when craftsmanship still mattered. The taxi dropped them outside Brennan’s building, half a block from the water, a red-brick structure with limestone trim and a recessed doorway framed in carved stone.

Brennan fished out his keys and took Nightingale inside. The lobby floor was a checkerboard of black and cream tiles, dulled by time but meticulously clean. Mailboxes lined one wall, their small metal doors scarred with scratches from decades of impatient fingers.

‘Third floor,’ Brennan said, already moving.

Nightingale’s stomach lurched at the thought of getting in a lift but Brennan took the stairs. Their footfalls echoed upward in hollow, rhythmic thuds. The banister was solid oak, polished by use, warm under the hand. On the second-floor landing there was a narrow window and through it, Nightingale caught a slice of dark water and the smear of distant lights along the curve of the shoreline. 

He was carrying the holdall containing his purchases from The Thirteenth Candle. Hopefully it would be enough to get the job done but as always in the occult world, there were no guarantees.

Brennan unlocked his door and pushed it open.

The apartment surprised Nightingale. He had expected cramped and cluttered; instead, it was bright and airy. Open wood floors ran the length of the main room. The walls were off-white, interrupted by tall windows that faced the lake. Even at night, the water was visible as a shifting, ink-dark expanse, the surface catching stray light in restless fragments.

There was a single area rug under a low sofa and a rectangular coffee table. A bookshelf stood against one wall, neatly arranged. Most of the books were about boxing or baseball. Nightingale spotted the baseball and the biscuit tin that had been in Brennan’s house in West Thomas Street. The kitchen area bled into the living space - stainless steel, dark countertops, everything in its place. 

Nightingale stepped fully inside, the boards giving a quiet creak beneath his weight. He turned slowly, taking it in.

‘Nice,’ he said.

Brennan shrugged, closing the door behind them with a firm click. ‘It’s quiet.’ He walked into the middle of the room. ‘So what do we do?’ he asked.

‘The first thing we need to do is shower,’ said Nightingale.

‘Shower?’

‘You need to be scrupulously clean,’ said Nightingale. ‘We both do. Wash your hair, twice. Use a nail brush to clean under your nails. Mouthwash if you have it.’ He saw the look of confusion on Brennan’s face. ‘Any impurities can weaken the protective circle,’ he explained.

‘What protective circle?’

‘That’s the next stage. One step at a time.’

‘When you’ve showered, put on clean clothes. And I’ll need some clean clothes, too. Just a shirt and shorts will do, but they have to be new or freshly cleaned.’

Brennan grunted and ambled to the bathroom. Nightingale placed his holdall on the large pine dining table and unzipped it. He took out the contents and laid them out, ready for use. He rolled up the rug and moved the coffee table to the side.

When Brennan reappeared fifteen minutes later he was wearing a new Nike tracksuit and his hair was still damp. He was holding another tracksuit, this one in a plastic bag. ‘You can have this,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ said Nightingale. He took the bag from him. ‘Let me see your nails.’

Brennan held his hands out, fingers splayed. Nightingale checked his nails and nodded his approval. ‘Right, wait until I shower, and don’t touch anything,’ he said.

He spent twenty minutes showering, swilled his mouth with mouthwash several times, then put on the tracksuit. 

‘Right, let’s get started,’ he said as he padded barefoot back into the living room. ‘Which way is north?’

Brennan pointed through the window at the lake in the distance.

‘Perfect,’ said Nightingale. He took a piece of white chalk and used it to carefully draw a circle about six feet in diameter, then he used the small birch branch to outline the circle. He gave the branch to Brennan. ‘Do what I just did,’ he said.

Brennan outlined the circle with the branch, then Nightingale took it from him and put it on the table. He used the chalk to draw a pentagram inside the circle, then drew a triangle around the circle and wrote the letters MI, CH and AEL at the three points of the triangle.

‘Michael?’ said Brennan. 

‘Michael, the Archangel,’ said Nightingale. He picked up the bottle of consecrated salt water, removed the glass stopper and carefully sprinkled water around the circle, then gave the bottle to Brennan and had him do the same.

‘From this point on you must stay within the circle,’ said Nightingale. ‘No matter what happens do not cross the circle. If anyone offers you anything from outside the circle, you do not take it. Do you understand?’

‘Got it,’ said Brennan. ‘But I have a question.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘When Asmodeus appears, I don’t have to do this or anything like this. He just appears.’

‘Because he wants to see you. This is what you have to do to summon them. And you have to do it exactly right. Any mistake can be fatal.’

Nightingale placed the five white candles at the five points of the pentagram, then lit them with his lighter and sprinkled herbs onto the flames. He poured the remainder of the herbs into a lead crucible. He set it down on the floor in the middle of the protective circle and used his fingers to shape the herbs into a cone before igniting it with his lighter.

The herbs crackled and the air was filled with fumes that stung his eyes and made them water. He gave a piece of paper to Brennan. ‘You need to say these words, exactly as they are written.’

Brennan frowned as he studied the paper. ‘What does it mean?’

‘It doesn’t matter what it means. Just say the words, slowly and clearly.’

Brennan did as he was told. As he said the last three words, Nightingale repeated them, at the top of his voice. ‘Bagahi laca bacabe!’

The fumes from the burning herbs began to spin around them. Nightingale held on to Brennan’s arm, keeping him close as the acrid fog swirled around them, faster and faster.

Lightning flashed and there was a deafening crack of thunder. There were two flashes of lightning that were virtually instantaneous and then time folded in on itself and she was there, standing in a space between the tip of the north-facing point of the triangle and the edge of the circle. 

‘Is that her?’ whispered Brennan.

‘Of course it’s her.’ Nightingale’s eyes were watering from the fumes of the burning herbs and he blinked away the tears. ‘She has to stay where she is until we release her. And providing we stay within the protective circle, she can do nothing to harm us.’

Proserpine was wearing a long leather coat, open at the front, with large lapels that were dotted with silver symbols - an ankh, an upside-down cross, a pentagram, and various sigils that meant nothing to him. Her jet black hair was cut with a fringe that almost obscured her eyes. Her lipstick was as black as her hair and her face was porcelain white. Under her coat she wore a cropped black t-shirt and tight black jeans. 

Standing just outside the circle was her black and white collie. The dog was staring at Nightingale with eyes as featureless as Proserpine’s.

‘This is him?’ said Proserpine, her coal black eyes fixed on Brennan.

‘It is,’ said Nightingale.

‘He looks good for a hundred years old,’ she said. She tilted her chin up and stared at Brennan. ‘Tell me your name.’

‘Edward Brennan. Eddie. They call me Lucky.’

She smiled without warmth. ‘I suppose that passes for irony in Chicago,’ she said. ‘What is it you want from me, Lucky Brennan?’

‘I want my freedom,’ he said. ‘I want to choose my own path. I want to be my own man, at least until I die.’

‘You signed a contract with Asmodeus?’

‘I did. Yes.’

‘Signed with your own blood.’

‘That’s right.’

‘But you didn’t offer him your soul?’

‘He didn’t ask for it.’

Proserpine nodded. ‘So what was the deal?’

‘He stopped me from dying, and in return I killed for him.’

‘And you were happy with that deal?’

‘I was then. I’m not now.’

‘I don’t need you to kill for me, you understand that? That’s not how I work.’

‘So what do you want from me?’

She smiled thinly, showing just a flash of pearl white teeth that now appeared to be pointed and sharp. ‘Your soul,’ she said.

‘You can have it,’ said Brennan. 

‘And what is it you want in exchange?’

Brennan opened his mouth to speak but before he could say anything there was a blinding flash of light and an ear-splitting crack that made him flinch. Brennan and Nightingale both rubbed their eyes and they blinked them back into focus. Asmodeus was standing by the front door, his black suit smooth and silky, his shoes gleaming. He was holding his briefcase in his left hand. 

‘What is happening here?’ he roared, and the floor trembled underfoot.

‘This is not your business, Asmodeus,’ said Proserpine. 

Her dog was on all four legs now, the fur along the back of its neck bristling, its ears flattened against its head.

‘That human is my business!’ shouted Asmodeus. ‘We have a contract! I own him.’

‘You own his body, but you do not own his soul,’ said Proserpine. ‘We are transacting business here. This is not your place.’

‘You can not take his soul, he is beholden to me. He serves me. And only me.’

‘He is not offering to serve me,’ said Proserpine calmly. ‘He is offering me his soul. And I have the right to negotiate for it.’

Asmodeus stepped closer to the protective circle and loomed over Brennan. ‘If you want to offer up your soul, you need to offer it to me.’

Brennan shook his head. ‘I don’t want to.’

‘I saved your life, you ungrateful wretch.’

Brennan shook his head. ‘This is no life. This is eternal punishment. I can’t take it any more.’

‘If she has your soul, you are damned forever!’

‘I already am!’ shouted Brennan. He turned to look at Proserpine. ‘I offer you my eternal soul.’

‘In exchange for what?’

Brennan pointed at Asmodeus. ‘I want him to go to Hell. Forever.’

Proserpine smiled. ‘We have a deal,’ she said.

‘No!’ screamed Asmodeus. His eyes flared. Blackness shattered into molten gold, pupils snapped into vertical slits. The briefcase in his hand ignited without warning, folding inward in black flame and collapsing into drifting ash that vanished before it touched the floor.

Asmodeus convulsed. The sound hit Nightingale first - a rapid, brutal series of cracks as bones forced themselves longer and wider. Asmodeus’s spine arched violently, shoulders surging outward. The seams of the tailored jacket exploded, buttons pinging off walls. Cloth tore in long, violent rips as something far too large strained beneath it. Steam rolled from his skin.

His hands snapped open, fingers stretching, joints swelling. Nails blackened and curved into thick talons that gouged deep scars into the wooden floor as he flexed them. Nightingale smelled heat - real heat - as if he was standing too close to an open furnace.

The skin darkened, flushing from human tone to a deep, burning red streaked with coal-black veins. Asmodeus’s head jerked back. The skin at his temples bulged, then split. No blood, just bone forcing its way through. Horns erupted upward in a savage thrust, thick and ridged, spiralling back over his skull. They kept growing, inch by inch, until they framed his face like a crown.

He grew taller. A lot taller.

Brennan took a step backwards but Nightingale put an arm around him, holding him steady. ‘Stay in the circle,’ Nightingale hissed.

The air warped around Asmodeus in shimmering waves. His jaw snapped forward with a sickening crack. Teeth lengthened, sharpening into something made for tearing. When he breathed out, smoke spilled from between them.

The floor vibrated when he shifted his weight.

The man in the suit was gone. There was no trace of boardroom polish left. In his place stood something towering and ancient, horns almost grazing the ceiling, talons flexing, eyes blazing with a cold, deliberate hatred that made Nightingale’s pulse hammer.

It wasn’t wild rage. This was controlled. Focused.

When Asmodeus spoke, the voice hit Nightingale like a physical force - layered, cavernous, as if something vast and subterranean spoke in perfect harmony with him. ‘You should not have done this!’ he roared. At first Nightingale thought that Asmodeus was shouting at Brennan, but then he realised that the demon was pointing a gnarled talon at Proserpine.

‘You heard the deal,’ she said.

‘Fuck your deal!’ Asmodeus screamed. He drew back his hand and then splayed his talons, flinging a ball of fire towards her. It ripped through the air leaving a tail of flame behind it. Proserpine did something with her hands and the fireball veered away from her and buried itself in a wall.

The dog growled and leaped forward. It doubled in size as its paws hit the floor, then doubled again as it jumped. It had three heads now, all of them snarling and gnashing yellow-green fangs, spittle spraying from its trio of gaping mouths. By the time it reached Asmodeus it was the size of an SUV. One of the jaws bit down on the demon’s right arm, another tore into his leg. Asmodeus roared, in pain or frustration, Nightingale couldn’t tell which, and the whole apartment shook.

The third set of jaws savaged the demon’s stomach and greenish fluid splattered across the floor.

‘Begone!’ shouted Proserpine, her hands carving flaming patterns in the air, bolts of lightning sparked from her hands, crackling through the air and covering Asmodeus with a blinding white light.

Asmodeus roared and this time there was no doubting the pain he was feeling, then there was an ear-splitting crack and he was gone. The dog sat back, all three jaws panting, then it shivered and shimmered and reverted to its previous form, a cute black and white collie. The dog trotted back to Proserpine, his tail swishing in the air. ‘Good boy,’ she said. She looked over at Brennan. ‘So, the deal is done. Asmodeus is confined to Hell, and your soul is mine. Our business is finished.’ She nodded at Nightingale. ‘What about you, Nightingale? Is there anything you want?’

‘I could do with a drink,’ he said. ‘Banishing demons to Hell is thirsty work.’

‘You do make me laugh,’ she said. ‘When you do want to deal, you know how to summon me.’

‘Yeah, I just put my lips together, and blow.’

Proserpine chuckled. ‘Catch you later,’ she said. There was a loud crack and a flash of white light and time folded in on itself and she and the dog were gone.

‘Is that it?’ asked Brennan, gasping for breath. ‘Is it over?’

Nightingale nodded. ‘It is. It’s done.’ He stepped carefully out of the protective circle, half expecting Asmodeus to reappear and rip off his head, but nothing happened. The air stank of brimstone and sulphur and he went over to the window and slid it open to let in some fresh air.

‘That was ... something,’ said Brennan. ‘That dog, what was it?’

‘More than a dog,’ said Nightingale. ‘It’s her protector.’

‘And who is she?’

‘Proserpine. A demon from Hell, like Asmodeus. But she was looking for a way to stop him and you provided it. She killed two birds with one stone.’

‘So I’m a dead bird?’

‘I meant she got your soul, and she was able to confine a rival to Hell. Win-win.’

‘She likes you, I could tell.’

Nightingale laughed. ‘She’s a demon, Lucky. She doesn’t like anything. And don’t be misled by that cute Goth appearance. That’s how she chooses to present herself. In the same way that Asmodeus chose to look like an accountant whenever he appeared to you. But tonight you saw what he really is.’ He shuddered. ‘The dog, too. You saw what the dog really looks like. I just hope that I never see Proserpine in her true state.’

Brennan stepped out of the circle. ‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Do you have a Corona?’

‘Just hard liquor. Bourbon. Brandy. Tequila. Whisky.’

‘Whisky would be good,’ said Nightingale.

‘Rocks?’

‘Neat is fine.’

Brennan padded over to the kitchen and returned with a bottle of Chivas Regal and two glasses. He poured two large measures and then flopped down on the sofa. Nightingale joined him. ‘So what happens now?’ asked Brennan.

‘My work is done, so I’ll be leaving town,’ said Nightingale. ‘What about you?’

‘My life goes on as normal, right?’

‘I guess so. You’ll start to age and one day you’ll die and when that happens Proserpine will take your soul.’

‘And I go to Hell?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Nightingale.

‘After everything I’ve done, I guess that’s where I belong.’ He sighed and sipped his whisky. ‘Any idea what Hell is like?’

‘I’ve never been. But I’ve heard it’s hot.'

They both drank. ‘I thought I might start up a boxing gym. For disadvantaged kids. Maybe keep them from having the life I had.’

‘That sounds good. In Chicago?’

Brennan laughed. ‘I’ve had a century of Chicago winters, I fancy somewhere warmer. Florida. Miami, maybe. Or The Keys. Figure I should start getting used to the heat.’ He chuckled and drank more whisky. ‘This deal I just did. It’s irrevocable, right?’

‘It’s a deal. You promised her your soul and you were paid in full.’

‘So there’s no loophole? No way out? You can’t do for me what you did for that detective?’

Nightingale sipped his whisky. ‘You could study the Occult. There are books, difficult to find but there are books that can maybe help. But basically a deal is a deal. What you could possibly do is renegotiate. Find something that Proserpine wants more than your soul and offer her that.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Lucky. I really don’t know.’

Brennan raised his glass. ‘I want to thank you, for doing what you did. You gave me my life back.’

‘I’m glad you see it that way,’ said Nightingale.

‘I do. And I’ll make good use of the life that I have left. I’ve done a lot of bad things in my life, and there’s nothing I can do to change that. But as of today, I’m a different person.’ He drained his glass and refilled it with a trembling hand

Nightingale sipped his whisky. There was no mistaking the fear in Brennan’s voice. He was scared about what lay ahead for him, and with justification. Hell was not for the squeamish.
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The bar was called The Last Call. It was just three blocks from Chicago Police Department headquarters, wedged between a shuttered laundromat and a narrow liquor store fronted by scratched plexiglass and buzzing security lights. It was tucked down a quiet side street and there was a distinct absence of CCTV cameras which was always a plus for cops. No one liked being caught on video looking as if they’d had too much to drink, especially if they were getting behind the wheel of a car.

From the outside there were no signs that it was a cop bar, but as soon as he pushed the door open he saw two officers in uniform standing at the bar and a dozen or so men who were almost certainly off-duty detectives. Or private eyes. It was sometimes hard to tell the difference.

Amber bulbs in wire cages hung over the bar, casting everything in the colour of weak bourbon. A long mirror ran behind the bar. A line of police patches had been framed and mounted along the far wall - Chicago, Cook County, Illinois State Troopers - shoulder emblems fading at the edges. Above them hung framed photographs: academy graduation classes, retirement parties, softball teams holding trophies and plastic cups. In the corner nearest the jukebox there was a Christmas tree made entirely of confiscated baseball bats, zip-tied together and wrapped in fairy lights.

The jukebox played something low and bluesy that seemed to leak from the walls rather than the speakers. A television over the bar showed a muted news channel.

The clientele was mainly male and middle-aged, but there were half a dozen youngish women hanging around. Cop groupies, probably, women who got turned on by the uniform or the handcuffs. Hopefully not the baton. Several looked at him inquisitively but then turned away. It had been a decade or so since Nightingale had been a cop so maybe the smell had worn off. The cops eyed him up too, but that was them assessing his threat level rather than his sex appeal. Hopefully.

Conversations were pitched just above a murmur. Laughter came in short, sharp bursts - the kind that carried relief more than joy. Occasionally one of the groupies would giggle like a schoolgirl.

The bartender wiped down the bar with slow, circular movements. ‘What’ll it be?’ he asked.

‘Corona,’ said Nightingale.

The bottle arrived with a wedge of lime already forced into its neck. Nightingale took a slow pull and let his gaze drift. He spotted Herrera in the back corner booth, half in shadow. Herrera’s jacket was slung over the bench beside him, shirt sleeves rolled, badge hanging from a chain against his chest. He wasn’t drinking beer; he had a glass of something dark and neat. His shoulders were relaxed but his eyes weren’t.

A waitress moved between tables carrying a tray of burgers and fries served in red plastic baskets. Somewhere near the restrooms a hand dryer roared like a small engine trying to start.

Nightingale made his way to the back. As he passed, conversations dipped half a note. Outsiders were rarely welcome.

Herrera looked up as Nightingale reached the booth. ‘Did you use that Spell of Propensity to find me?’

Nightingale shook his head. ‘Propinquity. No, I just called your precinct and asked them where you’d be.’ He sat down and sipped his beer. ‘So, Asmodeus is out of the picture,’ he said. ‘He’s gone.’

‘Gone where?’

‘To Hell.’

‘Figuratively, you mean?’

‘Literally. Lucky Brennan did a deal. He sold his soul and in exchange, Asmodeus was banished to Hell. So he can never be a threat to you again. And Chicago will gradually return to the way it should be. All his influence will disappear.’

Herrera frowned. ‘Brennan sold his soul? Why would he do that?’

‘He’d had enough of serving Asmodeus. He wanted to end it.’

‘Who did he sell his soul to?’

‘Another devil. A devil who wasn’t happy with what Asmodeus was doing.’

Herrera sipped his drink. The sip turned into a gulp and he drained his glass. ‘And what happens to Brennan?’

‘He lives and dies like any normal human being. Then when he dies, his soul goes to Hell.’

‘And he was happy with that deal?’

Nightingale shrugged. ‘I don’t think he was happy, but he realised that after everything he had done, he was destined for Hell, he might as well extract an advantage from it.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘He’s got an apartment overlooking the lake.’

Herrera nodded. ‘Rogers Park?’

‘You know it?’

‘It’s one of the addresses that came up in the files. So what’s his plan now?’

‘He’s getting ready to leave. Florida, maybe. He wants some time in the sun after a hundred years of Chicago weather. He thinks that maybe he can do some good in the world before he dies. Teach boxing to disadvantaged kids, maybe.’

Herrera took out his radio. ‘Yeah, well that’s not going to happen,’ he said.

‘You might want to rethink that,’ said Nightingale. ‘If he goes to court, everything will come out, including how he was one of the perpetrators of the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. I’m not sure that the world is ready for that.’

‘He just killed two cops in cold blood,’ said Herrera. ‘And God knows how many more cops he killed over the last hundred years. We know what to do with cop killers in Chicago, Nightingale. He won’t be standing up in no court, believe me.’

Herrera used his radio to call in Brennan’s location, and a warning that he was definitely armed and would resist arrest. He put down the radio and flashed Nightingale a cold smile. ‘It’ll be taken care of.’

‘The girl who shot you, she’s in my hotel room.’

That took the detective by surprise and his jaw dropped. ‘Dead?’

‘Nope. Hogtied and probably as mad as hell.’

‘I’ll take care of her,’ said Herrera.

Nightingale didn’t press for details. Scarlett wasn’t his problem.

‘And what happens to you now?’ asked Herrera.

Nightingale shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. Joshua Wainwright will send me somewhere. He always has work for me.’

‘So did you sell your soul to Mr Wainwright?’

Nightingale chuckled. ‘No, I still have my own soul, just about. And I’m planning on keeping it.’ He nodded at Herrera’s empty glass. ‘Another?’

Herrera nodded. ‘Bring the bottle,’ he said.

THE END
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