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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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Jack Nightingale stood outside O’Hare Airport with the collar of his brown raincoat turned up, the fabric darkened by damp, the cold finding its way through to the skin beneath. His Hush Puppies were slick with meltwater and grit, soles whispering against the concrete as he shifted his weight. Behind him the terminal loomed, glass and steel glowing a sickly yellow against the winter sky, its automatic doors sighing open and shut as if the building itself were breathing. Taxis idled at the kerb, engines ticking, exhaust blooming into the air before thinning and vanishing. Somewhere overhead a jet roared, the sound rolling across the forecourt like distant thunder, rattling windows and chests alike.

The place was alive with movement. Travellers hurried past 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 - flattened into a constant, impersonal murmur. Faces slid by without friction, eyes fixed on phones, tickets, departures boards. The airport was doing what airports always did: swallowing people, spitting them back out, never pausing long enough to remember any of them.

There was a faint tension between his shoulder blades, the kind he’d learned to trust. Not fear. Not danger. More like a bad note in a piece of music - something out of place that only became obvious once you noticed it. He shifted the weight of his bag and scanned the crowd again. There was nothing obvious. No eyes lingering too long. No sudden silences. Whatever was wrong here wasn’t trying to be seen.

Wainwright’s voice echoed in his head, clipped and unamused in a way that usually meant trouble. 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 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 assemble itself through the windows - industrial yards, low brick buildings, stretches of graffiti that had been layered over so many times the words were just texture now. Chicago felt old. Not historic. Just used.

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

‘Are you in town?’ the voice said when he answered. Male. Tired. Careful. 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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The warehouse sat back from the road, brickwork stained dark with age and pollution. Police tape fluttered in the wind, doing a reasonable job of keeping out the curious. 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 that hadn’t all come from smiling. His nose was straight and unremarkable, the sort of face you could pass in a hallway and forget - until the eyes fixed on you. 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. His mouth had a natural downturn, not a scowl, just the settled expression of someone who’d seen too much to be easily impressed. He was solid through the shoulders and chest, not gym-built but carrying the compact weight of a man who spent more time in cars and interrogation rooms than anywhere else. His suit fitted properly but had given up trying to look sharp, the tie pulled slightly loose, the shirt collar softened with wear. His hands were large, practical hands, nails trimmed short. He wore his overcoat like a piece of weathered equipment rather than a fashion choice. It 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. The leather was creased across the toes, scuffed from alleys, stairwells, and long hours on concrete floors. They were kept clean, not polished. They were shoes for walking, standing, and waiting. 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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The Chicago police precinct dominated the corner like a brick bully, broad-shouldered and unapologetic, 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, then he climbed the steps and pushed through the heavy glass doors.

Inside, the noise hit him first. Phones ringing. Voices overlapping. A television bolted high in one corner murmuring news no one was watching. The place hummed with low-grade irritation. Fluorescent lights bleached the colour from everything, including the people.

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. Someone laughed too loudly near the coffee machine; no one joined in.

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. The windows were fogged, the glass webbed with old cracks that had been patched but never replaced.

Herrera pushed the door open and Nightingale followed him inside.

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 twice looked up. ‘Morning, Luis,’ she said to Herrera. Her eyes flicked to Nightingale. ‘Friend?’

‘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.’
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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. A brick building from another era, it looked more like a converted high school than a place people came to die slowly. The sign out front was sun-faded, one of the letters hanging slightly crooked, as if it had tried to escape and failed. Herrera eased the car into the cracked asphalt lot. It was a department-issued Ford Explorer, the kind of car that had soaked up so many miles it felt more like a piece of furniture than a machine.

It was dark blue, almost black unless the light caught it just right, with 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 bothered fixing, the faint ghost of old unit numbers where decals had been peeled away. 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 long sitting and waiting. A shotgun rack was bolted between the seats, empty for now, and the dashboard bristled with practical clutter: a radio mic worn smooth by use, a mounted laptop folded shut, a speedometer that crept reluctantly past sixty. The engine idled with a low, patient rumble. Herrera killed it.

‘The report took a lot of finding, 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. Shot dead at a white-tablecloth steakhouse on the Near North Side, early evening, peak hour. Dining with his mistress while the wife was at home taking care of the kids. Markham was halfway through a glass of red when the shooter walked in.’

He took another drag on his cigarette. ‘The hitman didn’t rush. No mask, no theatrics. Dark coat, 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. 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. Surgical. Markham’s blood and brains splattered all over the mistress. The bodyguards reacted fast. Faster than most. 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. Then he turned and walked away. Cops never got anywhere with the case.’

‘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, the sound bouncing off scuffed linoleum and walls painted a tired institutional green. Someone had tried to brighten the place with framed prints - pastoral scenes that looked nothing like Chicago - but time had dulled the colours.

Herrera moved with the ease of a man who’d been here before, nodding once 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. 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. Lace curtains filtered the grey daylight, giving everything a soft, washed-out look. A crucifix hung above the bed, dark wood worn shiny where fingers had touched it again and again.

The woman sat in a high-backed armchair beside the window. She had to be in her nineties, skin translucent and lined like folded paper, white hair pulled back into a tight bun that made her scalp look fragile. Her eyes, though, were sharp and alert, pale blue and assessing. 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 porcelain teacup with a hairline crack running through it. The air smelled of lavender and something medicinal.

Herrera smiled, softer than Nightingale had seen him smile before. ‘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 thin 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 and break the fragile order she’d built around herself. ‘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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CHAPTER 5
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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.
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