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Once a renowned investigative journalist, since the unsolved
disappearance of his six-year-old son, Joe Donovan has lived a broken,
reclusive life. He's abruptly thrust back into the real world when a
teenage boy makes contact, in desperate need of his help. Jamal has in
his possession something that holds a key to Donovan's past, a past that
can only be unlocked by forcing him to make a terrifying journey into
the present.
As long buried secrets begin to emerge and bodies
pile up, Donovan finds himself caught up in a harrowing web of fear. In
order to survive and uncover the disturbing truth at the heart of the
dangerous world he's found himself in, he puts together a team to help
him, a team of outsiders that doesn't care which side of the law it
operates on. And Donovan will need their help. He and Jamal are being
hunted by a serial killer. A killer with a 100% success rate. A killer
who doesn't know the meaning of the word mercy...              


Martyn Waites was born and raised in Newcastle Upon Tyne. He has written nine novels under his own name and five under the name Tania Carver alongside his wife, Linda. His work has been selected as Guardian book of the year, he’s been nominated for every major British crime fiction award and is an international bestseller.

Praise for Martyn Waites:
‘The leading light of a new generation of hard-hitting contemporary crime novelists’ –
Daily Mirror

‘Grips, and squeezes, and won’t let go. Waites’ lean, exhilarating prose is from the heart and from the guts, and that’s exactly where it hits you’ – Mark Billingham

‘Brutal, mesmerising stuff’ – Ian Rankin

‘An ambitious, tautly-plotted thriller which offers a stark antidote to PD James’ cosy world of middle-class murder’ –
Time Out

‘If you like your tales dark, brutal, realistic, with a pinch of Northern humour – don’t wait any longer – Waites is your man’ –
Shots

‘Breathless, contemporary and credible, a thriller with a dark heart and guts to spare’ –
Guardian

‘The book houses an audacious energy and if you’re in any way a fan of Ian Rankin or Stephen Booth, this mesmerising thriller will be right up your street’ –
Accent

‘If you like gritty crime noir in the style of Ian Rankin, this is the book for you … Waites brings his characters to life with skill and verve, with more than a few nasty surprises. A riveting whodunit you really won’t be able to put down’ –
Lifestyle

‘A reckless energy which demands attention and respect’ –
Literary Review

Also by Martyn Waites
The Joe Donovan Series

The Mercy Seat

Bone Machine

White Riot

Speak No Evil

The Stephen Larkin Series

Mary’s Prayer

Little Triggers

Candleland

Born Under Punches

The White Room

Also by Tania Carver

The Surrogate

The Creeper

Cage of Bones

Choked

The Doll’s House

Copyright
Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978 0 7515 5436 6

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by Martyn Waites

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.piatkus.co.uk

Contents
About the Author

Praise for Martyn Waites

Also by Martyn Waites

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part Two

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Part Three

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Part Four

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

To Linda, again

Hope in reality is the worst of all evils
,

because it prolongs the torments of man.

FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE


Then he shall kill the goat of the sin-offering

… and bring his blood within the veil, and …

sprinkle it upon the Mercy Seat and before the Mercy Seat;

And he shall make an atonement …

LEVITICUS 16: 15–16


PROLOGUE
A SECRET AFFAIR
Tosher opened his eyes. And tried to breathe.

Something was covering his mouth, his face, something tight, constricting. He gasped frantically, tried to put his hands up, remove it, but couldn’t. His hands, arms, wouldn’t move. Panic rose in his chest; he forced his heart to slow down, his mind to remain calm, process his situation, his surroundings. He attempted deep breaths, felt the new second skin suck wet and clammy against his own.

He tried to move. Couldn’t. He was tied to some kind of chair – big, sturdy, bolted to the ground – restrained by cords round his arms and legs. His body was naked. He shivered.

Tosher knew who was responsible for this. It wasn’t a comforting thought.

His breathing began to quicken again; he tried through nose and mouth simultaneously, forcing air into his body, smelled only old, sweated leather, his own stale breath. The sound, amplified by the mask, was like that of a wheezing asthmatic.

Breathe out: his vision fogged, cleared slightly. Fogged, cleared slightly. But still dusty, opaque. He blinked: once, twice. Didn’t clear. The opacity was external.

Tosher looked around. The building was old, dark. Dirt-streaked brick walls, high, rough-beamed roof. A warehouse, or something similar. He was sitting in a pool of light, dust motes dancing before him, as if spotlit on stage. Beyond the light, in the shadows, he could make out figures in mist vision, two of them, both looking at him. On seeing him stir, one stepped forward to the edge of the light.

‘Back with us, Tosher?’ he said. ‘Good.’

Tosher looked at the speaker. The tailored business suit and expensive haircut couldn’t hide the meanness about him, the unrefined street-fighter in him. The danger. Tosher was aware of that. Had understood it the first time he had met him.

Tosher’s heart began to race again. He began frantically to pull against the restraining bands.

‘Struggle all you like,’ the man said; ‘you’re in the mercy seat. You’re not going anywhere.’

Tosher stopped struggling, became aware once again of the smell and sound of his own breathing.

‘Know what a mercy seat is?’ the man asked, then continued, not waiting for an answer. ‘Check your Bible, if you’ve got one. Bloodstained altar where you made sacrifices. Listened to instructions.’ He nodded. ‘Sounds about right.’

Tosher looked at the other figure, the neatly bearded and blazered man. Half hidden by shadow, standing away from the speaker, his body language shouting he was not really part of the proceedings. The man was sweating.

‘You’ve spotted him?’ said the dangerous man. ‘That’s my partner, Dr Faustus.’ He laughed, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was saying. ‘Yeah, Faustus. That makes me Mephisto, apparently.’ He turned to Faustus. ‘Right?’

Faustus shook his head, turned away. Mephisto caught the action, looked at him.

‘You don’t like these names?’ he said, laughing. ‘They were your idea. Like everything else here.’

Faustus shook his head again. ‘I … I’m not going to be part of this,’ he said. He started walking for the door. ‘This is … this is …’

‘All your idea,’ said Mephisto, his voice sharp and hard. ‘Now stay where you are.’

Faustus stopped moving, did as he was told. Mephisto
turned back to Tosher. ‘Now, you seem to have a problem doing what you’re told. Taking instruction.’ He stepped nearer, into the light. His heavy, spicy aftershave penetrated Tosher’s mask. ‘We can’t have that, can we?’

Mephisto snapped his fingers. From out of the shadows came another man. Big, wearing workboots, jeans and a white long-sleeved T-shirt. Beneath the shirt was a muscle-pumped, steroid-assisted body. Tosher could make out trails and swirls through the material: black-ink tattoos looking like veins and arteries. His head was shaved. He was holding something in his hands.

‘This is our companion,’ said Mephisto. ‘We call him Hammer. You’ll find out why.’

Hammer smiled. Revealed a blue-sapphire tooth.

Tosher struggled against his restraints. Much harder this time. He succeeded only in tightening them.

Mephisto laughed. ‘Don’t waste your strength.’ He stood up, stepped back to the edge of the light. He held up his fist, raised his index finger.

‘Three questions. Who did you tell?’

Another finger.

‘What did you tell?’

A third finger.

‘And what are they going to do about it?’ Mephisto smiled again. ‘Want to tell me now? Save the unpleasantness? Or want to see Hammer’s party piece?’

Tosher said nothing; his breathing became faster, more laboured.

Hammer picked up a wooden block out of which was sticking a six-inch nail. The nail was showing over four inches. Hammer placed the block of wood on the ground in front of Tosher. Across his knuckles:
FEAR, LOVE
. He kneeled before it, concentrated. Then brought his fist down hard.

The nail was plunged right into the wood. Mephisto
crossed to it, bent carefully down so as not to get his suit dirty, tried to pick it up.

‘See that?’ he said. ‘Solid. Right through the wood into the concrete.’ He stood up. ‘Guess whose turn it is next?’

Mephisto grabbed Tosher’s right hand, held it down over the arm of the chair. Tosher struggled, tried to cry out. His words were lost behind the mask. He had no time to feel beneath his palm, register how many splintered holes were already there in the hard, thick wood.

Hammer produced a nail, held it over Tosher’s right hand.

Hit it.

Tosher screamed. The mask absorbed most of the sound escaping, reverberated in Tosher’s own ears.

Mephisto stepped back, not wanting blood to arc on to his suit.

Faustus turned away.

‘The other one.’

Mephisto and Hammer moved to Tosher’s left side.

Repeated the procedure.

Tosher felt his vocal cords strain and tear. His hands and arms felt like liquid fire was running up them. He struggled, tried to lift his hands up. The pain increased.

‘Ready to talk yet?’ asked Mephisto. ‘Any sacrificial offers to make?’

Tosher screamed. Whimpered.

‘What’s that?’ said Mephisto. ‘Didn’t quite hear you.’ Mephisto looked at Hammer. ‘Do his cock.’

Hammer produced another nail, held it over Tosher’s groin.

Tosher screamed even louder.

Faustus threw up.

Tosher opened his eyes. And tried to breathe.

He didn’t know how long he had been sitting in the seat.

He could have been there days. Or hours. Minutes, even. He had lost all track of time. Of pain.

He had passed out, he knew that. They had brought him round. And continued.

Every time.

They had been thorough. Hammer had enjoyed his work. Tosher could tell. He had broken his body, his spirit, his mind. Systematically, piece by piece. Until he was no longer a man.

Until he was less than nothing.

‘He’s back.’ Hammer’s voice.

Mephisto came over. Looked at him. ‘Well, Tosher,’ he said. ‘Ready to talk now?’

Tosher nodded slowly, vision behind the mask blurred by tears, snot and spit.

‘Good.’

Mephisto removed the mask. Tosher gasped gratefully at the air.

‘Question one,’ said Mephisto. ‘Who did you talk to?’

‘Name’s … Donovan …’ Tosher spoke in slow, fractured gasps. ‘… Joe … Donovan … reporter …
Herald
…’
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