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In the last decade of the twentieth century people bought crime fiction like there was no tomorrow – which soon turned out to be the case for many of them. It isn’t hard to see why detective stories were addictive. The indomitable heroes and heroines with their reassuring solutions prolonged the illusion that a stable society existed outside the readers’ security windows and armoured doors.

Since the Enlightenment won power in Edinburgh, the popularity of crime novels has gradually declined, though not as much as the guardians think. They would prefer citizens to read philosophical investigations rather than those of Holmes and Poirot, Morse and Dalgliesh, but even in the “perfect city” people hanker after the old certainties.

I often have trouble deciding what to believe. All the same, the message that the Council sent on my birthday gave me even more of a shock than the first time I heard James Marshall Hendrix playing the “Catfish Blues”.

I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Sceptics and detectives have the same general principle: the only thing you can be sure of is that you can’t be sure of anything at all.


Chapter One

Ghost-grey day in the city and seagulls screaming through the fog that had been smothering us for a week. Tourists started to head up George IVth Bridge for the Friday execution. I was the only local paying attention. If you want to survive in Edinburgh, you’ve got to keep reminding yourself this place is weirder than sweet-smelling sewage.

My shift with the squad of Parks Department labourers was due to finish at four but I’d made up my mind long before that. I had an hour before my meeting with the woman who signed herself Katharine K. It was 20 March 2020, I was thirty-six years old and I was going to break the rules.

“Are you coming for a pint, Quint?” one of the boys asked.

It was tempting, but I managed to shake my head. There would have been no escape if they had known what day it was. The Council describes birthday celebrations as “excessively self-indulgent” in the City Regulations, but the tradition of getting paralytic remains. It’s one of the few that does. Anyway, I had a sex session later on and if you’re pissed at one of those, you’re in deep shit.

“Course he isn’t.” Roddy the Ox wiped sweat and snot away with the back of his arm. “He’ll be away to the library like a model arse-licking citizen.” Every squad’s got a self-appointed spokesman and I never get on with any of them. So I go to the library a lot. Not just to broaden my mind. I spend most of my time in the archives checking up on the people my clients report missing.

“Actually,” I said, looking the big man in the eye, “I’m going to watch the execution.” Jaws dropped so quickly that I checked my flies. “Anybody else coming?”

They stood motionless in their fatigues, turned to stone. Not even the Ox seemed to fancy gate-crashing a party that’s strictly tourists only.

The way things are, I usually try to stick out from the crowd. Not this time. As I was the only ordinary citizen pushing a bicycle towards the Royal Mile, I tried to make myself inconspicuous. The buses carrying groups to the gallows gave me a bit of cover. So did the clouds of diesel fumes, at the same time as choking me. Fifteen years since private cars were banned and still the place reeks.

The mass of humanity slowed as it approached the checkpoint above the library’s grimy façade. Rousing folksongs came from loudspeakers, the notes echoing through the mist like the cries of sinners in the pit. Some of the tourists were glancing at adverts for events in the year-round Festival which is the Council’s main source of income. Among them were posters of the front page of Time’s New Year edition proclaiming Edinburgh “Worldwide City of the Year”. The words “Garden of Edin” were printed in maroon under a photo of the floodlit castle. I’ve worked in most of the city’s gardens but I’ve yet to see a naked woman – or a snake.

I kept my head down and tried not to bump into too many people with my front wheel. The guards had raised the barrier as the time of the execution drew near. Fortunately they weren’t bothering to examine the herd of people. I felt a stickiness in my armpits that would stay with me till my session next week at the communal baths. Why was I taking the chance? The fire in my veins a few seconds later answered the question – I’d managed to get into a forbidden part of the city. I felt like a real anarchist. Till I started calculating my chances of getting out so easily.

I let myself be swallowed up by the crowd that had gathered round the gallows in the Lawnmarket. Guides were struggling to make themselves heard, speaking Arabic, Chinese, Greek, Korean. There was a small group of elderly Americans in transparent rain-capes. They were among the first from across the Atlantic; until recently the Council refused entry to nationals of what it called in its diplomatic way “culturally bankrupt states”. A bearded courier in a kilt was giving them the sales pitch.

“The Royal Mile runs from the castle to what remains of Holyrood Palace,” he bellowed, pointing towards the mist-covered lower reaches. “The palace was reduced to ruins in the rioting that followed the last coronation in 2002. The crown prince’s divorce and remarriage to a Colombian drugs heiress signed the old order’s death warrant.” He paused to catch his breath and gave me a suspicious look. “The already fragile United Kingdom quickly broke up into dozens of warring city-states. Thanks to the Council of City Guardians, Edinburgh has been the only one to achieve stability . . .”

The propaganda washed over me. I knew most of it by heart. I wondered again about the note I’d found under my door yesterday. “Can’t wait any longer,” it read. “Meet me at 3 Lennox Street Lane five p.m. tomorrow if you want work. Katharine K.” The handwriting was spidery, very different from the copperplate required in the city’s schools and colleges. The writer must have been hanging about on the landing outside my flat for quite a time. Despite the fumes from the nearby brewery, the place was filled with her scent. I knew exactly what it was: Moonflower, classified Grade 3 by the Supply Directorate and issued to lower level hotel and restaurant workers. Beneath the perfume lay the even stronger smell of a client desperate for my services.

It was coming up to four thirty and the guides took a break from their shouting competition. Looking around the crowd, I was struck by how many of the tourists were disabled in one way or another: some were in wheelchairs, some were clutching their companions’ arms, a few even looked to be blind. The Council had probably been working on a braille version of the hanging.

Then there was a hush as the condemned man was led up to the scaffold by guards in period costume. The prisoner’s hands were bound and a black velvet bag placed over his head.

The guides started speaking again. The bearded man was explaining to the Americans that this was Deacon William Brodie, the city’s most notorious villain.

“Here, in the heart of the city where crime no longer exists” – at least according to the Public Order Directorate – “Brodie committed his outrages. He was a cabinet-maker by trade, rising to become Deacon of Wrights and Masons. But by night he was a master-burglar, robbing dozens of wealthy householders.”

Encouraged by their guides’ gestures, the tourists began to boo. The English-speaking guide moved nearer the gallows.

“Brodie was eventually caught, but not before his reputation had gained a permanent place in the minds of his fellow citizens. A century later the Edinburgh writer Robert Louis Stevenson used him as the model for his famous study of evil in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. The man in the kilt gave a fawning grin. “Don’t forget to pick up a souvenir edition of the book in your hotel giftshop.”

Under the gibbet final preparations were being made. I followed them closely, trying to work out how they faked it. There was no sign of a protective collar. It even looked like the victim was trembling involuntarily. I remembered summary executions I had seen, members of the drugs gangs that terrorised the city in the years after independence being put up against a wall. They had shaken in the same way, sworn at the guardsmen to get it over with. To my disgust I found that my heart was racing as it had done then.

The presiding officer, dressed in black tunic and lace collar, shouted across the crowd from the scaffold. “On 1 October 1788 Brodie mounted the set of gallows which he himself had designed – to be hanged by the neck until he was dead.”

There were a few seconds of silence to let everyone’s flesh creep, then a loud wooden thump as the trap jerked open and the body dropped behind a screen, leaving the rope twisting one way then the other from the tarred beam. The spectators went wild.

I pushed my way to the side, wheeling my bicycle past the tartan and whisky shops towards Bank Street. I felt a bit shaky. It had struck me that maybe the execution wasn’t just a piece of theatre for the tourists. I mean, staging mock hangings in a city where capital punishment has been abolished and violence of any kind supposedly eradicated is cynical enough. Actually getting rid of the small number of murderers serving life with hard labour in the city’s one remaining prison would be seriously hypocritical. But with the Council you never know. It’s always boasting about the unique benefits it’s given us: stability, work and housing for everyone, as much self-improvement as you can stomach. But what about freedom? Even suicide has been outlawed.

I turned the corner. By the Finance Directorate, a great, dilapidated palace that had once housed the Bank of Scotland, the barrier was down and the city guardswoman standing in front of it was definitely not friendly. She stuck her hand out for my ID.

“What are you doing up here, citizen?” She was in her mid-twenties, tall and fit-looking. Her red hair was in a neat ponytail beneath her beret and the maroon heart – emblem of the city – was prominent on the left breast pocket of her grey tunic. On the right was her barracks name and number. The heavy belt around her waist provided straps for her sheath knife and truncheon; since the gangs were dealt with, the City Guard no longer carry firearms. “Well?” she demanded. “I’m waiting.”

I tried to look innocent. “I was working at the museum, Wilkie 418 . . .”

She didn’t buy it. “Your flat’s in the opposite direction.” She had the neutral voice that all auxiliaries acquire during training. The Council has been trying to get rid of class distinctions by banning local accents. It’s a nice theory. “You’ve no business to come this way.”

She ran her eyes over my labourers’ fatigues and checked the data on my ID card – height five feet ten inches, weight eleven stone in the imperial system: bringing that back was one of the Council’s stranger decisions. Hair black, a bit over the one-inch maximum stipulated for male citizens. Eyes brown. Nose aquiline. Teeth complete and in good condition. Then she glanced at my right hand to check the distinguishing mark, showing no sign of emotion. Finally she gave me a stare that would have brought a tear to the eye of the Sphinx. She had registered the letters “DM” that told her I’d been demoted from the rank of auxiliary.

“I hope you don’t think I’m going to do you any favours.” The sudden hard edge to her voice rasped like a meat-saw biting bone. “You’ve no business in a tourist area. Report to your local barracks tomorrow morning, citizen.” She handed me an offence notification. “You’ll be assigned two Sundays’ community service and your record will be endorsed accordingly.” She glanced at my face. “You could do with a shave as well.”

I stood at the checkpoint with the neatly written sheet in my hand for a few moments. Cheering from the racetrack that had been laid over the disused railway lines in Princes Street Gardens came up through the fog. The seagulls had given up auditioning for the City Choir and now I could hear bagpipe music from the speakers beneath the streetlamps. It sounded more mournful than any blues song I ever played. My appetite for meeting the fragrant Katharine K. had gone completely.

“Oh, and citizen,” the guardswoman called humourlessly from the sentry box. “Happy Birthday.”

I was late of course. As I was cycling like a lunatic through the swirls of mist on the Dean Bridge, I almost went into the back of one of the city’s battered delivery vans. Their drivers have a reputation for using the vehicles to shift contraband but this one was going so slowly he had to be on city business.

“At last.” The woman came towards me from the door of the house in Lennox Street Lane, then stopped abruptly. She examined me as critically as the guardswoman had, staring at my mud-encrusted trousers like she’d never seen filth before. She had a face to write poems about: high cheekbones, lips as promising as a lovers’ assignation and green eyes that flashed in the dim light and told me stories I hadn’t heard for a long time. Then her nose twitched and the spell was broken. “You are citizen Dalrymple, aren’t you?” she asked in a hoarse voice that I felt run up my spine like a caress.

She wasn’t the first of my clients to be dubious about the way I look. I nodded and fumbled with the padlock on my bike; only an idiot relies on the City Guard to look after his property outside the tourist areas. At the same time I ran my eye over her. She was about my height, but her build had more going for it. The short brown hair that stood up on the top of her head would have made her look permanently surprised if she hadn’t been as languid as a well-fed lioness. I wondered whom she’d eaten recently.

“Katharine Kirkwood,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting a labourer.”

I took her hand and felt long, elegant fingers. Her scent washed over me like the tide of a lunar sea. “Quintilian Dalrymple,” I said. “Investigator as well as labourer.”

Her eyes blinked only once when she felt the stump of my right forefinger. “You give everyone that little test, don’t you?” A smile nagged at the corners of her mouth. “How did I do?”

“Pretty well,” I said generously.

“How did you lose it?”

“You don’t want to know.”

She looked at me curiously, then shrugged. “Come this way.” She opened the street door and led me up dingy stairs to the first floor. That gave me an opportunity to examine her legs, black stockings beneath her issue coat. She passed that test too.

“You’ve got a key,” I said. “Why were you waiting outside?”

Katharine Kirkwood faced a door which needed several coats of paint. She turned slowly and handed me the keys, her face taut. “I’m . . . I’m frightened.” I hadn’t put her down as the type who scares easily. “This is my brother’s place.” All of a sudden her voice was soft. “It’s ten days since I last saw him.”

“That’s not long. You know what it’s like in this city. People are always being picked up for extra duties or . . .”

“No,” she said with quiet insistence. “Adam and I, we’re . . .” She left the sentence unfinished. “He’d have found a way to let me know.”

I watched her as she leaned against the doorframe and tried to look optimistic. It wouldn’t be the first time I found a body behind a locked door. If this one had been there for over a week, not even a jerrycan of her perfume would be much help.

“Haven’t you been to the City Guard?”

“Those bastards?” Her tone was razor sharp. “I told them days ago but they still haven’t found the time to take a look. Too busy licking the tourists’ arses.”

I nodded and knocked on the door less violently than the guard would have done. No answer. That would have been too easy. So I slipped the key into the lock and took a deep breath. Then pushed the door open and went inside.

Adam Kirkwood’s flat conformed to the Housing Directorate’s standard plan. In other words, it was a soulless dump. There was a square living room with the minuscule kitchen in a partitioned alcove, a bedroom off to the left and a toilet without shower or bath in the far corner. It contained the usual furniture; table, two stick-legged chairs, a sofa that looked like an elephant had been trampolining on it, a desk, uneven bookshelves and, to my relief, no body.

Katharine K. remained in the doorway till I beckoned, then came forward into the main room. “He’s not here.”

She breathed out slowly and turned to me. “Your turn for a test.” She gave me a smile that was about as encouraging as the thumbs-down to a stricken gladiator. “I heard from one of the girls at work that you find missing people. Convince me you’ve got what it takes, citizen.”

“Call me Quint.” I’ve had to get used to clients who think investigators are magicians. Sometimes I refuse to perform, but not when they’re female and have her looks. “You want a demonstration?” I scrutinised her, taking my time. I enjoyed it more than she did. “So, you work as a chambermaid at the Independence Hotel, you live in William Street, you’re left-handed, you burned yourself with an iron five, maybe six days ago and you spend a lot of your free time in the staff gym.”

She wasn’t impressed. “Come on, all that’s obvious from my appearance. And everyone knows where Indie staff live.”

I shrugged. “I haven’t finished. You have an unusually close relationship with your brother, your parents are dead, you used to be an auxiliary and you have a dissidence conviction.” I gave her my best smile. “Also, you like Chinese poetry.”

She glanced at the tattered book that was protruding from her bag. “Very observant. But most of that is just guesswork.” She didn’t sound quite as sceptical.

“You reckon?” I don’t usually reveal how my mind works and a lot of what I’d said was just supposition, but I wanted her to think I was as sharp as they come. Maybe I was trying to convince myself too. “I saw your handwriting, remember? Only someone who doesn’t care what people think would write a note to a stranger without using copperplate. And you aren’t in a hurry to get off to evening classes either. Demoted auxiliaries like us aren’t allowed to attend classes in case we have a bad influence on the others.”

Katharine K. nodded. “You were one too. I was beginning to wonder. Don’t tell me – Public Order Directorate?”

I raised my hands in surrender. The way she had shifted the discussion from her past to mine was impressive.

“Guardsman?” she asked acidly.

“Not exactly.” I went over to the kitchen. It was tidy, a cup and plate on the draining-board. “Do I get the job, then?”

“I suppose so.” She was right behind me, looking at the crockery, then touching the cup carefully as if she were trying to re-establish contact with her brother. “How do I pay you?”

“No cure, no pay. If I find your brother, it’s up to you what you give me. None of my clients has much to spare after buying the week’s food and electricity vouchers. I often get whatever they can lay their hands on at work. I had half a pound of coffee last month.”

“Riches indeed.” She finally took her fingers away from the cup. “Why do you do it?”

I’ve never been too sure of the answer to that question myself. “It’s a way of staying alive.” I moved over to the sofa. “You’d better tell me something about your brother.”

Katharine K. sat down beside me and took a piece of hotel notepaper from her book of poetry.

“Adam Peter Kirkwood,” I read. “Status – citizen. Born 3.12.1995, height six feet two inches, weight thirteen stone twelve pounds, hair dark brown, nose snub, teeth complete, distinguishing mark none, employment Roads Department, Transport Directorate, address 3 Lennox Street Lane, next of kin Katharine Kirkwood (sister).” I nodded. “That’ll do for a start. I don’t suppose you’ve got a photo?” The Council has strictly controlled the taking of photographs, seeing them as a major element in the cult of the individual that had helped to destroy the United Kingdom.

She showed me a small, blurred copy of a handsome young man who was looking straight into the camera with the hint of a mocking smile on his lips. “Just this, I’m afraid.” The only way people can get pictures of their loved ones is by sneaking photocopies of ID cards.

“I’ll track down his file and see what it says. If it’s been brought up to date.”

“Can you do that?” She was staring at me. “I thought citizens’ files were classified.”

“Depends who you know.” That line usually provokes admiration, but Katharine Kirkwood just looked puzzled. “He’s twenty-four, so obviously he’s done his year on the border.”

“Finished it three years ago.”

“And you last saw him when exactly?”

“Tuesday before last, 10 March. I came round here. I often do.”

I looked around the small room, keeping to myself the fact that over the last three months I’d had half a dozen cases of missing young people. I hadn’t found any of them. “Anything different? Anything been taken?”

She got up and walked about, picking up and laying down objects that were clearly familiar to her. She went into the bedroom and re-emerged after a couple of minutes. “Everything’s as it always is. Adam’s very neat.”

“Is there anything you haven’t told me, Katharine?”

She looked like she was going to object to my use of her first name, but nothing came of it.

“I need to know. If it turns out he’s part of some dissident cell, I’d prefer to be told before they start using me as a punchbag.”

She shook her head. “No, he’s not a rebel. You can be sure of that.” She raised her hand to her forehead. “What worries me most is how he was the last time I saw him. Kind of nervous – not frightened exactly, but excited, as if something important was about to happen. I’ve never seen him like that before. He wouldn’t tell me about it. Said it was secret.”

I didn’t like the sound of that and went into the bedroom to conceal my expression. If Adam Kirkwood was into something classified, I’d be giving myself a headache for nothing. Still, maybe she was worth it.

Where he slept was unusually tidy, more like a barracks than a private room. The deal wardrobe contained labourer’s fatigues like mine and the few casual shirts and trousers that the average citizen possesses. A pair of size twelve running shoes took up one corner. When you look round a place you normally form an impression of the person who lives there. Not in Adam Kirkwood’s case. I felt like an archaeologist breathlessly opening a golden sarcophagus to find nothing but dust and moth-eaten shrouds.

Back in the main room I continued snooping around, aware of Katharine’s eyes on me.

“How are you going to track him down?” she asked.

I sat down on the sofa beside her. “I’ll check the archives first. I know my way around there. I’ve got contacts in other places too – the Misdemeanours Department, the Labour Directorate – to see if he’s been drafted into the mines or on to one of the city farms” – I skipped the hospitals, where unidentified bodies turn up more often than you might expect in a city whose population is carefully monitored – “the Deserters’ Register. Did your brother ever talk about crossing the border illegally?”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s what the guard asked too. Adam isn’t a deserter any more than I am. I don’t like the Council but Edinburgh’s safer than all the other cities. Neither of us wants to leave.” She moved her hand to her eyes quickly. “It’s my fault. I influenced him. He could easily have become an auxiliary. It was because of me that he didn’t. He let his work at college go, failed all his exams and ended up as a labourer.” She looked over at me. “Sorry . . .”

“Don’t worry, I’m not proud. You haven’t told me why you were demoted.”

Her eyes opened wide and glinted shafts of ice. “That’s got nothing to do with this. What about you? Why did they kick you out?” She looked down.

“Why do I have the feeling that I’ve suddenly grown jackass’s ears?” I waited for her to raise her eyes again but she didn’t oblige. “Forget it. I’ll have to trust you.”

“How kind.” She smiled bitterly then stood up. “I’ve got the night shift. When will you know something?”

I moved over to the bookshelves. “In a couple of days. I live in Gilmore Place, number 13. Come round about eight in the evening.” I pulled out the book that had attracted my attention. It was the same edition of Chinese poetry translations Katharine had in her bag. Between pages twenty and twenty-one I came across a single foreign banknote. I kept my back to her. “Any idea why your brother would have secreted fifty thousand drachmae in his copy of this?”

She was at my side instantly, staring at the garish pink bill. “I haven’t the faintest idea,” she said, her voice fainter than it was hoarse. “What’s it worth?”

“More than you or I will earn this month. But where did he get it? You know it’s illegal for Edinburgh citizens to have foreign currency.”

Katharine shook her head in what looked like bewilderment. I was almost sure she knew nothing about this part of her brother’s life but you never know – she could have been the most accomplished actress in the city. Glancing at her profile, I made another discovery. The line of her nose was exactly the same as Caro’s. I thought I’d got over seeing aspects of her in other women. This case was already full of surprises.

I wheeled my bicycle back to Gilmore Place. It was dark now and the fog was even thicker than before, but City Guard vehicles were still careering about like decrepit maroon dodgems. My watch had finally succumbed to the soakings it got every day in the city’s parks so I didn’t have much idea of the time. Fortunately curfew wasn’t imminent. Then I remembered the sex session. All citizens have to attend a weekly session with a partner allocated to them by the Recreation Directorate. The Council claims we get a more stimulating sex life, but everyone knows it’s just another way of keeping an eye on us. At least it was a home fixture this time. A month ago I ended up stranded for the night at a crazy woman’s flat in Morningside. She got her money’s worth. Thank Christ the regulations forbid further encounters between partners of my status.

Back in my place I sank into the sofa, which was even more hamstrung than the one at Adam Kirkwood’s. My room, a testament to Housing Directorate grot, was so similar I almost thought I was back at his. The only difference was that I had a lot more books. One of the few Council decisions I completely go along with is the banning of television. As a result Edinburgh citizens are seriously well read and cheap copies of most kinds of books are available. Nothing too subversive, of course, and writing in any Scots dialect is right out. I’ve forgotten all the dirty bits from Irvine Welsh books I memorised when I was a kid. But the worst thing the idiots in power have done is to ban the blues, though they had their reasons. My collection of recordings is hidden under a tartan rug with my guitar case on top. I listen to them with my head against my moth-eaten speaker, straining to hear and hoping the neighbours won’t report me. What a thrill.

The street door three floors below banged open and heavy, ringing steps sounded on the stairs. Only the City Guard and citizens working in the mines are issued with nailed boots. Either I was about to have sex with a large female miner or someone in number 13 was in trouble.

I should have known that someone was me. My door took a pounding before I could get to it.

“Citizen Dalrymple?” The auxiliary was tall and barrel-chested, the kind of guy who gets picked first in playground team games. His black hair was longer than mine and the regulation beard thick on his face. “I’m Hume 253.” He handed me an envelope bearing the seal of the Council. “This is for you.”

I opened it, expecting one of the public order guardian’s regular warnings to keep my nose out of his directorate’s business. Instead I read: “CONFIDENTIAL: Murderer codenamed Ear, Nose and Throat Man appears to have resumed his activities. Accompany Hume 253 to Council meeting.”

I was having trouble standing up, let alone concealing my shock from the guardsman.

“Are you coming, citizen?” the guardsman asked with an unusually patient smile.

I followed him out. Halfway down the stairs we passed a middle-aged female citizen with tired eyes and a soft, sad face. I wished I could have spent some time with her, but she was better off without me.

“I hear there’s been a murder,” Hume 253 said in a low voice. He must have been in his late twenties and on the surface he looked like a typical muscle-bound guardsman, but his enthusiasm was surprising. The average auxiliary these days displays about as much emotion as the tarts who service the tourists in the city’s hotels. “What do you know, citizen?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I lied as I climbed into the battered Land-Rover.

“The first killing in the city for five years,” the guardsman said. It sounded like he approved. He let in the clutch and set off round the corner even faster than his kind normally drive.

I hung on to the worn edges of the seat and wondered exactly what kind of birthday present I was about to be given.


Chapter Two

“I don’t want to die.”

The fog had now reduced visibility to a couple of vehicle lengths. Only the knowledge that the disciplined citizens of Edinburgh wouldn’t be jaywalking enabled Hume 253 to head towards the Royal Mile at high speed. Fortunately there weren’t any tourists around Tollcross.

“Don’t worry,” the guardsman said cheerfully. “I passed out top of my driving course.”

“Great.” I blinked in the chill air that was whistling in through numerous holes in the bodywork. The best of the Land-Rovers were reserved for border patrols and farm protection. “What time is it?”

“Coming up to seven,” Hume 253 said without taking his eyes off the road for more than a second. “The Council’s daily meeting has been brought forward an hour because of the killing. That shows you how seriously they’re taking it, doesn’t it, citizen?”

“Call me Quint, will you?”

He knew I was trying him out. “Use of first names is prohibited between auxiliaries and ordinary citizens. So is inducing a guardsman to break regulations.” He glanced at me, then laughed. “I seem to remember that my name’s Davie, Quint.”

So I’d found a guardsman who wasn’t completely robotic. The more dedicated of them even address their barracks colleagues by number. “How long have you been in the Public Order Directorate, Davie?”

“Seven years, ever since I finished auxiliary training. I like it. I’m going to stay in the guard. Not even six consecutive tours on the border put me off.”

That sounded more like your typical guardsman. I was interested in his background, though. “Did you have anything to do with the last operations against the drug gangs?”

He looked at me suspiciously. “How do you know about those?” Five years ago the Council sealed the border around what used to be Midlothian and laid into the remaining heavily armed criminals who had plagued the city since independence. Those guys were led by a ruthless bastard who called himself Howlin’ Wolf, after the blues singer. There was some evidence that the Ear, Nose and Throat Man was one of the gang. The high casualty rate among guard personnel had led the Information Directorate to suppress all the facts, despite the success of the mission.

“You were involved, weren’t you?” I said, waiting for him to nod. “How do I know about the operations?” I wondered if I would manage to shock an auxiliary. “I ran them.”

“Shit!” he gasped, taking his eyes off the road long enough to make me nervous. “You’re Bell 03.”

The sound of my old barracks number was definitely not sweet music to my ears. “Used to be Bell 03,” I corrected.

“They still talk about you in the directorate,” Davie said. He was more excited than any auxiliary I’d ever seen. “If it hadn’t been for you . . .”

“Fewer people would have died,” I said, looking away. “That’s all in the past. I don’t want to talk about it.” I wished I hadn’t encouraged him. The stump of my forefinger was tingling and my gut felt like something with a sharp beak had just hatched in it.

The Land-Rover turned sharply into Mound Place and I caught a glimpse of the city from the high point; the blaze of illumination through the fog in the tourist area at the centre was like a weird version of the northern lights, but the suburbs where the ordinary people live had been cast into the outer darkness.

Davie pulled up outside the mock-Gothic façade of the Assembly Hall. The Church of Scotland used to hold its annual gathering here. It was typical of the Council’s desire to replace religion with its own philosophy that it chose this location rather than the former City Chambers or Parliament House. They probably had too many associations with democracy. Banners were draped around the blackened walls proclaiming the Council’s ideals; “Education, Employment and Health”, “Edinburgh – Independent and Proud” and “The City Provides”. Deep down I still felt some admiration for them. Then, beyond the flagpoles, I saw the memorial stones inscribed with the barracks numbers of auxiliaries who had died for the cause. Caro’s name survived only in my mind.

“You all right?” The guardsman sounded strangely concerned. “Know your way?”

“I’ve been before the Council often enough, my friend. Thanks for the lift.”

“Don’t mention it. I’ll be waiting to take you back.” A grin split his face. “If they leave you in one piece.”

I nodded wearily, remembering that Council meetings were more rigorous than City Guard physical training sessions, though at least they didn’t take place at half past five in the morning. Then I felt the envelope in my pocket. What the hell was it all about? I raced up the steps three at a time.

Council members sat round a great horseshoe table in the main hall. I always used to find the setting a bit theatrical, but I could just remember the building’s use as a venue in the Festival before independence. I sat down between the ends of the horseshoe, suddenly very aware of my dirty fatigues in the bright lights that were directed at me. I screwed up my eyes and saw the guardians. Behind them was the large bust of Plato that was the only concession to art in the austere chamber.

“Citizen Dalrymple.” The deputy senior guardian’s voice hadn’t changed in the five years since I last heard it. She must have been over seventy by now. When I was a kid, she was a frequent visitor to my parents’ house. She was the only university professor I ever met who found children more interesting than her subject – well, she was a sociologist. She also had a liking for vintage champagne. I wondered when she’d last sampled that. “It is some time since we last had the pleasure of seeing you,” she said drily.

“I haven’t been counting the days, guardian.” Like all those who pass through the rank of auxiliary, the city guardians don’t use names. The roof would have come down if I’d addressed her as Edith.

“I’m sure you haven’t. I think you know most of the Council members. Only my colleagues in the Medical and the Information Directorates are relatively new appointees.”

I looked at the red-haired woman to her left, then at the improbably handsome man with the mane of silver-blond hair. His thin fingers formed an arch beneath his nose, giving him the appearance of a monk at prayer. The speaker was wrong. I knew Robert Yellowlees well enough. Before the Enlightenment he had played rugby for Scotland. After the party won the last election and took the city into independence, he worked as a surgeon. Later his research into neurology and endocrinology became known around the world, as journals I saw in the library confirmed. He could have jumped ship and worked anywhere, but he preferred to stay and move slowly up his directorate. He’d been in the pathology department when I was in the Public Order Directorate.

I couldn’t avoid the unwavering glare of the figure sitting next to Yellowlees. While the other Council members had studied expressions of gravity on their faces, the public order guardian at least showed what he really felt – which was hatred of my guts.

The deputy senior guardian glanced at the unoccupied chair in the centre of the horseshoe. “I’m afraid the senior guardian is again unable to attend the meeting due to illness.”

First I felt relieved, then uneasy. I made myself ignore both emotions.

“To the business in hand. Today’s meeting has been brought forward because of the murder that has been reported.” The speaker took a deep breath. “The murder of a female auxiliary right in the heart of the city.” She was unable to restrain a shiver. “This was an act of unspeakable barbarity.”

“Can it really be the otolaryngologist after all this time?” Yellowlees, the medical guardian, looked at me quizzically. I remembered he used to refer to the Ear, Nose and Throat Man by the technical term.

“It’s incredible. After all the work that’s been done to divert the urge to criminality . . .” The high-pitched voice trailed away. I looked at the bald head of the finance guardian which was glinting under the lights as he moved back and forwards animatedly. You’d have thought he’d be more concerned about the city’s tourist income, but deviant behaviour had always been one of his specialities. Though he’d been a well-known economics professor before the Enlightenment, in certain Edinburgh bars he was more famous for his pursuit of male undergraduates. Under the strict celibacy rules that guardians submit themselves to, the only person he’d have laid hands on recently would have been himself.

“Quite so,” the deputy senior guardian acknowledged, sympathetic but eager to continue. “I will not go into the details of this atrocity as I do not wish to prejudice the opinion of citizen Dalrymple. He is to investigate and find the murderer.”

So that was it. For a nasty moment I thought the Council was finally on to me, even though I’d disposed of the ENT Man’s body in a site I knew had never been disturbed. No matter how many times I told myself it was an accident, that he’d skewered himself on his own knife, I was responsible. I tried to strangle him like he strangled Caro. I wanted to kill the animal and that’s what counts.

Hamilton, the public order guardian, shot to his feet, the iron line of his jaw visible even under his beard’s thick grey curls. “I object.”

I can’t say I was surprised.

“This matter comes under the jurisdiction of my directorate. Citizen Dalrymple . . .” He paused, then repeated my name like it tasted putrid. “Citizen Dalrymple chose to withdraw his services from the Council at a critical time – while, I might add, the Ear, Nose and Throat Man was still at large. If it is indeed the case that the killer has struck again, this citizen can be seen as responsible. He never completed his investigation.” The city’s chief policeman looked round his colleagues. “Besides, he has been working as a labourer in the city’s parks since then. What possible use can he—”

“One moment, guardian.” The speaker interrupted him without raising her eyes from her papers. “There is to be no discussion about this. The senior guardian has sent a written directive.” She turned to him. “You will provide citizen Dalrymple with everything he needs to track down the murderer.” She looked around. “That applies to all directorates.” Her eyes rested on me. “I’m afraid you may find the city’s resources in the fields of forensics and criminology rather meagre. There has been little call for such expertise recently.”

The public order guardian sat down noisily.

“We are dealing,” continued the speaker, “with the killing of a city auxiliary. This raises several concerns. The most significant of these would appear to be public awareness and the potential effect on the tourist industry. Your thoughts, please.”

The information guardian got up, her flaming hair standing out above the sombre grey of her tweed jacket. She proposed keeping all news of the murder out of the Edinburgh Guardian and of Radio Free City. She was worried that such a major crime could lead to a loss of confidence in the Council. The public order guardian nodded vigorously in agreement. I might have been more convinced by the argument if the information guardian hadn’t once been an award-winning investigative journalist on the Scotsman. People who change that much always make me suspicious. Anyway, I’d heard all this in the past. One of the most disturbing things about the Council is its obsession with secrecy. If the aim is to educate citizens to think for themselves, it seems to me that they should be trusted not to revolt as soon as things go wrong. Then again, who am I to talk? I’ve kept my mouth shut about what happened to the ENT Man and that makes me as egocentric as a pre-Enlightenment politician. Christ, how low have I sunk?

Whenever I give myself a bad time, it isn’t long before I start looking for an alternative target. There was a whole shooting gallery of them in front of me.

“Excuse me,” I said politely. Hamilton was the only one who smelled a rat; his glare was steelier than the toecaps of a guardsman’s boots. “I suppose it’s theoretically possible that my fellow citizens won’t find out about the murder, but in my experience word always gets out, especially when measures are taken to keep things secret.” I gave the public order guardian a cheerful smile, which deflected his hard man’s stare for a second. “I mean, I heard about this supposedly confidential crime not long after I got your message.”

That provoked more gasps than I’d expected, but Hamilton’s reaction was about what I guessed it would be.

“I want the name of the citizen who informed you immediately,” he demanded, his fists clenched.

I shook my head slowly. “No chance.” I might have known my former chief would assume it was an ordinary citizen who had told me rather than one of his own auxiliaries.

“That will do,” said the speaker sternly. “There is no need for names. Citizen Dalrymple’s point is taken.”

I sat back as the discussion turned to the danger of tourist volumes being affected if the murder was publicised. I couldn’t see the Chinese being too bothered. Beijing became a Dantean pit of underworld activity in the years following the country’s economic expansion. The Greeks weren’t likely to object either. Since the discovery of oil in the Aegean twenty years ago, they’ve acquired a crime rate worse than those of Chicago and New York put together.

I found myself remembering the metaphor of the body politic, which had been a favourite propaganda device in the early years of the Council. It was probably one of my father’s ideas. The ordinary citizens were the body of the city-state, while the guardians were its heart and brain and the auxiliaries its eyes and ears. But what if the heart was growing weary and the mind was no longer reliable? What if the eyes no longer provided 20-20 vision and the ears heard only what they wanted to hear?

The debate finally drew to a close and the deputy senior guardian looked at me. “So, citizen, we will expect a report from you every evening in person.”

I didn’t want them to think I was too much of a pushover. “And if I choose to remain with the Parks Department? No doubt the public order guardian would prefer that.”

The speaker’s expression froze. “I would remind you that this is a matter of the utmost importance, not just for the Council but for the whole city. You are not being given a choice, citizen. Failure to obey this instruction would have a very detrimental effect on the private investigation activities you pursue in your free time.” The threatening tone was at odds with the guardian’s white hair and wrinkled face, but I knew it was real enough. They let me trace missing people because auxiliaries have plenty of other work to do. I’ve even done the guard a good turn occasionally by letting them know about minor illegalities I turned up. But if I got on the wrong side of the Council, that would count for about as much as kids in one of the city’s schools saying they hadn’t done their homework because they reckoned Plato was irrelevant to the modern world.

So I shrugged and accepted the job without showing how interested I was. Rule one: never show your clients that you’re fascinated by their case.

“Very well. The public order guardian will take you to the scene of the crime.”

“One small point,” I said. “I’ve got an offence notification for tomorrow morning.” I heard Hamilton snort derisively and wished I’d picked up a few more public order violations. He might have ruptured himself.

“That is waived,” the speaker said, without hesitation. “Citizen, I notice your watch has stopped. Never mind that you’re breaking regulations, how do you expect to conduct a murder enquiry without a serviceable time-piece?”

I liked her turn of phrase. If I’d closed my eyes, I could almost have believed I was in a Sherlock Holmes story. “I’ll get one, guardian,” I said and turned to leave. “Without a moment’s delay.”

The public order guardian overtook me on the stairs and went over to a pair of auxiliaries in civilian clothes. He looked almost as imposing as he imagined he did in the tweed jacket and corduroy trousers worn exclusively by members of his rank, the brogues on his feet shining like a schoolboy’s prize chestnuts.

“Hurry up, Dalrymple,” he said over his shoulder. “This isn’t a Sunday outing.”

“Where’s the body?” I asked in an even voice.

“The body?” he repeated, his eyes fixed on a point several inches to the right of my face. “We aren’t going to see the body. Weren’t you listening to the speaker? I’m taking you to the scene of the crime.” He glanced at his watch. “There isn’t much time.”

I turned to the keen-looking young men who were standing behind their chief like a pair of little girls holding a bride’s train. “Run away and play. This is grown-ups’ business.”

The guardian hesitated, then waved them back. “You can’t talk to auxiliaries like that, Dalrymple,” he hissed.

It was about time I got my relationship with my former boss sorted out. “Hamilton, you’re still as much of a jackass as you used to be.” I wasn’t sure whether my use of his name had shocked him more than the animal imagery. “We both heard exactly what was said in there. I’m reporting to the Council, not to you. You’re supposed to give me whatever I want.” So far the show was going well. He looked like he’d swallowed a six-inch fishing hook. Time to reel it in. “So where’s the fucking body?”

Hamilton went on the retreat. “It was a collective decision of the Council.”

I looked at him in disbelief. “Don’t tell me. You’ve moved the body, haven’t you? I bet that’s not all. I bet you’ve cleaned up after it too.”

“Calm down, man,” said Hamilton, signs of guilt I’d normally have enjoyed disturbing his features. “We couldn’t wait any longer.”

Outside I could see Davie standing by the Land-Rover. “Where’s the scene of the crime?” I asked as I moved off.

“Stevenson Hall, the men’s toilets on the ground floor.” The guardian tried to keep up. “Aren’t you coming in my vehicle?”

I didn’t bother answering.

Davie looked impressed as he started the Land-Rover. “You’ve got guts, having a go at the chief.”

“Maybe.” I looked across at him. “But there’s something I haven’t got and you can supply it.”

He turned on to Castlehill and headed for the corner at what used to be the Tolbooth church. It’s the most soot-blackened building in central Edinburgh. Maybe that’s why they’ve turned it into a strip joint. A group of enthusiastic Thai tourists had gathered outside.

“What do you need?” asked Davie.

“Your watch,” I replied, putting out my hand like the beggars used to on Princes Street before the Council turned them into more productive citizens.

Through the fog the bagpipes were still wailing. I could just make them out above the roar from the Land-Rover’s defective silencer.

“It’s all yours.” Davie handed a watch over that was a lot better quality than mine. “Anything else I can do? I’d give a lot to be in on this.” His willingness to help was like a small child’s and about as suspicious. What was he after?

I thought about it. I’d be needing an assistant, I was sure of that. On the other hand, he was a sworn servant of the Council.

Beware guardsmen bearing gifts.


Chapter Three

A large crowd was milling around outside Stevenson Hall; it used to be the Usher Hall, but the Council preferred the name of one of the city’s most illustrious writers to that of the brewer who paid for the building. Its great dome was lost in the mist.

I had half an hour before the musical version of Kidnapped was due to begin. Shoving through the mass of people, I could see what had inspired the guardians’ decision to remove the body. Cancelling the event would have caused a riot.

“Citizen, where do you think you’re going?” A pale guardswoman stepped forward from one of the entrances, a hand on the grip of her truncheon. Ordinary citizens aren’t allowed near Festival performances without special permission.

“It’s all right, guardswoman,” the public order guardian called from behind. “He’s with me.” It sounded like the admission caused him more angst than your average existentialist could handle.

“Sorry, guardian. He didn’t look . . .”

“Never mind how I look,” I said, suddenly feeling sensitive about my appearance. “Open the door, will you?”

Hamilton nodded and the guardswoman obliged. I found the men’s toilet and was confronted by a sentry who looked like he wrestled elephants in his spare time and wasn’t in the habit of losing.

“Let him pass,” the guardian shouted from down the hall.

Before I went in, I rested my hands on the door for a few seconds and breathed in deeply. First impressions are important, especially when, thanks to the Council, there wouldn’t be much to go on. Then I pushed the swing door open and ran my eyes around glistening marble and porcelain, seeing myself reflected in the row of mirrors. The smell of disinfectant was overpowering.

I almost hit the ceiling when one of the cubicle doors banged open. An arse in yellow overalls backed out.

“Right then, that’s them all done.” The old man straightened up slowly and gave me a leer. “Come to see the mess? Well, you’re too late, son.”

“Out, auxiliary,” Hamilton ordered. “Now!”

The cleaner grabbed the bucket he’d put down at my feet and scuttled out past the guardian with his eyes lowered.

“Too late all right,” I said, dropping to the floor. “Where was the body?”

“She was lying on her left side, head in that corner and back facing outwards.” Hamilton pointed to the far right. “The bin for paper towels, which was empty, had been moved down this end.”

I crawled forward with my magnifying glass. The tiles were almost dry. Pretty soon I gave up the search.

“Not a trace. You’ll have to give that cleaner a commendation.”

“Calm down, Dalrymple. I issued a permit and plenty of photographs were taken.” Even in a major crime enquiry, the use of cameras has to be authorised. “They’re being developed now.”

“Wonderful. And what about all the other scene of crime activities? Sketches, collection of physical evidence, pathologist’s report?”

“We followed procedure by the letter,” Hamilton replied testily. “You’re not the only investigator in the city. We also dusted for fingerprints all over the room and in the hallways – my people are checking records now. And don’t forget, we’ve still got the post-mortem to come. We’re sure to find traces of the killer on the body.”

“Are we?” I found it hard to share his optimism. “Who’s the pathologist?”

“The medical guardian.”

I didn’t make it obvious to Hamilton, but I found that interesting. You’d think Yellowlees would have more pressing duties. Still, he did carry out the post-mortems on the ENT Man’s victims, so it made some sense.

“Who found the body and when?”

“A guardswoman: the one who tried to stop you outside. She came to relieve the victim at 0600.”

“Jesus. She came on duty fourteen hours ago, found a colleague murdered and is now on crowd control? You’re still treating your people like shit, Hamilton.”

“Spare me the lecture,” he said, avoiding my eyes. “For your information, she was taken back to barracks in the morning and allowed to rest after she’d given her statement. I told her commander to send her back after you were assigned the case. I presumed you’d want to talk to her.”

“That’s about the first thing you’ve got right so far.” I’d forgotten how easy it was to bait my former boss. This time I got a reaction that was almost human.

“Look, you insubordinate little turd,” he said, the veins around his eyes swelling like a nest of purple snakes, “you may think you’re something now you’ve been let back into the fold, but to me you’ll always be a prima donna who ran away when things got tough. If you don’t want me to stamp all over you when this investigation’s finished, you’d better observe the rules. For a start, don’t call me by my name.”

“Yes, guardian.” Being told what to do always brings out the worst in me. “Sorry, guardian. Can I go now, sir?”

Hamilton kicked the door open, his face red.

“Where’s the guardswoman now?” I asked over my shoulder.

“In the manager’s office.”

“I’m going to talk to her. Alone.”

The guardian’s reply was lost as the doors were opened and a horde of tourists stampeded in.

Napier 498 was standing by the barred window with her hands behind her back. She looked exhausted, her shoulders drooping and her forehead resting on the glass. I saw she was very young.

“I’m Dalrymple.” I put my hand on her shoulder and felt the muscles tense. She turned, eyelashes quivering, then pulled herself together in proper auxiliary fashion and moved away from my touch. “You can call me Quint. What shall I call you?”

She pointed to the barracks number on her tunic, but let her hand drop almost immediately. Then, in little more than a whisper, she said, “Linda.”

I led her to the swivel chair and sat on the desk next to it. “I know exactly how you feel, Linda, believe me. But I have to hear what you saw.”

She kept her eyes down. “I made a statement. There’s nothing more.”

I’ve never read a statement that tells the whole story, no matter how careful people think they’re being. I leaned closer. “You know who I am, don’t you?”

“The guardian told me you have Council authority.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

She looked up at me, her eyes less like an exhausted doe’s. As I expected, the jungle drums hadn’t taken long to beat.

“You were Bell 03. You wrote the Public Order in Practice manual we studied during the auxiliary training programme.”

I nodded. “Some of your teachers probably told you that a lot of the material is irrelevant now that crime in the city has been controlled. But you saw what was done to one of your colleagues. Do you think any of your teachers can catch the killer?”

Napier 498 shook her head. “Catching the bus back to barracks is about the best they can do.”

I smiled at her, overjoyed that cynicism was alive in the City Guard. “On the other hand, my record is a bit better.”

“Legendary, more like,” she said, colouring slightly.

“Thank you.” Looking at the young woman, I suddenly felt a stab of guilt. I had turned tail and left the next generation in the shit. Then I thought of Caro and managed to justify what I’d done. “So trust me, Linda. Tell me what you found.” I waited, but the gentle approach wasn’t enough – I could tell by the way she was leaning away from me. I would have to shock her out of the reluctance to talk that’s drummed into auxiliaries. “Your written statement is only a skeleton.” Feeling like a worm, I hit her with my carefully chosen metaphor. “Flesh it out.”

It never fails. The guardswoman’s eyes narrowed and she sat up straight. “All right, citizen Dalrymple,” she said, avoiding my first name like it might put running sores on her tongue. “I’ve been on the morning shift at Stevenson Hall all week. The guard vehicle dropped me off just after 0600 this morning – we were late because of the fog. We could hardly see a thing on the way down from the castle.”

I was feeling bad about what I said to her and had an uncontrollable urge to make friends. “You’re in the barracks up there?”

She nodded, giving me a suspicious glance.

“How much more of your tour of duty have you got left?”

“Four months.” There was a slight loosening in the muscles round her mouth.

“Going to apply for another one?” I could see she was puzzled by these personal questions. They might have been a waste of time, but I reckoned I’d get more out of her if she didn’t think I was a plague-carrier.

“I’m not sure.” She gave a tremor. “I doubt it, after today.”

I nodded. “Go on.”

“The fog was even thicker around the hall. Because I was late, I ran to the door . . .”

“Did you see or hear anything unusual?”

“No. As I said, the fog was really dense. I could hardly even see the lights in the building.” She paused. “And there was no sound. I didn’t hear the Land-Rover driving off. It was like I had cotton wool in my ears.”

“So you wouldn’t have heard anyone walking or running away?”

She shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

I kept on at her. “Are you positive you were alone in the street? You didn’t have any intuition that someone else was there?”

“Yes. No.” She looked at me helplessly. “You’re deliberately confusing me.”

“No, I’m not. It’s important.”

“Yes, I did feel alone. I told you. I . . . I remember I shivered. I suddenly felt afraid. I ran to the door to find Sarah.” The name made her choke and she bent forward, her hands over her eyes.

I let her have a few moments, then asked, “Her name was Sarah?”

Linda wiped her face quickly. “Sarah Spence. Knox 96. I knew her from the first day of my auxiliary training. She’s . . . she was older than me – in her mid-thirties. She ran physical training classes on top of her normal guard duties.”

“Describe her to me.”

“Short and stocky, brown hair and eyes, a lot of freckles. The kind who would have turned to fat if she hadn’t done so much exercise.” A strangled sob escaped before she could get in its way. “Oh God, she was always so full of energy, laughing . . .”

“Obviously she could defend herself.”

“Of course. She trained me in unarmed combat. That made it even more of a shock.” She straightened herself up again. “Of a shock,” she repeated, her voice falling away.

I gave her time to compose herself.

“So I knocked at the door and waited to be let in. She didn’t come. I knocked again, then pushed the door. It was unlocked – against regulations. I was surprised, but I was still keen to see her before she was picked up. Her Land-Rover had been delayed too. So I walked in and called her name a few times. No reply.”

“Did you notice anything in the hallway? Anything strange?”

“No, they didn’t find anything.”

“I’m not asking about what anybody else found, Linda. I’m asking if you saw anything.”

She frowned then shook her head. “No, there was nothing.”

“All right. Go on.”

“She wasn’t there – at the guardpost by the ticket office, I mean. The mobile phone was there, on standby, but there was no sign of Sarah. I walked down the corridor calling her name. Then I got to the men’s toilets and, I don’t know why, I pushed open the door. I hardly broke my stride, so I only caught a glimpse of it out of the corner of my eye . . .”

“It?”

She looked at me like I was a schoolboy who had just wandered into a research seminar on advanced cybernetics. “The blood, of course.” She began to shake. “It was, oh God, it was as if someone had thrown a bucketful over her.”

I slipped off the desk and held her jerking shoulders. This time she didn’t shy away. “Was there any on the floor near the door: footprints, stains, anything?”

“No!” she screamed. “No!” Then her struggling subsided. “No, there wasn’t.” Suddenly her voice was normal again. She stared at me in bewilderment. “But how could that be? She’d been . . . torn apart, but the blood was only in the corner where she was lying.”

“Yes, how could that be?” I tightened my grip on her bony shoulders. “Tell me exactly what you saw as you approached her.”

“The gaping hole,” Linda replied without hesitation, her voice as bereft of emotion as a hanging judge’s. “The great hole in her abdomen. Like an animal had taken a bite out of her.” This time she didn’t sob, but she seemed unaware that the door had opened quietly. The public order guardian came in.

“What about her face?” I asked quickly. “Did you see it?”

“No, thank God. Her tunic was wrapped around her head. It was soaked in blood.” She was looking at the floor. “Is it true what I heard, that her liver was cut out?”

“You shouldn’t pay attention to gossip, guardswoman,” said Hamilton firmly. “Have you finished, Dalrymple?”

“Scarcely even begun, guardian,” I replied. “Scarcely even begun.”

“Where to now?” Davie asked. “The infirmary?”

I was looking at the mobile phone that was fitted beneath the Land-Rover’s rusty vent. “Yes, the infirmary. Remind me about reporting procedures in guarded premises, will you?”

“Every hour, on the hour. New code word each time.”

Which is a pretty good example of the Council’s mania for security. No wonder they need so many auxiliaries. I didn’t share my thoughts with Davie, though I had a feeling he might have agreed.

“So what happened at Stevenson Hall last night? Did the killer time his arrival and departure to avoid the calls, or was he just lucky? Or . . . I wonder.” I glanced at the bearded figure beside me in the dim light from the dashboard. This was a chance to find out how enthusiastic he really was. “Davie, while I’m at the postmortem can you talk to the guard commander who was on duty this morning? Tell him you’re working with me; he’ll know that I have Council authority by now. Find out whether Sarah – I mean the dead guardswoman Knox 96 – gave all the correct responses.”

“No problem.”

Most auxiliaries would have had a hard time taking orders from an ordinary citizen, but Davie didn’t seem to care. Maybe I would be able to make use of him. If he managed to squeeze an answer out of the commander.

The Land-Rover swung into Lauriston Place, just missing a horse-drawn carriage containing four tourists. We came to the gateway of the city’s largest hospital. It bore the ubiquitous maroon heart emblem and the legend “The City Provides”. Is that right? I thought. Provides what? Mutilation for female auxiliaries?

Before I was five yards away from the vehicle, I heard Davie speaking on the mobile.

I walked into the mortuary and my nostrils were instantly flushed out by the sweet and sour reek of formaldehyde.

“Ah, there you are, citizen,” said Yellowlees, the medical guardian, with a warm smile. He looked so welcoming that I clenched my buttocks. Then I remembered the reputation he had for womanising years ago. “We’re ready to begin.” He was standing next to the slab where the cadaver had been laid out.

Hamilton came in, his face turning greyer than his beard when he saw the dead guardswoman. He’d always been squeamish at post-mortems. I’m not particularly proud that I can turn my feelings off temporarily. A nursing auxiliary with a bust like the figurehead on a tea clipper handed us masks and gowns.

Yellowlees nodded to her. “Very well, Simpson 134, start taking notes on –” he glanced at the tag on the subject’s ankle – “Knox 96.”

“She had a name, you know.”

They all stared at me.

“Sarah Spence. In case you’re interested.”

Simpson 134 was the first to look away.

“Really?” Yellowlees turned briefly to the nurse, his eyes meeting hers above their masks, then stepped closer to the body. “It hardly matters now, does it?” He started the preliminary examination.

I soon realised that the medical guardian hadn’t forgotten any of his pathologist’s skills. The mortuary assistant scarcely got a look in as Yellowlees involved himself in everything, removing the plastic bags from head and hands, taking samples of dried blood from around the wound in the abdomen, scraping underneath the fingernails, telling the photographer exactly what angles he wanted. Then he lifted the tunic from around the head. I leaned forward. This was the interesting bit. As Sarah Spence had been lying on her left side, that part of her face and limbs was dark blue in post-mortem lividity. I saw immediately that her ears were intact and her nose unblocked. The guardians and I exchanged glances.

Yellowlees bent over her neck, then motioned to his assistant to turn the body over. “No doubt about the cause of death. Strangulation by ligature.”

“The Ear, Nose and Throat Man’s modus operandi,” said Hamilton, nudging me.

“What?” I had suddenly been back in Princes Street Gardens, pulling a ligature of my own round a much thicker neck.

“All twelve of his victims were despatched that way.”

Caro’s face flashed before me, then was gone.

“Quite so,” said Yellowlees. He pointed to the deeply scored line in the victim’s flesh. “You can see the contusion where the ligature was twisted with considerable force. Unfortunately the killer took it away with him. We’ll check for fibres, but it’s possible he used strong wire.”

Like I did.

“Turn her to the front,” Yellowlees ordered, bending to lift the eyelids. “Note the haemorrhaging to the conjuctivae.” He took a syringe and plunged the needle into the right eye. Hamilton stepped back quickly. “The vitreous humour. I should be able to give you a fairly accurate time of death after I’ve tested for potassium.”

“What’s your estimate from the body temperature?” I asked.

“I don’t much like estimates,” the guardian said, his eyes narrowing. “Still, you need all the help you can get. I’d say between four and six a.m.; as the body was found just after six, we’re already in the frame.”

I nodded and watched as he started examining further down the cadaver, cutting and plucking hairs then applying swabs to the vagina and rectum.

“There’s extensive damage to the anus consistent with violent buggery.”

“As with almost all the ENT Man’s victims, male and female,” said Hamilton.

“Correct.” Yellowlees lifted his mask and lowered his face to the dead woman’s buttocks, then sniffed.

“Jesus Christ.” The public order guardian gagged and turned away.

“Curious.” Yellowlees stood up straight and glanced at me. “A hint of spermicide. Tests will confirm that.”

“A condom?” I said. “The Ear, Nose and Throat Man never used them.”

“And we still never managed to track him down from his DNA profile.” The medical guardian shook his head impatiently.

“He managed to keep himself out of all the Council’s numerous files,” I said, looking at the pair of guardians. “Pretty good going.” He was a cunning bastard. Even though I buried him, I never knew his name. Members of the drug gangs always used aliases. I don’t think the other Howlin’ Wolf headcases knew his identity either. After I got rid of him, I didn’t try to find it out. Maybe I should have.

Yellowlees had replaced his mask and was peering at the arms and chest. “No evidence of a struggle. She must have blacked out immediately. It happens.” Now he was over by the abdomen, reading off measurements. “Wound made by three incisions, forming a flap of skin six and a quarter inches by eleven inches by five and a half inches; said flap was pulled down to allow access to the liver, which was then removed.”

“What kind of blade?” I asked.

“Non-serrated, single-edged, extremely sharp.” The medical guardian shrugged. “As to length and thickness, I can’t be sure.”

I looked into the blood-encrusted hole. “Any evidence of medical knowledge?”

“Not a great deal. The killer knew where to locate the liver, but he could have found that out in any encyclopaedia.”

“What about bloodstains? Surely he would have been soaked.”

Yellowlees nodded. “I would have thought so, though bear in mind that the victim was already dead when mutilation took place. There wouldn’t have been any spurting.”

Hamilton came closer. It looked like he was only just winning the battle against vomiting. “We found all her clothing apart from the tunic in a neat pile under the washbasin nearest the door. Her equipment was laid on top. There were no stains on any of it.”

I looked at him. “And there were no traces of blood anywhere except in the immediate vicinity of the body.”

“That’s right,” said Yellowlees. “What are you getting at?”

“I’ll tell you what I’m getting at. I think the killer took off his own clothes as well as the victim’s. I think he cut her open when he was stark naked, then washed the blood off in one of the basins. He’s some sort of cleanliness freak.”

Simpson 134, the nurse, was staring at me, her eyelids so wide apart that I felt my own straining in sympathy. After a few seconds the medical guardian moved to her and put his hand on her arm briefly.

“I’d expect there to be traces of blood on the basin he used,” he said.

“Not after the Council’s decision to send in the city’s number one cleaner.”

Yellowlees ignored the sarcasm. “As I remember, the otolaryngologist didn’t use to mind if he left bloodstains.” That was a typical guardian understatement. The ENT Man treated his victims’ blood like it was paint and he was Jackson Pollock.

“What are you saying?” demanded Hamilton. “That this isn’t the same killer? The victim was strangled by ligature, sodomised and had an organ removed. That was the pattern in the past. What more do you want?”

I wanted an explanation of a lot more: like why the ears weren’t cut off, why the nose wasn’t blocked with earth, why the face hadn’t been beaten till it was more black than blue, why a condom had been used and why the scene of the crime hadn’t been left like a room in some late twentieth-century slasher film. And that was just for starters.

Yellowlees looked like he was thinking along the same lines. He glanced at Hamilton doubtfully, then turned back to the body. His assistant had finished shaving the head and groin.

“Let’s get on,” said the medical guardian. He picked up a dissecting knife and made a large Y-shaped incision from neck to pubis, leaving the larynx intact for further examination. The sternum was then split and the dead woman’s chest prised apart. That was when the public order guardian left.

“There’s more to this than meets the eye,” Yellowlees said. Even guardians sometimes speak in clichés.

“I’d go along with that,” I said, suddenly noticing that the statuesque nurse was following the surgeon’s every movement like she had been hypnotised. Not even auxiliaries are that brainwashed usually.

I left them to it. I’d attended too many post-mortems in the past. Perhaps a five-year lay-off had turned me into a sensitive soul; perhaps there’s just a limit to how much of the human body’s interior you can take. Unless you’re a medic. Or a serial killer. I had a nasty feeling that was what I was up against, even though there was only one body in the morgue. At least I knew it wasn’t the ENT Man. I’d have gone through the whole of his autopsy, but I couldn’t allow there to be one. What happened was between me and him alone. I owed Caro that much.

Hamilton ambushed me in the foyer. Even though it was late in the evening, there were still patients waiting to be seen. Some of them were speaking a language I didn’t recognise.

“Here. I’ve got these for you.” The public order guardian looked like he desperately needed a cigarette, but the Council banned them years ago. He handed me a mobile phone and an embossed card bearing the Council seal. It authorised me to demand full co-operation from any guardian, auxiliary or citizen. “Anything else you need?” he asked mordantly. “Apart from a shave and a change of clothes.” I could see he hadn’t forgotten my jibe about the cleaner. It was hard to resist another one.

“I saw the hanging today. Do you ever use it to get rid of undesirables?”

Hamilton’s eyes sprang open like a pair of Venus flytraps that hadn’t seen a bluebottle for weeks. He stepped towards me as I jumped into the Land-Rover.

“Looks like you did it again,” Davie said as he accelerated away. “What is it between you and the guardian?”

“You’re better off not knowing. Take me back to my place, will you?”

“Right. I spoke to the guard commander who was on duty last night. Every call to Stevenson Hall got the correct response except the one at 0600. Napier 498, the guardswoman who was relieving the victim, made an emergency call at 0609. By that time a vehicle was already on its way to check out the place.”

“Thanks, Davie.” I made the decision. “What do you say to a temporary transfer? I need someone to work with me on this case.”

“Bloody brilliant.” He gave a great laugh that echoed round the Land-Rover’s rattling shell like a crazed rodent trying to get out of a bass drum. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”

Either he was one of Hamilton’s best undercover men selling me a double dummy or he really was excited. I was too tired to work out which. The streetlights flashed three times in quick succession, making me blink.

“Curfew coming up. You better get a move on or you’ll have to arrest me for being out after my bedtime.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll vouch for you,” he said with a grin. “Even if the chief won’t.”

The fog closed in around us as the lights were extinguished outside the tourist area to conserve electricity. In the early days, when the Council still called itself the Enlightenment and the nuclear power station at Torness was operational, citizens had to be off the streets by midnight. More recently, curfew time has been brought forward to ten o’clock. Whatever that points to doesn’t come under the definition of enlightenment in any dictionary that I know.
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