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Edinburgh, July 2025. Sweat City.

When I was a kid before independence, summer was a joke that got about as many laughs as a hospital waiting list. There was the occasional sunny day, but you spent most of the time running from showers of acid rain and the lash of rabid winds. To make things worse, for three weeks the place was overrun by armies of culture victims chasing the hot festival ticket. Now the festival is a year-round event – though a lot of the tourists are only interested in the officially sanctioned marijuana clubs – and “hot” doesn’t even begin to describe the state of the weather. Over the last couple of years temperatures have risen by three to four degrees, causing tropical diseases to migrate northwards and bacteria to embark on a major expansion programme. Scientists in the late twentieth century would have got closer to the full horror of the phenomenon if they’d called it “global stewing” – except we haven’t got enough fresh water to stew anything properly.

What we do have is a cracker of a name for the season between spring and autumn. To everyone’s surprise the new-look, user-friendly Council of City Guardians didn’t saddle us with an updated designation for the period (think French Revolution, think Thermidor). Our masters were probably too busy discussing initiatives to relieve the tourists of even more cash. As the blazing days and stifling nights dragged by, ordinary citizens gave up distinguishing between the months of June, July and August. And even though the classic noir movie hasn’t been seen in Edinburgh since the cinemas were closed and television banned by the original Council, people have taken to calling this season the Big Heat. That kills me.

Still, in Sweat City we’re really civilised. Unlike most states, we’ve done away with capital punishment and the nuclear switch has been flicked off permanently – the reactors at Torness were recently buried in enough concrete to give a 1990s town planner the ultimate hard on. On the other hand, the Council set up a compulsory lottery last year, turning greed into a virtue and most citizens into deluded fortune-hunters. Deluded, very thirsty fortune-hunters given the water restrictions.

Then some Grade A headbangers came along and raised the temperature even higher than it had been during Big Heat 2024. Giving me a pretty near terminal case of the “Summertime Blues”.


Chapter One
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I was lying in the Meadows with a book and a heat-induced headache, making the most of the shade provided by one of the few trees with any leaves left on it. It was five in the afternoon but the sun still had plenty of fire in its belly. The rays glinted off a big hoarding in the middle of the park. It was advertising the lottery. Some poor sod who’d won it was dressed up like John Knox, a bottle of malt whisky poking out of his false beard. “Play Edlott, the Ultimate Lottery, and Anything Goes”, the legend said. If you ask me, what goes, what’s already gone, is the last of the Council’s credibility. There’s an elaborate system of prizes ranging from half-decent clothes, to bottles of better-than-average whisky like the one Johnnie the Fox had secreted, to labour exemptions and pensions for life – but only for a few lucky sods. Edinburgh citizens were so starved of material possessions in the first twenty years of the Council that they now reckon Edlott is the knees of a very large Queen Bee. They even willingly accept the value of a ticket being docked from their wage vouchers every week. I think the whole thing sucks but I’m biased. I’ve never won so much as a tube of extra-strength sun-protection cream.

All round me Edinburgh citizens were lying motionless, their cheeks resting against parched soil that hadn’t produced much grass since the Big Heat arrived. I was one of the lucky ones. At least I was wearing a pair of Supply Directorate shades that hadn’t fallen to pieces. Yet.

I rolled over and peered at Arthur’s Seat through the haze. People say the hill looks like a lion at rest. These days it’s certainly the right shade of sandy brown, though the desiccated vegetation on its flanks gives the impression of an erstwhile king of the beasts who’s been mauled by a pride of rabid republicans. As it happens, that isn’t a bad description of the Enlightenment Party that led Edinburgh into independence in 2004. But things have changed a hell of a lot since then. For a start, like the nerve gas used by demented dictators in the Balkans twenty-plus years ago, you can smell Edinburgh people coming long before you can see or hear them. Water’s almost as precious as the revenue from tourists here.

I glanced round at my fellow citizens. If Arthur’s Seat is a lion, we must be the pack of ragged hyenas that hangs around it. Everyone was in standard-issue maroon shorts (standard-issue meaning too wide, too long and not anything like cool enough) and off-white T-shirts. Those whose sunglasses have self-destructed wear faded sunhats with a Heart of Midlothian badge on the front. Up until the time of the “iron boyscouts” – the hardline lunatics who ran the Council of City Guardians between 2020 and 2022 – only the rank of auxiliaries was entitled to wear the heart insignia, which has nothing to do with the pre-Enlightenment football team. The present Council’s doing its best to make citizens feel they have the same rights as the uniformed class who carry out the guardians’ orders. Except the auxiliaries don’t have to wear clowns’ outfits.

The hard ground was making my arms stiff. I stretched and made the mistake of breathing in through my nose. It wasn’t just that the herd of humanity needed more than the single shower lasting exactly sixty seconds which it gets each week. (One of the lottery prizes is a five-minute shower every week for a month.) The still air over the expanse of flat parkland was infused with the reek from the public shithouses that have been set up at the end of every residential street. Since the onset of the Big Heat, citizens have had no running water in their flats. People get by one way or another and the black marketeers do good business in bottles, jars, chamberpots – anything that will hold liquid. But the City Guard has to patrol the queues outside the communal bogs first thing in the morning. It doesn’t take long for dozens of desperate citizens to lose their grip and turn on each other.

It was too hot to read. I lay back and let an old blues number run through my mind. No surprises what it was – “Dry Spell Blues”. Before I could work out if Son House or Spider Carter was singing, the vocal was blown away by a sudden mechanical roar.

“Turn that rustbucket off, ya shite!” A red-haired kid of about seventeen jumped to his feet and started waving his arms at the driver of a tractor towing a battered water trailer. They come daily to refill the drinking-water tanks at every street corner. It stopped about fifty yards away from us.

“Aye, give us a break or I’ll give you one,” shouted another young guy who obviously fancied himself as a hard man. The pair of them had done everything they could to make their clothes distinctive. They had their T-shirt sleeves folded double and their shorts stained with bleach, pieces of thick rope holding them up. Sweat City chic.

The driver had switched off his engine. Now that he could hear what was being broadcast to him, he didn’t look happy. He was pretty musclebound for someone on the diet we get, and the set of his unshaven face suggested he didn’t think much of the Council’s recent easy-going policies and their effect on the young.

“You wee bastards,” he yelled, waddling towards the kids as quickly as his heavy thighs allowed. “Your heads are going down the pan.”

There was a collective intake of breath as the citizens around me sat up and paid attention, grateful for anything that took their minds off the stifling heat. I watched as a woman sitting with a small child near the loudmouthed guys started gathering up her towels and waterbottles nervously.

Our heroes took one look at the big man coming their way, glanced at each other and turned to run. Then the tough guy spotted the woman’s handbag. She’d left it lying open on the ground as she leaned over her child.

“Tae fuck wi’ the lot o’ ye,” the kid shouted in the local dialect that the Council outlawed years ago. He bent down to scoop up the bag and sprinted after his pal towards the streets on the far side of the park. “Southside Strollers rule!” he yelled over his shoulder.

The woman shrieked. Her kid joined in. The citizens nearest to them crowded round to help but nobody else moved a muscle. Even the tractor driver had turned to marble. It wouldn’t have been the first time they’d seen a bag snatched by the city’s new generation of arseholes. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen it either. Maybe because I’d once been in the Public Order Directorate, maybe because I was theoretically still a member of the Enlightenment, maybe just because I fancied a run – whatever, I got to my feet and gave what in the City Guard we used to call “chase”.

Bad idea.

After fifty yards they were still going away from me, dust rising from their feet and hanging in the air to coat my tongue and eyes. But after a hundred yards, when my lungs were clogging and my legs had decided enough was enough, the little sods had slowed to not much more than a stride: evidence of loading up on illicit ale and black-market grass, I reckoned. Then I cut my speed even more. People who get into those commodities at an early age usually learn how to look after themselves.

They turned to face me and started to laugh in between gasping for breath.

“Hey, look, Tommy, it’s the Good fucking Samaritan,” the redhead said. Obviously he’d learned something in school, though the Education Directorate would have preferred something more in line with the Council’s atheist principles to have stuck.

Tommy was rifling through the woman’s bag, tossing away paper hankies and the Supply Directorate’s version of cosmetics and stuffing food and clothing vouchers into his pocket. When he’d finished, he looked up at me and smiled threateningly. The teeth he revealed were uneven and discoloured.

“Get away, ya wanker,” he hissed, raising his left fist. It had the letters D-E-A-D tattooed amateurishly on the lower finger joints. I was betting the right one had the word “YOU’RE” on it, spelled wrong. “Come on, Col. We’re gone.”

He’d got that right. I took my mobile phone from the back pocket of my shorts and called the guard command centre in the castle. As soon as I started to speak, the two of them turned back towards me, their eyes empty and their fists drawn right back.

Like I said – bad idea.

“Are you all right, Quint?”

“What does it look like, Davie?” I took a break from flexing my right wrist and stood up to face the heavily built guard commander who’d just arrived in a Land-Rover and a dust storm.

“Bloody hell, what did you do to those guys?”

I walked over to the bagsnatchers. The carrot-head was leaning forward on both hands, carrying out a detailed examination of what had been his lunch. Tommy the hard man was still on his arse. Unfortunately he’d turned out to have a jaw that really was hard. I had a handkerchief wrapped round my seeping knuckles.

“Where did you learn to fight like that, ya bastard?” he demanded, trying to get to his feet. Then he ran his eye over Davie’s uniform. “I might have fuckin’ known. You’re an Alsatian like him.” The city’s lowlife refer to the guard as dogs when they’re feeling brave.

Davie grabbed the kid’s arm and pulled him upright. “What was that, sonny?”

Tommy decided bravery was surplus to requirements. “Nothing,” he muttered.

“Nothing what?” Davie shouted into his ear.

“Nothing, Hume 253.” Tommy pronounced Davie’s barracks number with exaggerated respect, his eyes to the ground.

“That’s better, wee man. And for your information, this citizen is not a member of the City Guard.”

“He fuckin’ puts himself about like one,” Tommy said under his breath.

Davie grinned at me. “And there was me thinking you’d forgotten your auxiliary training, Quint.”

“Quint?” the boy said with a groan. “Aw, no. You’re no’ that investigator guy, are you? The one wi’ the stupid name?”

Davie found all this highly amusing. “Quintilian Dalrymple?” he asked.

“Aye, the one who’s in the paper every time you bitches cannae do your job.”

Too much adulation isn’t good for you. “So what are you going to do with this pair of scumbags, Hume 253?” I asked.

Colin the carrot finally managed to get to his feet.

“Cramond Island, I reckon,” Davie replied. “The old prison’ll be a great place to give them a hiding.”

The carrot hit the dust again.

“You cannae do that,” Tommy whined. “We’ve got rights. The Council’s set up special centres for kids like us.”

He was right. In their desperation to be seen as having citizens’ best interests at heart, the latest guardians, or at least a majority of them, haven’t only given citizens more personal freedom – apart from anything involving the use of water – and a lottery, but they’ve organised a social welfare system that treats anyone who steps out of line as an honoured guest. To no one in the guard’s surprise, petty crime has risen even faster than the temperature.

“Who are the Southside Strollers?” I asked.

“What’s it to you?” Tommy said, giving me the eye.

Davie grabbed his arm and stuck his face up close to the boy’s. “Answer the man, sonny.”

“Awright, awright.” Tommy had gone floppy again. “It’s our gang. We all come from the south side of the city.”

“And you spend your time strolling around nicking whatever you can?” I said.

Tommy shrugged nonchalantly, his eyes lowered.

A couple of auxiliaries from the Welfare Directorate looking desperately eager to please turned up to collect the boys. Colin the carrot was busy holding on to his gut but Tommy flashed a triumphant look at us.

“Just a minute, you,” I said, moving over to him. I stuck my hand into his pocket and relieved him of the vouchers he’d taken, leaving a streak of blood from my knuckles on his shorts as a souvenir. “Oh, aye, what’s this then?”

The pair of them suddenly started examining the ground.

“What do you think, Davie?” I said, opening the scrap of crumpled paper and sniffing the small quantity of dried and shredded leaves.

Davie shook his head. “If it was up to me   . . .”

“But it isn’t,” the female auxiliary from the Welfare Directorate’s Youth Development Department said, stepping forward and looking at the twist of grass. “Underage citizens are our responsibility, not the City Guard’s. We’ll see they’re rehabilitated.”

Davie looked at her disbelievingly. Like most of his colleagues, he had serious difficulty in accepting the Council’s recent caring policies. Not that he had any choice.

Tommy smirked then bared his teeth at me again. “You’re dead, pal.”

“Oh, aye, Tommy?” I said. “And what does that make you?”

I handed the grass to Davie. We watched the miscreants get into the Youth Development Department van then I turned back to get my gear.

“The future of the city,” Davie said morosely as he caught up with me. “Giving these headbangers special treatment is only going to make them harder to control later. Anyone caught with black-market drugs should be nailed to the floor like in the old days.”

“Hand that stuff over for analysis, will you?” We both knew that wouldn’t make any difference. The guard’s no longer permitted to give underage citizens the third degree so they probably wouldn’t find out where the grass came from. I shrugged. “Stupid bastards. I told them to keep their distance but they had to have a go.”

Davie laughed. “They weren’t the only ones. You sorted them out pretty effectively, Quint.”

“I’ll probably end up on a charge. Unwarranted force.”

“I don’t think so. I’ll be writing the report, remember.”

The citizens under the trees were pretending they’d gone back to sleep. Davie’s presence was making them shy. Even in the recently approved informal shirtsleeve order, the grey City Guard uniform isn’t the most popular apparel in Edinburgh. The woman came to reclaim her vouchers, flashing me a brief smile of thanks. She probably thought I was an undercover guard operative.

“I’ll give you a lift home,” Davie said as we headed for his vehicle. “What were you doing here anyway?”

“Trying unsuccessfully to find somewhere cool in this sweat pit to read my book.”

“What have you got?” Davie took the volume from under my arm and laughed. “Black and Blue? Just like the state of your knuckles tomorrow morning.”

“Very funny, guardsman.”

“Isn’t it that book on the proscribed list?” he asked dubiously.

“The Council lifted the ban on pre-Enlightenment Scottish crime fiction at the end of last year. Don’t you remember?”

“I just put a stop to crime,” he said pointedly. “I don’t read stories about it.”

“That’ll be right. You said something about taking me to my place?”

Davie wrenched open the passenger door of one of the guard’s few surviving Land-Rovers. “At your service, sir,” he said with fake deference. “Number 13 Gilmore Place it is, sir.”

But as things turned out, we didn’t make it.

Tollcross is as busy a junction as you get in Edinburgh. A guard vehicle on watch, a couple of Supply Directorate delivery vans, the ubiquitous Water Department tractor and a flurry of citizens on bicycles constitute traffic congestion these days. There was even a Japanese tourist in one of the hire cars provided by an American multinational that the Council did a deal with. He was scratching his head. The lack of other private cars in the streets was obviously worrying him.

“Why were you frying yourself in the Meadows, Quint?” Davie asked. “There are bits of grass around the castle that actually get watered. It’s quieter there too.”

I looked at the burly figure next to me. He was still wearing the beard that used to be required of male auxiliaries even though the current Council’s made it optional. God knows what the temperature was beneath the matted growth.

“Quiet if you don’t mind being stared at by sentries,” I replied. “Since they moved the auxiliary training camp away from the Meadows, it’s become a much more relaxing place.”

“Arsehole.” Davie was shaking his head. “Anyone would think you hadn’t spent ten years as one of us.” He laughed. “Till they saw how handy you are with your fists.”

My mobile rang before I could tell him how proud I was to have been demoted from the rank of auxiliary.

“Is that you, Dalrymple?”

I let out a groan. I might have known the public order guardian would get his claws into me late on a Friday afternoon. Not that his rank take weekends off.

“Lewis Hamilton,” I said. “What a surprise.”

“Where are you, man?” he demanded. “And don’t address me by name.” Lewis was one of the old school, a guardian for twenty years. He didn’t go along with the new Council’s decision allowing citizens to use guardians’ names instead of their official titles.

“I’m at Tollcross with Hume 253.”

“Distracting my watch commander from his duties again?” Davie had been promoted a few months ago, though that didn’t stop him helping me out whenever something interesting came up.

“And the reason for your call is   . . . ?” I asked.

“The reason for my call is that the people who run the lottery need your services.”

I pointed to Davie to pull in to the kerbside. “Don’t tell me. They’ve lost one of their winners again.”

“I know, I know, he’ll probably turn up drunk in a gutter after a couple of days   . . .”

“With his prizes missing and his new clothes covered in other people’s vomit. Jesus, Lewis, can’t you find someone else to look for the moron? Like, for instance, a guardsman who started his first tour of duty this morning?”

Hamilton gave what passes for a laugh in his book. “No, Dalrymple. As you know very well, this is a high-priority job. One for the city’s freelance chief investigator. After tourists my fellow guardians’ favourite human beings are lottery-winners.” I knew he had other ideas about that himself. As far as he was concerned, Edlott was yet another disaster perpetrated by the reforming guardians who made up the majority of the current Council. Hamilton particularly despised the culture guardian whose directorate runs the lottery for what he called his “lack of Platonic principles”, whatever that means. I don’t think he was too keen on his colleague’s eye for a quick buck either. The underlying idea of Edlott was to reduce every citizen’s voucher entitlement for the price of a few relatively cheap prizes. Still, the public order guardian’s aversion to the lottery was nothing compared with the contempt he reserved for the Council members who forced through the measure permitting the supply of marijuana and other soft drugs to tourists. As I saw in the park, foreign visitors weren’t the only grass consumers in the city.

“Any chance of you telling Edlott I’m tied up on some major investigation, Lewis? I mean, it’s Friday night and the bars are—”

There was a monotonous buzzing in my ear.

“Bollocks!” I shouted into the mouthpiece.

Davie looked at me quizzically. “Bit early to hit a sex show, isn’t it?”

I got the missing man’s name and address from a new generation auxiliary in the Culture Directorate who oozed bonhomie like a private pension salesman in pre-Enlightenment times.

“Guess what, Davie? We’re off to Morningside.”

“What?” Davie turned on me with his brow furrowed. “You’re off to Morningside, you mean.”

“Your boss just told me this is a high-priority job. The least you can do is ferry me out.”

Davie looked at his watch and gave me a reluctant nod. “Okay, but I’m on duty tonight and I want to eat before that.”

“You pamper that belly of yours, Davie.”

He gave me a friendly scowl.

We came down to what was called Holy Corner before the Enlightenment. The four churches were turned into auxiliary accommodation blocks soon afterwards. They form part of Napier Barracks, the guard base controlling the city’s central southern zone. The checkpoint barrier was quickly raised for us.

“Where to then?” Davie asked.

I looked at the note I’d scribbled. “Millar Crescent. Number 14.”

He headed down the main road, the Land-Rover’s bodywork juddering as he accelerated. Ahead of us, a thick layer of haze and dust obscured the Pentland Hills and the ravaged areas between us and them. What were once pretty respectable suburbs became the home of streetfighting man in the time leading up to independence. They had only been used again in the last couple of years and the part beyond the heavily fortified city line a few hundred yards further south was still an urban wasteland. It was haunted by black marketeers and the dissidents who’ve been trying and failing to overturn the Council since it came to power. On this side of the line, the Housing Directorate has settled a lot of the city’s problem families into flats that used to be occupied by Edinburgh’s blue-rinse and pearl-necklace brigade. The Southside Strollers were the tip of a very large iceberg.

“Ten minutes, Quint,” Davie said as he manoeuvred round the water tank and the citizens’ bicycle shed at the end of Millar Crescent. “That’s all I’m giving you.” Then his jaw dropped.

I followed the direction of his gaze. A young woman was on her way into the street entrance of number 14. She was wearing a citizen-issue T-shirt and work trousers that were unusually well pressed despite the spatters of paint on them. She also had a mauve chiffon scarf round her neck which had never seen the inside of a Supply Directorate store. She had light brown hair bound up in a tight plait and a self-contained look on her face. Oh, and she was built like the Venus de Milo with a full complement of limbs.

Davie already had his door open. “Well,” he said, “make it half an hour.”

We climbed the unlit, airless stairs to the third floor. The name Kennedy had been carved very skilfully in three-inch-high letters on the surface of a blue door on the right side of the landing. The incisions in the wood looked recent.

“This is the place,” I said, raising my hand to knock.

“Where did she go?” Davie asked, looking up and down the stairwell.

“Will you get a grip?” I thumped on the door. “Exert some auxiliary self-control.”

“Ah, but we’re supposed to come over like human beings these days,” he said with a grin.

“Exactly. Like human beings, guardsman. Not like dogs after a   . . .”

Then the door opened very quickly. The woman we’d seen stood looking at us with her eyes wide open and a faint smile on her lips.

“Dogs after a   . . . ?” she asked in a deep voice, her dark brown eyes darting between us. A lot of citizens would have made the most of that canine reference in the presence of a guardsman, but there didn’t seem to be any irony in her tone.

There was a silence that Davie and I found a lot more awkward than she did.

“Em   . . . I’m looking for Citizen Kennedy,” I said, pulling out my notebook and trying to make out my scribble in the dim light. “Citizen Fordyce Kennedy.”

“My father,” she said simply.

“And you are   . . . ?”

She looked at me blankly for a couple of seconds then smiled, this time with a hint of mockery. “I’m his daughter.” She hesitated then shrugged. “Agnes is my name.”

“Right,” I said. “So is he in?”

“Of course he isn’t in,” she said, her voice hardening. “That’s why we called you.” She leaned forward on the balls of her feet and examined my clothes. I breathed in a chemical smell from her. “You are from the guard, aren’t you?” Then she turned her eyes on to Davie’s uniform. “I can see the big man is.”

Something about the way she spoke the last words made Davie, who’s never been reticent with women, look away uncomfortably.

“I’m Dalrymple, special investigator,” I said. “Call me Quint.” I registered the reserve in her eyes. “If you want.”

She didn’t reply, just looked at me intensely like an artist eyeing up a new model. I resisted the urge to check if my clothes had suddenly become transparent.

“Who’s that?” The voice that came from the depths of the flat was faint and uncertain, the accent stronger than the young woman’s. “Who’s that out there?”

“Is that your mother?” I asked.

“My mother,” Agnes Kennedy agreed, nodding slowly. “Her name’s Hilda. She’s a bit upset. And   . . . and her mind wanders.” She looked at me and succeeded in imparting a curious hybrid of appeal and threat. “Be sure you don’t upset her.” She held her eyes on me for a few moments then turned abruptly and led us down the dimly lit corridor.

“It’s the men from the guard, Mother,” she said to the thin figure that was leaning against the wall. Then she took her arm and pushed open the door at the far end of the passage. I heard her continue talking in a smooth, low voice, as if she were the parent having to comfort a frightened child. “They’re going to find Dad for us   . . .”

Before I got to the door, I heard the sound of curtains being drawn rapidly. I came into the room and blinked in the subdued light, trying to make out the bent woman who stood moving her head from side to side like a lost sheep. She relaxed a bit when Agnes came back from the windows and took her arm.

“You don’t like strong sunlight, do you, Mother?” the young woman said. “It’s all right. Agnes has fixed it for you.”

My eyes accustomed themselves to the crepuscular gloom. The women sat down on the sofa, the senior of them looking at her daughter with a confused expression that only gradually faded from her features. Like many Edinburgh citizens, she’d been adversely affected by twenty years of what the Medical Directorate regards as a satisfactory diet. At least there’s been a massive reduction in the heart disease resulting from the garbage we used to eat before the Enlightenment. These days people are more likely to die of respiratory failure or skin cancer brought about by the climate change. But this woman looked like she’d been gnawed by mental as well as physical demons.

“How long’s your husband been missing, citizen?” Davie asked with customary City Guard forthrightness.

Agnes glared at him angrily then glanced back at her mother, who showed no sign of having heard the question. “Since yesterday morning,” Agnes answered.

“Under thirty-six hours?” Davie was unimpressed. “That’s not long.”

Hilda Kennedy suddenly came to life. She stood up with surprising speed and moved in front of Davie. She stooped and the top of the ragged scarf covering her long grey hair reached not much more than halfway up his chest. “It’s maybe not long to you, laddie, but my man’s never late for his tea.” Then she stepped back, the surge of energy already gone.

I nudged Davie with my elbow. Although the guard usually don’t check out missing persons for at least three days, lottery-winners are special cases.

“When did he leave the house, Hilda?” I asked.

She inspected me before answering, trying to work out whether to treat me as an auxiliary or an ordinary citizen. My use of her first name seemed to get me off the hook. “First thing in the morning,” she said.

Agnes was standing next to her mother now. She took her arm again and tried to make her sit down, but the older woman wasn’t having it.

“He went to work?” I continued.

Hilda looked at me like I was a backward child. “What work? He won the top prize in the lottery, son.”

“It was six weeks ago,” Agnes put in. “He was exempted from work for life. Apart from two afternoons and two evenings a week publicity for Edlott.”

So the Culture Directorate had chosen Fordyce Kennedy to advertise the lottery like the citizen dressed up as John Knox on the poster I’d seen earlier.

“Which character did he get assigned?” I asked.

“That writer fella,” Hilda said. “The one who did Treasure Island.”

“Robert Louis Stevenson.”

“Aye.” She shook her head. “He looked like a right idiot with his false moustache and bloodstained hankie.”

I looked round the room in the light that was coming in at the sides of the curtains. The furniture was dark-stained wood, the sideboard, dresser and table beautifully carved. They were about as far from the standard citizen-issue sticks as you can get.

“Did your husband make all this?” I asked.

Hilda nodded, smiling unevenly. “Aye, he’s a cabinet-maker. Used to make stuff for the tourist hotels till he won the lottery. He did all this in his spare time.”

I went over to the dresser and looked at the photographs arrayed on it. There were individual shots of a washed-out man in his fifties, of Agnes and of a sullen young man with hair at what used to be the regulation citizen length of under an inch. There was also a family group. Hilda must have moved when the flash went off, blurring the shot and giving her the look of a corpse that had just jerked up on the sofa. Her daughter had the same faint smile that she’d greeted us with when she opened the door, while the son was frowning. Fordyce Kennedy just looked exhausted. Like many citizens, the family had taken advantage of the Council’s loosening of the ruling that banned photos. The original guardians regarded them as socially divisive – they reckoned one of the main reasons for the disorder leading to the break-up of the United Kingdom had been the cult of the individual. Apparently we can be trusted with a few snapshots now.

“How old’s your son?” I asked.

“Allie? He’s   . . .” Hilda broke off. She gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head but didn’t say anything else.

“Twenty-six,” Agnes said, completing the sentence. “A year older than me.”

“At work, is he?” Davie asked.

“Him? At work?” Agnes laughed humourlessly. “He spends most of his time with his lunatic friends. Too keen on drinking and messing about.”

He wasn’t the only young man like that in the city.

“How about you?” I asked Agnes. “What do you do?”

She looked at me coolly like she was wondering whether I was entitled to ask that question. “I’m an interior decorator,” she said. That explained the paint on her clothing and the smell of a chemical like turpentine. “I spend most of my free time looking after Mother.” She glanced at the woman beside her, who didn’t seem to be following the conversation. “She began to lose it last year,” Agnes added in a low voice.

“And your father?”

Her eyes flashed at me aggressively. “What about my father?”

I smiled nervously. “Did he have any lunatic friends like your brother?”

“My father doesn’t go out much,” Agnes said, her eyes fierce. “He’s a missing person. He hasn’t committed any crime.”

“All right,” I said quietly. “I wasn’t implying anything.”

I pulled out my notebook and sat down. You usually run the risk of getting a broken spring up your arse from a Supply Directorate sofa but the lottery-winner must have fixed his.

Hilda Kennedy suddenly twitched her head and looked at me. Maybe she had been following the talk after all. “Fordyce was never the pally sort. He liked to stay in and work wi’ the wood.” She let out a sudden sob and dropped her chin to her flat chest.

“My father loved his work,” Agnes said, stroking her mother’s arm.

“So how’s he been spending his days since he won the lottery?” I asked.

Hilda looked up again, her eyes taking time to focus on me. “I wish I knew, son. Like I say, he’s always back for his tea. But during the day he just disappears. I’ve asked him what he does but he wouldn’t answer. Said something about walking the streets once.” She stared at me. “He wasn’t happy. They shouldn’t have taken his work away.” She sobbed again and bent her head.

Agnes looked at Davie and me angrily, her face flushed. “Isn’t that enough?” she demanded in a low voice.

“They shouldn’t have taken his work away,” her mother repeated dolefully.

“Don’t worry,” I said with as much encouragement as I could muster. “He’ll turn up.”

“Will he?” Hilda said, suddenly turning her eyes on me, her dry lips quivering. “Are you sure, son?”

I avoided her gaze as I made for the door.

“Pretty strange pair,” Davie said as we drove back towards the city centre. The sun was blinding where it shone through the gaps between buildings.

“You didn’t have to come in with me,” I said. “That’ll teach you to chase female citizens.”

“What do you mean chase?” he said, laughing. “You saw the way she was looking at me.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, guardsman, but don’t the City Regulations forbid fraternisation between auxiliaries and citizens under thirty?” Until a few months ago auxiliaries weren’t allowed to fraternise with citizens of any age. Another one of the Council’s attempts to break down the barriers.

“Aye, I suppose you’re right.” Davie shot me a suspicious glance. “What are you up to, Quint? Oh, I get it. You reckon that you can have a go at the delectable Agnes on the grounds that you’re a demoted rather than a serving auxiliary.”

I held my breath as we passed through the cloud of exhaust fumes a guard vehicle had belched out. “Me? Certainly not. I’m already spoken for.”

Davie laughed, this time raucously. “Like hell you are.”

I let him go on thinking that.

Five minutes later he dropped me at my flat in Gilmore Place. I pulled the street door open impatiently, wondering if any traces of the perfume I’d got used to over the last couple of weeks would be lingering in the hot air.

They were. I raced up the stairs, opened my door and got an eyeful of the woman I’d been hoping would be there.

That didn’t do anything to cool me down at all.



Chapter Two

[image: image Missing]

“Hello, guardian.”

The Ice Queen turned and gave me one of the Antarctic glares that led to her nickname. Her short, silver-blonde hair also had something to do with that, as did the high cheekbones and tight lips that were unadorned by make-up. “Where have you been, Quint?” She sounded more like an exasperated schoolmistress than the city’s highest-ranking medical officer. “I’ve been waiting for half an hour.”

“Did we have a rendezvous then?” I have a thing about being scolded. Besides, I was parched and I had a nasty feeling I’d forgotten to refill my waterbottles. A quick glance at the collection of empties in the corner of my living room that passes for a kitchen confirmed my fear. I looked at my watch. “Shit.”

The medical guardian read my mind. “Missed the street tank?”

I nodded. The Water Department locks up drinking supplies at six in the evening to restrict consumption.

“Don’t worry,” she said, opening her briefcase. “I’ve got a couple of pints.”

I crossed to my sideboard. It was a lot grottier than the one the missing lottery-winner had made for himself but there was something in it I fancied.

“I’m not worried,” I said, taking out a bottle of citizen-issue whisky.

The Ice Queen twitched her lips in disapproval as I downed a slug.

“Relax. I’m not planning on offering you any.” I breathed in hard as the rough spirit cauterised the inside of my throat. “Jesus, what do they put in this stuff?” I raised my hand. “No, don’t tell me.” If I’d let her, she’d have provided me with a full chemical analysis. You don’t want to give scientists any encouragement. “How about some music?”

“That’s not exactly what I came for.” The guardian was looking out of the window into the street, her arms stretched out against the frame. The white blouse and grey skirt that female Council members wear during the Big Heat made her look like the strait-laced schoolteacher her voice had suggested. She was of medium height, slim, her body carrying no more weight than the average female citizen’s. Then again, her chest was a lot more eye-catching than the average female citizen’s so maybe years of a senior auxiliary’s diet had some effect. The guardians have always claimed their lifestyle is ascetic but you don’t see many signs of malnutrition in their residences in Moray Place.

I was rooting around in my tape collection trying to find something that wasn’t the blues – despite the relaxation of regulations, they’re still seen as subversive. The trouble is, I don’t have much apart from the blues. Eventually I put on a Rolling Stones recording from 2001. No one could call that subversive.

“I said that wasn’t what I came for,” the guardian repeated, moving towards where I was kneeling by my ancient cassette deck.

I turned my head and got a look that didn’t originate in the polar regions. In fact, it was positively provocative. Despite the heat, I shivered. A few months ago the Council decided to loosen the rules governing guardians’ personal lives. For years they were expected to live on their own in total celibacy. Now they’re supposed to show they’re ordinary people like the rest of us by getting laid. I still haven’t got used to guardians showing their feelings, let alone guardians having sex. Especially not with me.

“Take your hand away, Quint.”

That sounded more like what you’d expect a female Council member to say. Then again, it was after midnight, my bedroom was as steamy as the innermost room of a Turkish bath and we’d already made it twice.

I moved my hand from her thigh. “Sorry, Sophia,” I said, keeping my eyes on her. It wasn’t till we’d spent three nights together that she allowed me to use her name, and she didn’t like me using it anywhere other than in bed. Although she was still in her thirties, the medical guardian was on the reactionary wing of the Council, like Lewis Hamilton. The idea of ordinary citizens being allowed to address their rulers by first name was about as popular with her as compulsory duty in the coal mines used to be with ordinary citizens until the regulations were changed. Sophia had been one of the disciplinarian “iron boyscouts” who ran the Council before they were discredited. She kept her job because she was so bloody good at it.

“Anyway, you must have had enough of me by now.” She was lying on her back, her arms behind her head and her knees apart, trying to cool down. There was a sheen of sweat on her skin. Her small rose-coloured nipples were soft now. She saw the direction of my gaze and covered her breasts with an arm. Being celibate for years had made her modest. Well, most of the time. In bed she combined that modesty with a degree of lasciviousness that wouldn’t have been out of place in a nunnery in the days before organised religion went out of fashion.

“It isn’t just about sex, you know,” I said.

Sophia returned my gaze. “Isn’t it?” she asked, her face blank. Then the hint of a smile creased the corners of her mouth. “Men are such romantics.”

“Is that right?” I said sharply, rolling over on to my right side and confronting the heap of dirty clothing that had built up in the corner of my bedroom. I’d managed to miss my session at the wash house last month.

“Don’t be childish, Quint,” she said, slapping my shoulder lightly. “What are you working on at the moment?”

“The usual. Trying to find the shithead who’s running that gang of pickpockets on Princes Street, chasing a Swedish porn dealer who’s operating out of Leith. Where are the master criminals, for Christ’s sake? Today they got me on to a lottery-winner who’s done a bunk. Can’t say I blame him.”

The Ice Queen let out an impatient sigh. “What are you saying, Quint? Would you prefer us to have trysts at murder scenes and in the mortuary like we used to? I don’t approve of all the changes my colleagues in the Council have made but at least we’ve kept a grip on crime.” She shook her head. “Though setting up marijuana clubs for the tourists is asking for trouble.”

I knew she and Hamilton had argued hard against that policy. No one bothered to ask me what I thought. I’m a big fan of irony and since the Enlightenment came to power with a mission to root out drugs from the city, the irony quotient in this volte-face is pretty high. But despite an increase in drugs-related petty crime like the one I witnessed in the Meadows, there hasn’t been much sign of Edinburgh people wandering around in a grass-induced haze. The fact that citizens have bugger all to trade for dope seemed to regulate demand pretty effectively – there’s no cash in the city apart from foreign currency, and the distribution of food and clothing vouchers is closely monitored.

There was a sibilant snore from the far side of the bed. Sophia had fallen asleep as rapidly as usual. Despite, or perhaps because of, the move towards accessibility and openness, the guardians still work ridiculously long hours. At least the daily Council meetings take place at midday now rather than in the evenings, but the medical guardian continues to put in a fifteen-hour day. My experience in the short time she’d been coming to me was that she’d be away to her office in the infirmary by five in the morning.

I got up carefully so as not to wake her and went into the living room. My throat was dry but my skin was drenched in sweat. I gulped water from one of Sophia’s bottles and sat down gingerly on my sphincter-endangering sofa. Outside, the street was so quiet you could almost hear the tar bubbles popping in the heat. The curfew for citizens has been moved from ten to twelve p.m. but the guard still enforce it rigidly. As usual, sleep was as far from me as a cool breeze was from the city.

During the Big Heat my mind likes to pretend it’s a nocturnal organism. Just as well. I had a lot to think about. Having sexual relations with Sophia was great, especially as I gave up sex sessions when they became non-compulsory a year back and my body was beginning to suffer serious deprivation. I still dreamed about my ex-lover Katharine Kirkwood and I used to kid myself that we still had some kind of tie, even though she walked away from me in January 2022 and I hadn’t seen her since. But I couldn’t figure out exactly what Sophia wanted from me. When she first showed up at my door and grabbed the contents of my underpants, I was more surprised than I’d been when the Council opened up its meetings to ordinary citizens. Like I say, the idea of the medical guardian having sex with anyone was pretty weird. Still, I suppose she had urges like everyone else. But why had she chosen me rather than a superfit young guardsman or a high-flying auxiliary? Something told me it was more than just the use of my genitalia she wanted. When we were together Sophia often asked me what I was working on, as she’d done tonight. Was that simply idle curiosity or was she after something else? Like information she could use against Council members who were more progressive than her?

I took the bottle of whisky into the bedroom and gulped from it as I sat on the bed. A stirring came from the other side.

“You should cut down on the spirits, Quint,” the Ice Queen said blearily, one eye half open. “They’ll poison your system.”

I raised the bottle to her and drank again. I’ve made it a strict rule never to take advice from guardians.

I eventually passed out. I didn’t register Sophia leaving and it was eight in the morning before I came round to the racket of clapped-out buses and kids complaining on their way to school. Saturday’s a working day in Enlightenment Edinburgh for most citizens, schoolchildren included. They shouldn’t complain too much – at least they only have half a day of lessons on Saturdays during the Big Heat. Maybe they were looking forward without enthusiasm to the summer holidays. They last all of two weeks, one of which is spent picking litter from the beaches. At least we still have beaches – unlike the west of Scotland which has been subject to catastrophic flooding because of rising sea levels. Some of the countries that used to send plenty of tourists such as China have gone into subaquatic pursuits in a big way too. We don’t find out much about the rest of the world in our little wire-fenced paradise but news sometimes filters through from tourists and traders. The last I heard, the democratic system in Glasgow was hanging on but had come under heavy pressure from food shortages and organised crime. Most of the other states in Scotland have reverted to anarchy, while what used to be England is going through a modern version of the Dark Ages despite fifteen hours of skull-splitting sunshine every day.

I stumbled through to the living room and discovered that Sophia had left one of her bottles with enough water for me to make a mug of coffee. That commodity used to be harder to find in Edinburgh than silk knickers but the Council recently got into bed with a Swiss food and drink multinational – not that ordinary citizens get anything other than the scrapings from the factory floor. I chewed the end of a three-day-old loaf of bread and had a go at planning the day. What I should have done was try to find a new chain for my wreck of a bicycle, except I didn’t fancy queuing for hours at the local Supply Directorate depot. Besides, I told myself, walking is good for you. And the city archive where I needed to go to find the missing lottery-winner’s records isn’t that far from my flat.

Dragging myself up what is a deceptive gradient on Lauriston Place in the morning sweatbath made me change my mind. It would have been worse on my bike but at least it would have been over quickly. The air was heavy and the stink from the breweries was cut with the acrid tang of sewage coming to the boil in the undermaintained pipes beneath the streets. These days Japanese tourists are told to bring along the little masks they wear in the busy streets back home. Edinburgh citizens haven’t been allowed cars for years so there isn’t much of a problem with exhaust fumes here. Unfortunately the Council hasn’t yet found a way to stop people shitting during the Big Heat. No doubt Sophia’s got the Medical Directorate working on that.

Things got a bit better when I reached George IVth Bridge. It’s in the central tourist zone, so the pavements are washed down overnight and maroon awnings are hung to keep the sun off the city’s honoured paying guests. Further on at the next checkpoint, guard personnel were looking out for ordinary citizens. For all the Council’s attempts at openness, the High Street is still off limits unless you have work there. I had a Public Order Directorate authorisation but I wasn’t going as far as the barrier. I turned into the archive and felt my body temperature begin to drop immediately in the polished-stone entrance hall. Before the Enlightenment the building was the city’s central library, but the original Council’s policy was to bring books – meaning the ones they approved of – closer to citizens, so they increased the number of smaller libraries in residential areas. Which gave them the chance to convert the main library into something they were even keener on – a centralised store containing everything they wanted to know about every citizen, without the citizens being allowed access. It’s all on paper, of course. The guardians have always been suspicious of computers, forbidding citizens to possess them and under-using the few they kept for themselves.

“Morning, Citizen Dalrymple.”

“Morning, Ray. What’s the problem?”

The one-armed auxiliary looked pointedly at the sentry who’d just checked my pass then beckoned me into his office.

“Jackass,” he said in a low voice. “You know you should call me Nasmyth 67 in public, Quint.” Although the guardians have been encouraging citizens to use their names, auxiliaries are still to be addressed by barracks number – after all, they’re the ones who keep control.

“Bugger that,” I said. “We served together for years.”

“Till you got demoted and I got crippled.” Ray looked down at the stump that was protruding from his auxiliary-issue grey shirt. He always rolled the sleeve up as high as he could to make sure everyone got an eyeful.

I held up my right hand with the missing forefinger to remind him we were brothers in arms.

“So what are you after in my house of files this sweaty morning?” He filled a glass of water and handed it to me. During the Big Heat people do that without asking. It suddenly struck me that Agnes Kennedy hadn’t given Davie and me a drink yesterday. Maybe she was more wound up about her missing father than I realised.

“There’s a lottery-winner who’s made a break for freedom,” I replied. “Or drunk himself into a stupor somewhere.”

“Well, you know your way around.” Ray sat down and wrapped his good arm round a heap of folders on his desk.

“Unfortunately. I seem to have spent half my life in here.”

Ray looked up and laughed derisively. “You only come for the bogs.”

“You noticed? Auxiliary-issue paper, no queues. In fact, now you mention it   . . .”

“Goodbye,” he said rapidly.

“I’ll see you later. I’ve got something for you.”

“Don’t forget to wash your hands.”

I raised my fist, this time giving him only the middle finger.

Ahead of me lay what had been the pilastered reference room. Its domed ceiling is still visible, but there isn’t much else to see apart from stacks and shelves full of grey cardboard folders. Bureaucrat heaven. The people who work in the archive are all auxiliaries. They tend to be specimens whose devotion to the Enlightenment is a lot greater than their physical capabilities. Short-sighted women and puny guys were poring avidly at mounds of files like gold prospectors who’d struck pay dirt.

“Can I help you?” asked a middle-aged man with pepper-and-salt stubble. It was probably as close as he could get to what used to be the regulation male auxiliary beard.

I declined his offer. The archivists always take a note of the files they bring you, so I collect my own. There’s enough surveillance going on in this city without my activities being added to the list. I found Fordyce Bulloch Kennedy’s file after a lot of scrabbling and heaving. In the process I inhaled enough dust to clog my bronchial tubes as effectively as a twenty-a-day coffin stick habit – so much for any improvement in my health brought about by the Council’s long-standing ban on smoking. I took the thick file to a booth in a corner away from prying eyes and got stuck in.

As usual, most of the documentation was a waste of time – annual evaluations of worker competence, personal development statements, lifelong education credits, Platonic philosophy debates attended etc., etc. The original Council was genuinely committed to improving citizens’ lives and, more important, citizens’ abilities to make more of themselves. Whence the stress on education, the availability of better jobs for those who gained higher qualifications, the chance of roomier accommodation and so on. Even after twenty years no one has much of a problem with those ideals, although these days it’s the lottery prizes that provide most of the concrete benefits and very few people win those. You get the impression that the Council, desperate as it is to please the tourists, only goes through the motions with its own citizens. It’s the bureaucracy that’s taken charge, a vast, paper-consuming machine that piles up more and more data and requires a huge staff to satisfy its demands. But I wonder if anyone’s life is actually improved by the machine. Most of the files I see are only opened when new pages are inserted. No one has the time or inclination to read the contents.

Except in the case of Fordyce Bulloch Kennedy. The consultation sheet stapled to the inside front cover showed that an auxiliary from the Edlott Department of the Culture Directorate had examined the file on 8 June. I checked inside and found that was the day after Fordyce’s ticket did the business. Obviously Edlott wanted background information on their latest winner. They’d even taken copies of particular pages, which was interesting because there are hardly any operational photocopiers in the city and auxiliaries are encouraged to make handwritten notes – thus adding to the bureaucracy. Paper in Edinburgh breeds faster than the nuclear reactors that put pockmarks all over the former Soviet Union in the early years of the century. I wrote down the barracks number of the auxiliary who’d been there before me – it was Nasmyth 05.

As for the missing man, he seemed like a pretty average guy – early fifties, highly commended cabinet-maker, no violations of the City Regulations, no contacts with known dissidents or deserters, plenty of Mentioned in Annual Reports for giving voluntary lessons in furniture-making in his spare time. The only black mark was that he was a bit too devoted to his kids – the Council has always discouraged excessive emotional attachment to offspring because they want the city’s children to grow up strong and self-reliant. He was also very close to Hilda and had taken what was the risky step back in the early years of the Enlightenment of insisting they continue to live together. The Council then was keen on breaking up what it regarded as the constricting bonds of marriage and encouraging “personal growth”. The guardians eventually realised that it was easier to let couples stay together if they wanted to. In general Fordyce Kennedy seemed to be an all-round good citizen. In my experience that’s not necessarily a good sign.

I went back to the stacks and pulled the files on his wife and children. As regards the female members of the family, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Hilda had been a cleaner in various tourist hotels until her mental state had begun to deteriorate, while Agnes had trained as a painter and decorator at the Crafts College. Her school records showed that she’d been an average student, one who’d shown no interest in becoming an auxiliary. For the last three months she’d been working in a former school that was being converted into a tourist hostel.

The son Alexander – known as Allie – was a bit more interesting. He’d been a rebel when he was a teenager and had served several spells in the Gulag-like youth detention centres the Council used in the past to sort out nonconformists. He was a postman after that but his recent work records were pretty random. Under previous Councils he’d have been nailed as soon as he missed a day, but things are less strict now and the bureaucracy sometimes doesn’t function as effectively as it thinks. I began to wonder what Agnes’s older brother was up to. He looked like he might be worth a question or two.

The only other thing that struck me about the family was that the two children were still registered as living with their parents. The Council always encouraged children to move into their own accommodation as soon as they were eighteen in order to break what it regarded as the divisive effects of the family on broader society. Of course, there was never enough decent housing to enable the guardians to insist on the policy for all citizens, but it was still a bit unusual for offspring in their mid-twenties to stay at home. Agnes’s excuse was that she was looking after her mother. What was her brother’s?

I called the guard command centre in the castle on my mobile and asked the duty watch commander if she’d been informed about the missing lottery-winner. She answered in the affirmative without taking more than a second to think. Lewis Hamilton himself had told her to circulate a description to all barracks. They’d been on the lookout for Fordyce all over the city since last night but there had been no sign of him. I asked her to keep me advised and signed off. Then I finished taking notes from the folders and replaced them, following my normal practice of omitting my name from the consultation sheets. It keeps people guessing.

On my way out I stopped off at Ray’s office. He was deep in his mass of paperwork. I dug into my shoulderbag and tossed over his book.

“Ah, Black and Blue,” he said, giving it a quick glance. “What did you think?”

“Good, my friend. It was the only one of Ian Rankin’s that I hadn’t read. A state-of-the-nation novel, no less. I’d almost forgotten that Scotland actually used to be a country.”

“Before the robber barons in the Scottish parliament tore each others’ throats out and the drugs gangs divided up the territory,” Ray said, shaking his head. He sat back in his rickety chair and smoothed the folds of skin on his neck. In the guard he’d been a unit leader renowned for his upper body strength, but since he lost his arm nearly ten years ago he’d turned into a wraith-like figure. His black hair went pure white in the space of a few weeks and the eyes above his grey beard were lustreless. He put his hand on the tattered paperback I’d returned. “There was still oil in the North Sea then,” he said emptily.

“Not for long there wasn’t,” I said, catching sight of his fingernails. They were ingrained with dirt that looked a lot more heavy duty than the usual archive dust. “How’s the book trade?”

Ray looked up at me sharply and bit his lip. If I didn’t know him better, I’d have said he was trafficking more than the odd crime novel. “Not so loud, Quint,” he said. “That American dealer’s still around, I think. Any special requests?”

“Whatever early editions of Chandler he’s got. Especially The Lady in the Lake. It’s my favourite.” I smiled. “Cheap early editions, of course.”

He nodded. “Aye, of course. What have you got to trade?”

“I still have a couple of E.C. Bentleys I can live without.” I gave him a wave. “See you, pal.”

“Don’t let them grind you down, Quint.”

“You know that’s not in my nature, Ray.” As I turned to go, I accidentally kicked a book across the ragged carpet on his office floor.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said quickly. “I’ll pick it up later.”

“No worries,” I said, bending down. I put the copy of Wilfred Owen’s collected poems on top of Black and Blue. “Ian Rankin and Wilfred Owen. What you might call a strange meeting.”

Ray’s mouth opened as if he were about to speak then shook his head slowly and went back to his files.

I hit the street and sheltered from the sun under the awning. Opposite stands what used to be the National Library of Scotland and is now the Edinburgh Heritage Centre. For tourists, mind – no locals allowed. A group of Middle Eastern women in long robes and veils had gathered on the pavement. Their guide, an Arabic-speaking female auxiliary dressed up as a society hostess from the time of Sir Walter Scott, was trying hard to whip up interest. No doubt the visitors would just love the exhibition halls stuffed with Council propaganda. The photographs of the riots in 2002, the year before the last election, are apparently a big draw – drug dealers handing out free scores on street corners, policemen being stoned, pub cellars under siege by the mob. No wonder the Enlightenment Party got the biggest majority in British history, then promptly declared independence and left the rest of the UK to mayhem and pillage.

So, I wondered, what to do about Fordyce Bulloch Kennedy? There were several things I wanted to look into. The most obvious was Edlott. He would have a handler in the Culture Directorate, perhaps the one who’d consulted his file, to arrange his appearances as Robert Louis Stevenson and make sure he didn’t do anything embarrassing. That auxiliary was probably waiting to be packed off to the border on fatigue duty for not keeping a closer eye on him. The Labour Directorate was another possibility. They’re forever drafting citizens into emergency squads when pitprops collapse in the mines or workers desert from the city farms. The missing man may have been picked up by mistake, in which case his name should be on a list. Then there was Fordyce’s family. When she was lucid, his wife gave the impression of being worried that he’d disappeared for good but you never know. Most violence is committed by the people closest to the victim, even in this supposedly crime-free state, and it looked like the son might have been moving in dodgy circles. But there was one possibility I had to rule out before any of those. I turned left and headed towards the checkpoint.

The guardswoman on duty was middle-aged, her fading red hair pulled back in a tight ponytail despite the recent ruling that female auxiliaries don’t have to tie their hair down any more. She raised the barrier before I got to it and waved me through, giving me a tight smile. She must have known who I was. Christ, she may have served with me in the guard years ago. Or perhaps it was just that she’d seen my photo in the Edinburgh Guardian after one of the big cases.

I walked up to the Lawnmarket and turned left at the gallows where they still put on a weekly mock hanging for the tourists. A hot wind from the east gusted up the High Street, filling my eyes with dust. Across the road tourists were panting up the hill but I didn’t feel too sorry for them – unlike the locals, they could look forward to air-conditioning in their hotels. A couple of them turned into Deacon Brodie’s Marijuana Club. I stood for a moment and watched. Guard personnel dressed in eighteenth-century costume were checking passports, making sure no Edinburgh citizens who’d managed to slip past the checkpoint got into the premises. One of them looked across suspiciously at my faded shorts and crumpled T-shirt. I stared back then took in the garishly painted building. Like I said, there’s a lot of irony about the way the Council’s gone back on its anti-drugs policy. There’s also plenty of cynicism. The city’s a strictly no smoking zone for the natives on grounds of health but if foreigners want to fill their lungs with the smoke from cigarettes and joints supplied with the guardians’ approval, who gives a shit? As long as they pay upfront.

I walked across the suntrap of the esplanade towards the castle gatehouse, ranks of guard vehicles drawn up on both sides. The guard command centre in the old fortifications is about as imposing a place as you can find, even in this spectacular city. It’s just a pity that the battered Land-Rovers and rusting pick-ups make the place look like a scrap merchant’s yard. The only vehicle with any class is a ten-year-old Jeep donated to the Council by a grateful American tourist agency. Somehow it’s ended up as Lewis Hamilton’s personal transport.

I found the guardian in his quarters in what was once the Governor’s House.

“Ah, there you are, Dalrymple,” he said, looking up from the neat array of papers on his desk. “I was wondering when you’d show up. I suppose you want to find out if the missing lottery-winner is in my records.”

“Well spotted, Lewis.” I went over to the leaded windows and ran my eye over the northern suburbs. Across the firth I could just make out the hills of what was Fife in the old days and is now a Scottish version of the Wild West, complete with gunmen on horseback, massacres of the locals and abandoned mining towns – badlands in spades, pardner.

Hamilton joined me. “As much as another month of this bloody heat to go,” he said, wiping the sweat from his wrinkled forehead. Although he was in his seventies, the public order guardian still had a firm grip on the City Guard. His beard and hair were almost completely white but his bearing was as military as ever. “Well, I’ve checked all my Restricted Files. There’s no reference to Kennedy   . . .” He broke off and went back to the papers on his desktop. “What the hell was his first name?”

“Fordyce,” I said. “Fordyce Bulloch Kennedy.”

“Thank you.” Hamilton’s acknowledgement was curt. He didn’t like being helped out, especially by an auxiliary who’d been demoted from his own directorate.

I can never resist having a go at guardians, especially one as thin-skinned as my former boss. “You would tell me if he was one of your undercover operatives, of course.”

The guardian’s eyes bulged as he glared at me. Finally he managed to spit something out. “I tell you he’s not.”

“But how do I know you’re telling the truth, Lewis?” I asked, prolonging the fun.

“How do you know   . . . ?” Hamilton took a couple of deep breaths. Even in these more open times guardians don’t like having their veracity impugned, as Councilspeak would have it. Auxiliaries are taught tension control techniques but Lewis was appointed by the first Council and never went through the training programme – unlike me. “You’re doing it deliberately, aren’t you? Grow up, man.”

“Grow up, man,” I repeated dubiously. “Bit of an oxymoron, wouldn’t you say?”

The desk telephone buzzed, saving me from the guardian’s tongue. I watched his expression change as he answered.

“What?” Hamilton bellowed. “Where?” He listened for a couple of seconds. “When?” He listened again. “Any ID?”

Shit. I’d been calculating the odds of him running through the full set of interrogatives beginning with “wh”.

“Very well. Tell the barracks commander to keep me informed.” He slammed the phone down.

“What’s going on?” I asked, trying to give the impression of idle curiosity.

“Nothing for you to worry about, Dalrymple,” Hamilton said, shuffling files.

Nothing makes me suspicious quicker than a guardian telling me not to worry. “What is it, Lewis?” I said insistently.

He caught my tone and looked up. “Oh, very well. Body found by the Water of Leith. Sounds like heatstroke or the like.”

“Tell me more,” I said, leaning over him.

“Middle-aged male. No identification on the body.” The guardian glanced at me then reached over for a buff folder. “Ah, I see what you mean. What age is that missing lottery-winner?”

“Fifty-two.”

“You don’t think it’s him, do you?”

“Only one way to find out, Lewis,” I replied, heading for the door. “Call your people and tell them to keep their sticky fingers off the body till we get there.”



Chapter Three
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We piled into Hamilton’s Jeep and headed off the esplanade. His driver, a middle-aged guardswoman with a heavily freckled face, seemed to be enjoying herself as she turned down Ramsay Lane at speed.

“What do you reckon?” I said to the guardian as we roared past the Assembly Hall where the Council used to hold its daily meetings. “Murder, suicide, accident or natural causes?”

“My driver has a perfect safety record.”

I almost fell off my seat. There had never been much evidence that Lewis Hamilton possessed a sense of humour, let alone that he was prepared to show it off in front of his staff.

“Surely we shouldn’t be prejudging, Dalrymple,” he went on. “But if you insist on playing games, our statistics clearly show that death from natural causes is the most likely, especially at this time of year. Accidental death comes next. Apart from dissident-related killings around the city line, there have been hardly any murders in Edinburgh since 2022. And, I’m glad to say, suicide is still illegal.”

I put my hands out as we swung on to the Mound and down towards Princes Street. The guardian was having a veiled go at the members of the Council who had tried to repeal the regulation banning suicide. There had been an idea that citizens would feel they had greater control over their lives, or rather deaths. The conservative wing had won that particular battle.

I took in the panorama from our elevated position. To the right protruded the stump of the Enlightenment Monument, as the original Council had renamed the Scott Monument. Its upper sections have been dropping off regularly in recent years and there’s now a rectangular structure of scaffolding covered with tarpaulin around the top. There are vast maroon hearts painted on each side, along with the names of the foreign companies that have done sponsorship deals with the Council.

To my left a dustcloud was rising from the racetrack in the gardens. During the Big Heat spectators watch the horses from air-conditioned stands that look like a giant’s greenhouses. What used to be lawns and flowerbeds are mostly rock gardens filled with cacti these days, though the floral clock has been kept in operation. It was being watered by a morose Parks Department labourer who had his hose at arm’s length like he’d been asked to hold someone else’s dick. Splatters of the city’s precious water raked our windows as we reached the main thoroughfare. Before we crossed to Hanover Street I caught an eyeful of awnings and flags. Edinburgh has turned into an open-air cafe society, at least in the centre where the tourists go. They were easy enough to spot, their well-cut clothes in stark contrast to the faded Supply Directorate waiters’ uniforms and overalls worn by the citizens who work in the tourist zone. Some young Chinese were watching satellite television from micro-receivers on their wrists. No doubt they were keeping up with the Beijing Stock Market – pandaflation had been rampant.

“I still don’t see why you’re coming with me,” the guardian said testily. “The chances that this is your missing Edlott winner can’t be very great.”

I shrugged. “So we rule out this guy and I get back to the search.”

Hamilton glanced at me. “You can’t resist a body, can you, Dalrymple?”

“And you can, can you, Lewis?” I asked with an ironic grin. “You were out of your office like a vulture in the mating season.”

I heard the guardswoman stifle a laugh and the conversation rapidly terminated.

In a few minutes we reached the guard checkpoint at the bottom of Dundas Street and moved into the citizen residential area of Stockbridge. The surroundings were immediately less salubrious, the road surface uneven and buildings stained black by the coal we’ve been burning in winter since the electricity restrictions bit years ago. Citizens working here don’t have to bother with the uniforms they wear in the centre, so the streets were filled with people in dirty T-shirts and faded shorts. I felt at home again.

Just before the bridge there was a maroon and white striped Edlott booth with a queue of citizens snaking away from it. A character wearing an eighteenth-century coat and what was probably a false paunch was giving them a speech. The billiard cue he was carrying told me who he was meant to be – David Hume, Edinburgh philosopher and bon viveur. Christ knows what the old sceptic would think of his home town’s condition in the twenty-first century. Maybe he’d be amused that a lottery-winner was impersonating him. He might even be impressed that a fair number of the populace was well read enough to recognise him.

“I sincerely hope it isn’t the lottery-winner who’s dead, Dalrymple,” Hamilton said, staring past me at the booth. “The Culture Directorate will make my life hell.”

He was probably right. Since the success of Edlott, the directorate handling it had become one of the most influential in the Council. Even the once all-powerful Finance Directorate had to listen to the culture guardian and his gang of smartarse senior auxiliaries – especially since they’d started developing initiatives with the Tourism Directorate, the city’s other hotbed of money-grabbing schemers.

I smiled. The guardian was quite capable of looking after himself in Council meetings. “What’s your problem, Lewis?” I asked. “You don’t even approve of Edlott. You once told me it was run by fools for fools.”

He stared at me with hostile intentions. I shouldn’t have wound him up by talking down the lottery in front of the guardswoman. Not that she gave any sign of having noticed – personnel who work in the proximity of the public order guardian learn to turn off their hearing regularly.

“I don’t know what you mean, man,” Hamilton said unconvincingly. “Citizens deserve to have the chance to change their lives. They need to know that their dreams might come true. Anyway, the Council approved the setting up of Edlott unanimously.”

The Council always approves measures unanimously, or says it does. And the reason the guardians went for Edlott was because they were desperate to calm citizens down when food and power shortages threatened to cause major disorder.

“Here we are.” The guardian pointed ahead. A roadblock had been set up at the junction of St Bernard’s Street and the main road. A couple of glowering guardsmen were holding some disaffected locals at bay. We were waved through, my citizen-issue clothes getting a dubious look from one of the auxiliaries.

“Where exactly are we headed?” I asked.

“The Colonies,” the guardian replied. “The barracks commander’s waiting for us in Bell Place.”

We drove past the local citizens’ bathhouse in what was once a swimming-pool and reached the Colonies, a housing scheme started in the 1860s by a group of stonemasons. As many as 10,000 people lived in the closely built streets at first, but the houses went upmarket in the second half of the twentieth century and the number of residents dropped. We took a left turn and found the road full of guard vehicles.

A careworn auxiliary appeared at the Jeep door. “Good morning, guardian.”

“Raeburn 01.” Hamilton acknowledged the commander of the local guard barracks and nudged me impatiently. “Come on then, Dalrymple. No time to lose.”

I stepped reluctantly into the heat then took in the neat lines of houses to our right and left. By Housing Directorate standards they were in unusually good condition. The railings running up to the first-floor entrances had been repainted recently. There was even the occasional flowerbox, water for them presumably taken illicitly from the river at the road end.

“Where’s the body?” I asked.

“Follow me.” Raeburn 01 led us down the street. A guard had been placed outside each front door. Through the windows I could see anxious citizens looking out at us, in one house a mother standing with her arm round her daughter’s back. The little girl gave me a cautious smile. I winked back and her eyes opened wide in surprise. She probably thought from my appearance that I was a clown the guard had brought along to cheer themselves up.

“Down here.” The commander took us through a small garden and down to the river bank. Then he raised his arm and pointed.

There were a few moments of silence as we focused on the Water of Leith. In the nineteenth century the river had been the sewer of the New Town and it didn’t smell too healthy now. Water was running sluggishly through a narrow central channel, the rest of the river bed made up of bone-hard dried mud and stones that hadn’t been submerged since last winter. By the end of the Big Heat there wouldn’t be much more than a trickle in the channel.

Not that the guy lying on his front with his head in the flow cared about that any more. The hot wind gusted from the east down the river bed and billowed his shirt up from his back, baring pale, unwashed skin. The legs in frayed dark blue work trousers were spread wide open at a disturbing angle. There was a shoe missing from the man’s right foot and the skin on the underside was covered in dried blood.

Then the silence was broken by a sound that’s become common at this time of year in the few parts of the city where there’s even a dribble of water. Our very own version of the “Bullfrog Blues”.

“Have your people touched anything?” I asked the barracks commander after I’d had a quick look around the site.

“Certainly not,” he replied with an affronted look. “We know the procedures.”

I got a glare from Hamilton for my trouble as well. “Okay, okay. Who found the body?”

An eager guardsman who couldn’t have been long out of the auxiliary training programme stepped up. “I did, citizen. I was on foot patrol on the other side of the water. I called in immediately.”

“Right.” I took the pair of protective gloves offered by a scene-of-crime squad auxiliary, pulled them on and kneeled down by the body. Flies rose up angrily and cannoned off me. The shallow river was washing over the dead man’s face and forehead, sluicing past the head with a gentle gurgling noise.

I twisted round towards the guardsman. “Are you sure you didn’t touch anything?”

He shifted his weight uneasily.

“Only I’d have expected you to check whether this citizen was alive and getting his mouth and nose out of the water would have been a perfectly natural reaction.”

The guardsman looked at his commander, keeping his eyes off the guardian, then nodded. “I   . . . I did lift his head out for a short time. But I put it back again as soon as I ascertained he wasn’t breathing.”

I nodded at him, giving his superiors a tight smile. “Just so we’re clear on that. Anyone else touch anything? Check in his pockets?”

There was a collective shaking of heads. I didn’t believe them – the guardian had asked if there was any ID when he was contacted on the phone – but I’d made my point. It’s always a good idea to impose yourself on auxiliaries.

“Can we get on, Dalrymple?” Hamilton demanded.

I lifted the dead man’s head and looked at his face. The unshaven skin was only slightly wrinkled, suggesting he hadn’t been in the water for long. Initially it was difficult to be sure from the photographs I’d seen of the missing lottery-winner. He was around the same age. But I soon realised the build and weight were different. The man at the riverside was pretty short and his face looked markedly thinner than Fordyce Kennedy’s.

“I reckon you’re in the clear with the Culture Directorate, Lewis,” I said. “The question is, who’s this guy?”

I checked the dead man’s pockets: a heavily stained handkerchief and a lottery ticket stub, but no sign of the identity card citizens have to carry at all times. There were no obvious injuries so murder didn’t look like a banker. Suicide wasn’t too likely either – he’d have had a hell of a job drowning himself in the Water of Leith’s less-than-raging torrent. Natural causes was still the best bet. He might have suffered a heart attack while he was walking by the river, or maybe succumbed to heatstroke. But the angle of his legs and the missing shoe made me wonder. Walking with only one shoe? Hit by a spasm that jerked the legs out at such an extreme angle? I twitched my head and tried to restrain my imagination.

I stepped back and let the Public Order Directorate photographers get stuck in. While they were busy, I took a walk around. Auxiliaries in protective suits had already sectioned off the stretch of ground from the road end to the river. Three of them were crawling around looking for prints or traces. A small group of local residents, those who obviously worked earlier or later shifts, had gathered behind the tape that had been run between the flaky trunks of two trees. I went over to them.

“We’ll need one of you to have a go at identifying the dead man,” I said.

They looked at me doubtfully, trying to work out what one of their rank was doing in the middle of a guard operation. Eventually a tall, gangly guy in his fifties with a badly set broken nose and thick grey hair nodded.

“All right, son. I’ll help you out.”

I lifted the tape and led him down, skirting the area the scene-of-crime squad were scrutinising.

“Here,” the man said in a low voice, “what’s in it for me?”

I looked round at him. He was wearing brown overalls bearing the badge of a Supply Directorate storeman. His kind was on the take years before the Council relaxed the penalties for involvement in the black market. Now they only get six months in the mines.

I gave him an encouraging smile. “What’s your name?” I asked.

“Angus Drem.” He returned my smile, sensing a payoff.

“Well, Angus, here’s the deal. See the old fellow with the beard over there?”

His smile faded. “That’s the public order guardian, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. He’s the one who negotiates payments to citizens.” I headed towards Lewis Hamilton. “I’ll just let him know you’re in the market, shall I?”

“No!”

The citizen’s shout made everyone turn towards us.

“No, son, I was just kidding,” he said hastily. “After all, this is a public duty. You must’ve misunderstood me.”

“Uh-huh.” I kneeled down by the dead man again and lifted his head out of the water. “So do you know him, Angus?”

The man’s face had gone white. “Oh fuck, aye,” he said in a whisper. “It’s Frankie Thomson, the poor bugger. He lives in number 19.”

I beckoned to the commander. “Get one of your people to take a statement from Citizen Drem here. Everything he knows about the dead man, when he last saw him, any visitors to his   . . .”

“I know the procedure, citizen,” the auxiliary interrupted, leading the citizen away.

“What have we got then?” asked a cool voice from behind me.

I turned to find the medical guardian kneeling on the other side of the body.

“Sophia,” I said, unable to keep the surprise from my voice. “I didn’t expect to see you down here.”

If she was unimpressed by my use of her name in front of auxiliaries, she didn’t show it. “You know how it is. There are so few sudden deaths in the city   . . .”

Not so few during the Big Heat that the medical guardian checks each one out personally, I thought.

“Also,” she said, head bent over the corpse, “I was informed that both the public order guardian and you were attending. That piqued my curiosity.”

I still wasn’t convinced. Maybe she’d just wanted some fresh air – in which case she was in the wrong place. Frankie Thomson was in need of cold storage.

“Have the scene-of-crime people finished with the body?” she asked.

I looked round at the auxiliary in white plastic who was hovering behind us. He nodded.

“So it seems. What do you think then?”

Sophia lifted the dead man’s head and examined the mouth and nostrils. “No sign of the foam that drowning would produce, but then the flow of water would have washed that away. Flesh beginning to whiten. The goose bumps on his cheeks show the onset of cutis anserina.” She felt the limbs. “Rigor mortis is under way in the arms and legs but he hasn’t been here for too long. Twelve hours maximum, I’d say provisionally, though the high ambient temperature complicates things.” Now she was at the lower half of the body. “Curious angle of the legs, don’t you think?”

I nodded.

She leaned closer and sniffed. “I can smell faecal matter. He lost control of his bowels.”

I looked closer. The dead man’s trousers had a stain on the backside which the sun had dried. “Significant?” I asked.

“Maybe. Don’t get your hopes up though. He may just have eaten something bad.”

“Never. Your directorate’s dietary planning doesn’t allow for that.”

Sophia ignored my sarcasm. “Abrasions on the sole of the foot but not elsewhere. So he walked here, he wasn’t dragged.”

“Can we get his head out of the water now?” I asked.

“Why not?” Sophia stood up and wiped sweat from her brow. Even the Ice Queen must have been boiling in the protective suit she was wearing over her clothes.

Scene-of-crime personnel lifted the body away from the water. Sophia signalled to them to turn it over on its back. Then she kneeled down by the upper abdomen and undid the buttons of the citizen-issue shirt.

“No signs of any bruising or abrasions here.” She looked at the fabric of the shirt.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Look at these patches.” She put her nose up to them and inhaled. “Vomit. He definitely had something that didn’t agree with him.”

“For example?”

She shrugged. “There are plenty of possibilities.”

“But you’ll narrow them down in the post-mortem?”

She gave me the hint of a smile. “We’ll narrow them down all right, citizen,” she replied in a cold voice, glancing up at Lewis Hamilton who’d just joined us.

I swallowed a bitter laugh. I’d been in bed with her a few hours ago, but as far as she was concerned I was nothing more than a demoted auxiliary on special investigation duties.

“What next?” the public order guardian asked.

“The medical guardian takes the body to the morgue,” I said. “And we stick our noses into Frankie Thomson’s flat.”

I was standing outside number 19 Bell Place gulping water from a bottle I’d got from Hamilton’s driver. The sun was at its zenith and the heat was as big as it gets. A guard Land-Rover came round the corner at speed and screeched to a halt six inches from the guardian’s Jeep.

“Well parked, Davie,” I called.

“What are you doing here, Hume 253?” Hamilton asked, peering at the gap between the bumpers.

“Good morning, guardian,” Davie said, trying to pretend that his driving was beyond criticism. “I heard from the command centre that a body had been discovered.” He looked at me hopefully. “I thought you and citizen Dalrymple might need some help.”

“Oh, you did, did you? So you drove down here like a madman and   . . .” The guardian finally took his gaze from the back end of his Jeep. “Anyway, what makes you think Citizen Dalrymple has any involvement in this case?” He glared at me. “You wanted to know if this body was that of the missing Edlott winner. It isn’t. Why are you still here?”

Typical Hamilton. For him, things were either black or white. I’ve always tended to operate in grey areas.

“Look,” I said, “the missing guy will probably turn up with a hangover any time now. That poor sod over there’s had his last hair of the dog and I’m not convinced he just dropped dead on the river bank. I’m your special investigator, for God’s sake. Let me confirm this isn’t a suspicious death.”

For a few moments it seemed Hamilton wasn’t going to buy it, then he nodded reluctantly. “Oh, very well. But I want you back on the Edlott case as soon as possible.” Before I could celebrate my minor victory his lower jaw jutted forward aggressively. “Don’t think you can use any guard personnel you want, Dalrymple. In case it’s escaped your attention, Hume 253 is a guard commander and as such is subject to my orders.”

“I know,” I said, playing it cool. “That’s why I’m asking you to let him assist me here. It’ll mean I get things finished quicker.”

The guardian couldn’t really argue with that. “Now I suppose I’m going to have to rearrange the watch commanders’ rota,” he grumbled, looking round for a minion to bawl out.

I led Davie up the steps to the dead man’s front door. “Next time pull up further away from his precious Jeep,” I suggested.

“Did I hit it?” Davie demanded. “Did I?”

“Calm down.” I handed him a pair of rubber gloves and led him inside. Scene-of-crime people were already at work finger-printing and taking photographs.

“Not bad,” Davie said, taking in the living room and separate kitchen from the hall. “You could have a whole family in here.”

“Yes, you could.” I put in a call to the Housing Directorate and discovered that Thomson, Francis Dee, had lived here on his own for fourteen months. They weren’t able to tell me why he hadn’t been allocated single-citizen accommodation. It may simply have been that the bureaucracy had fouled up.

“Right, where do we start?” Davie said, going into the living room.

“You know the drill by now, guardsman.”

“Confirm ID, collate forensic evidence, list personal belongings   . . .”

“All right, smartarse. I’ll take the table, you take the rest.”

“Done.”

Although there was the usual range of Supply Directorate furniture in the room, I’d actually given Davie the easy bit. It looked like almost all of Frankie Thomson’s worldly possessions were on the table that stood under the front window – papers, dirty cups, old copies of the Edinburgh Guardian, a pair of socks with holes in the toes and a darning needle stuck through them, a couple of well-thumbed Ngaio Marsh novels. And, on the top, his ID card. That saved us some time. It also gave me a medium-voltage shock.

“Well, well,” I said.

“What have you got?” Davie came over.

I fended him off. “Thomson, Francis Dee,” I read. “Status – citizen. Born 24.4.1972, height five feet five inches, weight eight stone six pounds, hair grey, teeth incomplete (upper rear denture plate), distinguishing mark none, employment Cleansing Department, Tourism Directorate, address 19 Bell Place, Colonies, next of kin none.” The face staring out was the one I’d seen by the river. In life the eyes looked as vacant as they did now.

“Is that it?” Davie sounded disappointed.

“No, it’s not,” I said, turning the laminated card round and holding it in front of his face.

“Ah,” he said, registering the letters “DM” in bold maroon type at the bottom. “The dead man was a demoted auxiliary.”

“Kind of changes things, doesn’t it?” I said, putting the card into my pocket. Although the Council carefully avoids doing DM-class citizens like me any favours when we’re alive, they find us much more interesting when we’re dead. Because demoted auxiliaries are by definition untrustworthy characters who’ve sold the Enlightenment out one way or another, their deaths are automatically treated as suspicious until proved otherwise.

“I’d better notify the guardian,” Davie said, turning away.

I reached out an arm and grabbed his shoulder. “Hold on. He’ll be off to the Council meeting soon. Let’s sit on this for a bit till we dig up some more about the guy.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Davie said, his eyes wide open. “The guardian’ll have my balls for breakfast if he finds out I’ve colluded in suppressing significant information.”

“Who’s going to tell him?” I asked. “Anyway, you don’t have to work with me on this if you don’t want to.” I gave him a tight smile. “Or if I don’t want you to.”

“Why are you doing this?” he asked desperately. “It’s just a waster who passed out in the sun, for Christ’s sake.”

I ran my fingers across my unshaven cheek slowly. I wasn’t too sure what I was doing myself. Maybe I felt some irrational sympathy for a fellow former auxiliary. But more than that, something I couldn’t put my finger on felt strange about the whole set-up.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll give your boss a full report later on. Anything else interesting?”

Davie shook his head in extreme frustration then continued his search. He’d taken the few books off the shelves and checked them for inserts. It’s amazing how many citizens put letters and other bits of paper they want to keep inside books. Maybe it’s a side effect of the Council’s drive to increase reading. He shook his head. “Nothing, Quint.”

I went over to the rear wall and looked behind the Supply Directorate print of the castle. No interesting stash there. Then I looked round the room, wondering again about the accommodation Frankie Thomson had been allocated. Demoted citizens are supposed to get standard citizen-issue everything – housing, clothes, jobs, whatever – so how had he ended up with more rooms and space than single citizens are entitled to? I made a note about that for when I checked his file. Then I pulled out my mobile and rang the Tourism Directorate. It took some shouting and a three-minute wait but I got what I wanted.

“What do you think of this, Davie?” I said as I cut the connection. “The dead man was a cleaner at the Smoke on the Water marijuana club in the Dean Village.”

“Smoke on the Water? Isn’t that a piece of music?”

“Depends how you define music, my friend.”

A female scene-of-crime auxiliary appeared at the door.

“Citizen? There’s something you should see in the kitchen.”

We followed the white-suited figure into the back room. She pointed to the kitchen table. Three bottles of whisky stood in the centre of it, the caps screwed on and the labels facing the door.

“The Ultimate Usquebaugh,” Davie read. “I’ve never heard of that brand.”

“That’s what I mean,” the auxiliary said. “I contacted the Alcohol Department in the Supply Directorate and they said the same thing.”

I stepped closer and examined the bottles without touching them. “Be very careful when you dust for prints,” I said. “If this is contraband, we’ll need to trace it.”

“The dead man worked in a club,” said Davie. “He probably got it there.”

I nodded, still looking at the whisky. It was a dark brown colour. A small amount had been taken from the front bottle. The other two were full. The label looked to have been professionally printed but there wasn’t much else to go on. The Ultimate Usquebaugh were the only words, in maroon on a grey background with no other design features. “Usquebaugh” means “water of life” in Gaelic. For some reason that didn’t make me feel good.

“Any glasses?” I asked the auxiliary.

She shook her head. “No dirty ones anywhere. There are a couple of clean ones in the cupboard.” She pointed to the floor under the table. “There’s also this.”

I bent down and saw a citizen-issue brown shoe that matched the one on Frankie Thomson’s left foot. I picked it up carefully – the scene-of-crime staff had traced round it with chalk – and looked in it. There were no bloodstains. As the dead man had no sock on either foot it was reasonable to suppose that, like a lot of Edinburgh people during the Big Heat, he didn’t bother with them. But would he have walked voluntarily to the rough terrain by the riverside with only one shoe on?

“Our man liked a drink,” Davie said. He had his foot on the bin pedal. Inside were two empty bottles, this time standard Supply Directorate stuff: Cream of Auld Reekie. There was also a half-empty bottle of the same brand on the windowledge.

“Dust all these then send them to toxicology – along with the Ultimate Usquebaugh,” I said to the female auxiliary.

“He definitely had his ultimate drink, eh?” Davie said with a grin.

I wasn’t on for grinning back at him. I was getting a bad feeling about what had gone on in number 19 Bell Place and at the side of the Water of Leith.

The barracks commander Raeburn 01 came up from the street. “We’ve located all the residents,” he said, trying and failing to give the impression that he enjoyed reporting to an ordinary citizen like me.

“And?” I wasn’t going to let him off the hook.

“And only two of them admit to ever having spoken to the dead man.”

I wasn’t too surprised. After twenty years of the guard’s sledgehammer public order tactics, ordinary Edinburgh folk don’t do them any favours.

“So what you’re saying is that the rest of them didn’t know Frankie Thomson except to ignore on the street and didn’t see or hear what he was up to last night?”

“Correct.” The commander bit the end of his pencil.

“Who are the two you’ve managed to strongarm into talking?”

Davie nudged me hard in the back as the guardian loomed in the hallway.

Raeburn 01 stared at me then looked at his notebook. “There’s a female citizen called Mary McMurray who heard some noise here late last night.”

“I’ll talk to her,” I said. “Who else?”

“Citizen Drem.”

“Angus with the broken nose?” I didn’t fancy listening to that scumbag again. “What did he tell you?”

“Oh, he was very obliging.”

“I’ll bet,” I said. He was no doubt the type who likes to make contacts in the guard. That’s how the black market prospers.

“But he didn’t have much to tell. Apparently Citizen Thomson often drank to excess.” The commander wrinkled his nose. Senior auxiliaries usually have no time for human weaknesses like heavy drinking, despite the provision of alcohol in barracks messes. “Drem said he often saw him slumped over the table in his window.”

I took Davie aside. “I want you to put the shits up Angus Drem. Threaten him with the third degree, a cell in the castle, whatever it takes. I want to know if he’s ever been involved in handling contraband whisky. Don’t mention the name of that stuff we found though. And Davie?” I lowered my voice. “Find out if he knew Frankie Thomson was DM.”

Davie gave me a grim smile and headed out. I reckoned the Supply Directorate storeman would soon be regretting that he’d identified the body.

“Where does the female citizen live?” I asked Raeburn 01.

“Next door to the right. Number 21.”

I went outside and looked down the street. Lewis Hamilton was speaking on the phone in his Jeep – probably still playing with his rosters. I knocked on the neighbouring front door.

Mary McMurray was the woman I’d seen on my way to the body. She was painfully thin and had mousy hair, her face sunburnt and dotted with what I hoped were benign melanomas. Her daughter was right behind her, clutching her hand.

“Don’t worry,” I said, kneeling down and smiling at the little girl. She was about five, her fair hair done up in plaits. “I’m not one of those nasty people in uniforms. I don’t like them.”

The girl stared at me seriously then shook her head. “Neither do I. They stamp their feet and shout all the time.”

I laughed. “My name’s Quint. What’s yours?”

She was still looking at me with a grave expression. “Quint’s a silly name. I’m called Morag.”

“You’re right, Morag. Quint is a silly name.” I decided against telling her it was short for Quintilian. “Will you go and play while your mum and I have a wee chat?”

Mary McMurray shook her head. “Forget it, citizen. When I’m home, she never lets me out of her sight.” She led me into the front room. It was clean and tidy, the curtains partially drawn against the sun. Above the fireplace was a photograph of a handsome smiling guy.

“That’s my daddy,” the little girl said, catching me looking at it. “He’s gone to heaven.”

I looked at her mother. After a moment she shrugged.

“What could I tell her, citizen? I know we’re supposed to be atheists but she won’t have it any other way.”

“Border duty?” I said in a low voice.

She nodded. “Cattle raid two years ago.”

After a bit Morag went to the corner and started playing with a doll.

“So tell me about Frankie Thomson, Mary.”

She hesitated. “You’re the investigator they sometimes write about in the Guardian, aren’t you?”

I nodded.

“But you do things for ordinary citizens as well as work for the Council?”

“I’m a free agent, Mary. That’s why I’m dressed in rags.”

She smiled reluctantly. “All right. But I haven’t much to tell you, citizen.”

“Call me Quint.”

“I still haven’t much to tell you, Quint.” The smile had stayed on her lips but her eyes were as sad as any I’ve seen in the city. “Frankie, och, he was okay as a neighbour. Apart from the drink. He got steaming a couple of nights every week. I suppose he had the booze from the club where he worked.” She looked out of the gap between the curtains for a moment. “Like I say, he was all right. At least he was quiet.” She turned back to face me. “Apart from last night.”

That sounded interesting. I moved closer to her. “You heard something?”

“Aye. It was the singing. It woke Morag up.”

“What time?”

“Just after three. They were really belting it out – something about the moon in Alabama, I don’t know.”

“They?” Now I was really hooked.

“Yeah, there was someone else in his place. Another guy. I pounded on the wall and they shut up. Eventually.”

“Then what?”

“Then I heard his front door open and close, and their voices move down the street towards the river. I couldn’t see much, of course, with the streetlights not being on but  . . .” She broke off. The way she was biting her lip kept my interest.

“Did you see something, Mary? Anything at all?”

She shrugged. “I did look out the window. It was pretty dark, but I caught a glimpse of the man who was with Frankie.”

“What did he look like?” I asked, my throat suddenly dry.

“Och, I don’t know.” Mary’s shoulders slumped. “I couldn’t really see. He was a bit taller than Frankie and he had dark clothes on. Maybe that’s why it stuck out.”

“It? What was it?” I’d raised my voice involuntarily. Morag gave a frightened moan from the other side of the room. “Sorry,” I said more quietly. “What was it that stuck out, Mary?”

“His head,” she said, frowning at me. “His head. The hair was cut right down to the scalp.”

Great. In a city where water’s rationed and decent shampoo’s scarcer than self-effacing guardsmen, there’s no shortage of men who shave their heads. Christ, some of the women do it too. “Anything else?” I asked. “Did he have any hair on his face?”

She thought for a few seconds. “No, he was clean-shaven.”

“What age do you think he was?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. He put what looked like a sunhat on as soon as he got to the pavement. The only other thing I saw was that he had a bottle in one hand.”

I wondered if that had been the Ultimate Usquebaugh. “What build was he?” I asked.

“Slim,” she said after a few seconds’ thought. “Definitely slim.”

“Are you sure you don’t remember anything else?”

“Nothing. Except   . . . except I was just dropping off again when I heard this shout. From the river. Well, it was more like a scream now I think about it.” She shook her head and looked guilty. “Now I know what’s happened.”

I glanced over at the corner. Morag was facing us but she was more interested in the conversation she was having with her doll.

“Did you hear anything else?”

“No. I was knackered after my shift on the bus.”

“The other voice, can you tell me anything more about it? Was it a tenor or a bass?”

She looked at me uncomprehendingly. “I don’t know. The two of them were singing. That’s all I remember.”

I waited. It’s surprising what people remember if you don’t hassle them too much.

“The other guy’s voice wasn’t particularly deep, if that’s what you mean. Kind of in the middle.” She stared at me, the flawed skin on her face taut. “What happened to Frankie? Was he   . . . was he murdered?”

“Of course not. He probably just had too much whisky.” I could tell she wasn’t convinced. “Listen, Mary. Did you know he was a demoted auxiliary?”

She held her eyes on me then shook her head slowly. “Does that matter now?”

I met her gaze. “Not to him it doesn’t,” I said, turning to the door. “But it might do to me.”
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