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The dung really started to fly on Hogmanay, 2021. The last day of the last month is supposed to be a time for celebrating the good things that happened in the old year and for anticipating the joys of the new one. In Edinburgh that means getting slaughtered. Not even the Council of City Guardians has managed to put a stop to that part of our heritage. But this time someone took getting slaughtered literally. It didn’t come as a complete surprise. Ever since the new wave of ultra-keen young guardians took over in 2020, there’s been an undercurrent of tension in the “perfect city”. Everything’s been tightened up so much under the new rulers. They call them the “iron boyscouts” in the ordinary citizens’ bars when they reckon there’s no informer around, or when they’re too pissed to care about being sent down the mines for a month. There’s too much supervision of everyone’s activities, too many regulations, too much control. And as the city’s schoolchildren find out in their sex education classes, if you bottle everything up, you’re sure to become a pervert. Or a dissident. Or both.

I would never turn down a murder investigation. The problem was that this case didn’t start off being one of those. Or rather, it did. But I just didn’t realise.

Christ, I wish I had. Whatever way you look at it, I could never have guessed I’d end up in the Bone Yard. I’d trade my entire collection of blues tapes – W.C. Handy and Big Bill Broonzy included – to have missed that gig.


Chapter One
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The weather set its trap with all the cunning and skill of a poacher who invites his extended family round for a New Year’s banquet then realises his cupboard is bare. In the early afternoon the sky was bright, Mediterranean blue without a hint of a cloud. Citizens ventured out with only one sweater instead of the usual three and tourists imagined that unbuttoned raincoats would be adequate protection. There were even a few guardsmen and women around without their standard-issue maroon scarves. They all got a couple of hours of reasonable warmth, then the sun went west and the temperature swapped a minus for a plus reading faster than politicians pocketed envelopes stuffed with banknotes in the years before the UK fell apart. I was standing at my living room window when people in the street below started jerking about as if a mantrap’s serrated jaws had suddenly closed around their legs. It wasn’t exactly warm in my flat, but at least I had a glass of barracks malt to ward off the cold.

“What have you got on tonight, Davie?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder. “For God’s sake, leave my guitar alone. The neighbours will start complaining.”

The bulky figure on the sofa raised his middle finger, scratched his beard and continued strumming. “And a happy New Year to you too, Quint. If they put up with you playing the blues, I don’t see why they should be bothered by this.”

“Possibly because they like the blues, while what you’re playing is just a wee bit passé.”

“Nothing wrong with ‘Flower of Scotland’.”

“Nothing apart from the fact that Scotland ceased to exist seventeen years ago.” I took another pull of whisky. “And the fact that your lords and masters outlawed the song.”

Davie discarded the guitar and picked up his glass. “They also banned the blues, Quint.”

“Which shows you what a bunch of tossers they are.”

“That’s enough abuse of the Council, citizen.” Davie didn’t look too bothered as he poured himself more malt. “Unfortunately I’m on duty tonight. I’ve got to supervise patrols in the tourist area.”

“Which is why you’re getting your drinking in now, is it?” I asked. Not that Davie’s consumption of alcohol would affect his ability to do his job. The Council may have been struggling to provide Edinburgh’s population with decent food, but he was still fit enough to take on anyone in an Olympic wrestling competition. Except there haven’t been any Olympics Games for a long time – too many countries have been reduced to warring city-states.

I peered down into the street below. It was rapidly sinking into the gloom of twilight. Under the Energy Directorate’s recent electricity rationing plan, the streetlights don’t come on until as late as possible.

“So, no chance of a romantic Hogmanay with Fiona, then?” I said. Davie had been spending more time than his rank are meant to with a fellow auxiliary. I did a double-take. “Jesus, look at this. There’s a lunatic coming along Gilmore Place.”

“Not very likely, given the Council’s policy on unproductive citizens. They’re all banged up in homes for life.”

“Not this one.” I followed the guy along the street. First he pressed himself into a doorway on the other side. He waited, then slowly stuck his head out to take a look. And then he sprinted across to the near side in what could charitably be described as an ungainly fashion, narrowly avoiding being hit by a superannuated Supply Directorate van. “Look at him now.”

Davie joined me at the window and we watched as the man in the street continued his antics. He was around six feet and thin, like all citizens, in his early twenties, as far as I could make out in the murk. He was wearing an orange woolly hat and the standard dark blue overcoat ordinary citizens obtain with clothing vouchers. From the doorway three down from mine, his head appeared slowly, looking towards the Tollcross end of the street.

“He seems to be checking if he’s being followed,” Davie said. Then he burst out laughing. “Bloody hell, what a jackass.”

Our man belted across the road again, his legs kicking high like a pony that’s just seen the vet get out his biggest syringe. Again, the head poked in and out nervously from a doorway opposite.

“Check out your lot and see if they’re chasing him.” I kept an eye on the strange guy while Davie flipped open his mobile and called the guard command centre in the castle. If it hadn’t been for the cold and the location – my flat’s on a street where tourists only come if they were born with a jellyfish’s sense of direction – I’d have assumed he was a street performer in the year-round arts festival that’s the mainstay of the city’s income.

Davie signed off. “No. They didn’t have a clue what I was on about.”

“Don’t worry. I think we’re about to find out.”

The young man had crossed the road, legs all over the place again. We watched as he disappeared from view directly beneath my window.

“You don’t think he’s on his way up here, do you?” Davie asked dubiously.

“He’s a client all right,” I replied. “Care for a small wager?”

“Bollocks to that. You know I don’t bet with you any more, Quint.” Davie’s barracks commander had lost patience with the number of bottles of whisky he used to take from the mess to cover his wagers with me. The one we were drinking now was my Hogmanay present.

I listened for footsteps on the stair. They weren’t long in coming. The knock was quiet, just a couple of tentative taps.

“No, I’ll get it,” I said, waving Davie back to the sofa. “Your uniform isn’t likely to turn him on.”

I opened up and let in the guy from the street. At close range he looked much more normal. He pulled off the woollen cap – presumably a gift from a doting mother who could only find orange wool in the city’s stores – and revealed thick brown hair shorter than the regulation one-inch length. His face was thin and his brown eyes seemed to be far too big for the rest of his features. He smiled hopefully.

“Citizen Dalrymple?” He glanced over my shoulder, but didn’t look particularly concerned by the sight of Davie in his City Guard’s grey tunic with the maroon heart. If anything his smile got broader.

“The same,” I said. “Call me Quint. And that’s Hume 253.” I didn’t give him Davie’s name. That would have been too much of a shock for an ordinary citizen – auxiliaries are supposed to be faceless servants of the city and if you don’t address them by barracks name and number, you’re nailed for non-compliance.

“Em, right.” The young man fiddled with his hat then stuffed it into his pocket. “The name’s Aitken, Roddie Aitken.” He gave another smile, as if what he was called was a private joke.

“Fancy a dram, Roddie?’ I asked, holding up the bottle.

He stared at it like he’d never seen whisky before. He may well not have seen barracks whisky before. The look on his face suggested either that he had a massive hangover or that he was one of the few Edinburgh citizens who have an aversion to alcohol.

“Sit down,” I said, pointing to the place on the sofa next to Davie. “Don’t worry, he won’t bite.”

Davie wasn’t too impressed by that kind of talk in front of a citizen.

“So, Roddie,” I said, giving him what I thought was an encouraging smile. “Who’s following you?”

The guy looked like I’d just accused him of being sympathetic to the aims of the democrats in Glasgow. He sat bolt upright and looked over towards the door, as if he were gauging whether he could beat us to it.

“Don’t panic,” I said. “I saw you in the street.”

Roddie Aitken relaxed a bit and smiled weakly. “I must have looked like a right  . . .”

“Aye, you did,” Davie said with a grin.

The young man laughed. He didn’t seem to be intimidated by Davie’s presence; some of my clients would rather forgo their sex sessions than talk in front of an auxiliary. “I heard you help people out,” he said, turning to me. “Is that right, citizen Dalrymple?”

“Quint,” I said. “Remember?”

He nodded apologetically.

“And I do help people out, as you put it.”

“But you’re not in the guard?”

“Not any more. I have contacts though.” I nodded at Davie. “Why? Have you got a problem with the guard?”

Roddie Aitken shrugged. “No, not at all. It’s just that I told them about my problem and they  . . . well, they haven’t followed it up.”

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that story. There aren’t enough auxiliaries in the Public Order Directorate to deal with every citizen’s request for help. One of the reasons I didn’t rejoin the directorate when I was invited a couple of years back was that there’s plenty to do cleaning up their omissions and lapses. The fact that I’m regarded as Mephistopheles without a disguise by the new wave of headbangers in the Council is neither here nor there.

“What exactly is your problem, citizen?” Davie demanded with typical guardsman’s subtlety.

“Yes, you’d better give us a clue, Roddie,” I said, gesturing to Davie to lay off him. “Don’t be shy. Hume 253 often works with me.”

Aitken thought about it for a few moments, then got stuck into his story. It often happens like that. Clients spend the first few minutes with their noses twitching like dogs carrying out extensive research on an unfamiliar leg, then they suddenly start rubbing themselves up against it like the trousers are on heat.

“I told the guard about the hooded man yesterday morning. They said they’d get back to me today, but they haven’t. The thing is, I’m not sure what it’s all about. Jimmie reckons that the guy was trying to have a real go at me, but I didn’t see the knife  . . .”

Davie’s eyes were rolling and mine probably weren’t too stable either. “Hold on a second, you’ve lost us,” I said. “We’ve got a hooded man, a knife, a Jimmie, the guard and you. Make some connections, will you?”

Roddie Aitken laughed and his face took on an even more boyish look. It was hard to tell how old he was. Maybe that’s why he was dubious about the whisky. “I knew it would sound crazy,” he said.

Davie got up and went over to the window.

Suddenly the young man’s face looked older. His eyes were wide open, fixed on the figure in uniform. “Is he there?” he asked in a taut voice. “Can you see a big guy in a long coat with a hood?”

Davie stared down at the street, lit now by the dull glow of streetlamps on low power. Then he turned back to us, shaking his head slowly. “No hooded men, no one dressed up as Santa Claus who’s got the date wrong, no one chasing people down the road with a knife. How many beers have you had today, laddie?”

Roddie looked offended. “None.” His face reddened. “I don’t like drinking that much.”

“Let’s start from the beginning,” I said, giving Davie a look that he ignored. “Someone in a coat with a hood has been following you, right?”

He nodded, glancing at Davie with an injured expression. I felt a bit sorry for him.

“So how often have you seen him? When did all this start?”

Roddie sat up and pulled his orange hat out. “Look, I think I’m wasting your time. I didn’t really want to come. It was Jimmie who—”

“Hang on,” I said. “You can’t just walk out. I’ve got my tongue hanging out like a kid whose girlfriend’s decided she won’t undo her blouse after all.”

He grinned shyly, then sat back again. “Fair enough, citizen  . . . I mean Quint.”

“Right. Fill me in then.”

“The first time I saw the guy was on Christmas Eve. I work in the Supply Directorate – the Deliveries Department. Food mainly, sometimes some booze, cigarettes for the nightclubs, that sort of thing.”

I was interested. It’s unusual for someone as young as Roddie Aitken to get a job as a delivery man. The older members of that department hog the driving duty because it gives them the chance to pilfer – if they have the nerve to risk a spell on the city farms or down the mines.

“It was in the Grassmarket, across the road from the Three Graces. I couldn’t see a face or anything. It must have been about half seven in the evening and they hadn’t turned all the lights on. Anyway, I was in a hurry – they’d suddenly realised they were short of whisky.”

“How did you know he was interested in you?” Davie asked.

Roddie Aitken raised a finger to his lips and shook his head slowly. “I didn’t really. It was just  . . . he was staring at me, really hard. You know, giving me the eye.”

“Nothing else happened?” I asked.

“No. I went into the club and made my delivery. When I came out, he wasn’t there any more.”

Davie leaned towards him. “You say ‘he’. How do you know it was a man?”

Roddie’s forehead wrinkled as he thought about that. It looked to me like he did more thinking than the average citizen. I wondered why he wasn’t an auxiliary.

“Can’t say for sure. He was big – not huge, but big enough to be a pretty unusual woman.” He smiled at the idea. “The hood part of his coat had a kind of high neck as well; that’s why I couldn’t see much of his face.”

“Not much to go on so far,” Davie said.

“I know. Then I saw him again three days ago, last Saturday night about half nine. This time it was on Nicolson Street, near my flat. I looked round a couple of times and he was still there, about twenty yards behind me.” He shrugged. “Then I turned into Drummond Street where I live and he didn’t show.”

I wasn’t too excited so far. Christ, the guy himself didn’t seem to be very bothered. But something about his expression, a tightening of the skin around his eyes, suggested the punchline was worth waiting for.

“Then he showed up again the night before last.” Roddie turned to me, his eyes wider. “I’d been working late. One of my mates in the department was sick – pissed, I should think – so I was delivering vegetables to the shops. I got back to Drummond Street just before curfew at ten. The sky was dead clear and there was a frost. That must have been why the footsteps sounded so loud. This time I didn’t see him till I was about fifty yards from my door.” He stopped to catch his breath, looking at both of us. “Then he started running. I turned round and saw the figure in the long coat and hood. He had something in his hand. I  . . . I couldn’t see what he could possibly want with me so I didn’t run, just walked a bit more quickly.”

I began to get the distinct feeling that Roddie Aitken was too laid back for his own good. I reckon I’d have been down the road faster than the mob in London after the millennium when they spotted anyone who looked like a city trader or a lawyer.

“I didn’t really see what happened next,” he said. “Jimmie, my neighbour, opened the street door and pulled me in as the guy hurtled past. Jimmie swears blind he saw a big knife, but I don’t know  . . .”

“What exactly was this Jimmie doing at the door?” I asked.

Roddie smiled. “He’s a nosy old bugger. Always sits at his window. He said he saw the man in the hood and didn’t like the look of him, so he came out.”

Davie stood up again and headed for the window. “And you reported this to the guard?”

“Jimmie told me I should.” Roddie Aitken shrugged. “I suppose he had a point – after all, he saw the knife. There are some crazies around, even in Edinburgh.”

He was right there. But I couldn’t figure out why even a crazy guy would follow a delivery man around. “Is there anyone who’s got a grudge against you, Roddie? At work, for instance?”

He looked at me innocently, as if the idea were ridiculous. “No. I get on fine with everyone, Quint. I reckon it’s just a piece of nonsense.” He paused and glanced down at his hands. They had suddenly started to shake. “At least I did, until I saw him behind me as I came along Lauriston Place on my way here.”

That explained why he’d been acting like a five-year-old on speed in the street. Davie was already on his way towards the door.

“What colour was the coat?” he asked.

Roddie shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly. Dark – maybe navy blue or black.”

The door banged behind Davie.

“Have you got a complaint reference?” I asked.

“Aye.” Roddie handed me a crumpled piece of official paper numbered 3474/301221. It told me that citizen Roderick Aitken, address 28f Drummond Street, age twenty-two years, next of kin Peter Aitken of 74m Ratcliffe Terrace (relation: father), had reported an attempted assault by a person unknown (probably male). The location and a description of the assailant were also given. I was pretty sure that the guard would have paid about as much attention to Roddie’s report as they pay to the city’s few remaining Christians when they complain that the Moslem tourists get more religious tolerance than they do. The thing is, the Christians are right. Maybe Roddie Aitken was too.

“Look, how do you feel about this, Roddie? Do you reckon the guy is really after you?” I fixed my eyes on his. “You’d better come clean with me. Are you in trouble?” I was thinking of his work – maybe he’d got in some heavy-duty black marketeer’s way.

Roddie opened his arms to protest his innocence. “I haven’t got a clue, Quint, honestly. I’m straight.” He looked at me with his wide brown eyes. “All I ever wanted was to be an auxiliary, but I failed the exams two years ago because my maths is so crap. I’m having another go next month. I don’t do what some of the others in the department do – pilfering, selling black and the like.”

I opened my mouth to speak but he beat me to it.

“And I haven’t been telling tales either. None of my workmates knows I’m doing the exams.”

I believed him. He was a pretty wholesome citizen, the kind who should have been in the guard instead of arselickers who don’t give a shit about the city. Like all of us, he could have done with a better diet and a shower more than once a week. But he gave the impression that he was proud to be an Edinburgh citizen. There aren’t too many like that these days.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Great. I can’t pay you very much  . . .”

“Don’t worry about that. The Public Order Directorate subsidises me. After a fashion.” I looked at my watch. “There isn’t much I can do tonight though.”

Roddie stood up. “No problem. I’m going out with my friends.”

“Right. Stick with them and ring my mobile if you see the guy again.” I scribbled the number on a piece of paper. “I’ll come round to your place tomorrow and talk to your neighbour.”

He pulled his hideous orange hat down over his ears. “What time do you think you’ll come?” He suddenly looked a bit awkward.

“Some time in the middle of the day.” I wasn’t going to let him off the hook. “What’s the matter? You don’t like drinking, so you won’t have a post-Hogmanay hangover. Not planning an illicit sex session by any chance, are you?” Citizens are only supposed to have sex with officially approved partners.

His face was red, but he looked pleased with himself. “Well, I’ve got this girlfriend, Quint, and I’m hoping  . . .”

“It’s okay. I won’t tell Hume 253.”

A second later Davie came back shaking his head. “No sign of the mystery man.”

I went to the door with Roddie and put my hand on his shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. Don’t worry about the idiot in the hood. Have a great Hogmanay.”

“Thanks, Quint.” Roddie headed down towards the street. “Same to you.”

“Not much chance of that,” I called after him. “I’m going to the guardians’ annual cocktail party.”

“Lucky you,” he replied, without a trace of irony.

He’d have had a great future as an auxiliary.


Chapter Two
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I pulled on the least crumpled of my black sweatshirts and a reasonably clean pair of strides, also black. I wouldn’t wear anything smarter to a Council do on principle and anyway, my only suit is retro enough to be banned on the grounds that it might bring about a 1990s nostalgia cult. Then I checked myself out in the mirror. The usual suspect. One thing to be said for food rationing is that it keeps you trim. My jawbone looked like it was about to break through the parchment of my face and I didn’t seem to be big enough for my clothes. My half-inch-long hair was continuing its deep and meaningful relationship with greyness, but at least my teeth hadn’t fallen out. Yet.

Coming up to seven. They’d soon be kicking off at Parliament House, not that I intended to arrive on time. I took a last pull of whisky, decided against having a blast of B.B. King then hit the road. Davie had offered me a lift in his guard Land-Rover when he went off to the castle for his shift, but I prefer walking. You never know what you might come across on the perfect city’s streets. Hooded men lurking in doorways perhaps.

As I headed past Tollcross towards West Port and the Grassmarket, I found myself trying to put the last year’s chaos into some kind of order; 2021 wasn’t likely to take up too much space in Edinburgh history, not even in the make-believe version the Information Directorate was no doubt working on at this very moment. Most of the old guardians had been eased out in 2020 – thanks mainly to my mother, as senior guardian, at last coming to her senses and resigning – and for the rest of that year the new guardians kept their eye on the ball reasonably well.

“How are you doing, Quint?” The old man who hands out the Edinburgh Guardian at the corner of Lothian Road and Fountainbridge interrupted my reverie. “On the piss tonight?”

“After a fashion. How about you, Andy?”

He opened his worn duffel coat. “Look. I managed to get hold of a bottle of stout to bring the New Year in.”

I nodded, suddenly feeling guilty about the malt I’d been gulping. Christ, even last year the average citizen managed to find enough bevies to do the job. “Have a good one when it comes, Andy,” I said.

“Aye, laddie, you too.”

I walked on, seething. This is how Edinburgh is now. Things were buggered from the start of 2021. The city prides itself on being independent, but that doesn’t mean it can survive in a vacuum. There was a disastrous flu epidemic in the Far East and that sent tourist numbers from China, Korea and Japan right round the U-bend. Then the Russian mafia thought it would be a neat idea to lob some former Soviet warheads into the Middle East to screw up oil production and, all of a sudden, a lot of Arabic-speaking tourists had better things to do than mess about in Edinburgh’s shops and clubs. So revenues did a nose-dive and we only get meat once a week, a beer at the weekend if we’re lucky and enough coal to keep ourselves as warm as penguins on an ice floe. It’s a pretty good recipe for civil unrest. But the iron boyscouts – fifty per cent of the guardians are female but somehow “iron girlguides” doesn’t have the same ring to it – instead of patting us on the back and sweet-talking us about how the good times are just round the corner, decided to apply the thumbscrews. Everything’s by the book now, no leniency. Step out of line and you’re in the shit. But as they say on the streets, at least the shit’s warmer than your average citizen’s flat.

The castle rose up before me. It was lit up like a flagship in pre-independence times on an evening when the admiral had his pals round for a pint or two of pink gin. That was the kind of thing the Enlightenment Party, the Council’s forerunner, had vowed it would put a stop to. Everyone in the city would be equal, the same opportunities for all and so on. And here I was on my way to a reception where guardians and senior auxiliaries would be offering foreign dignitaries the best food and drink the city could provide, without an ordinary citizen in sight. If we could eat hypocrisy, there’d be no problems with malnutrition.

I came down into the Grassmarket and my nose filled with the delicate odour of cow dung. A couple of days a week, cattle are run in here by herdsmen dressed in seventeenth-century costumes as a spectacle for the tourists. The Agriculture Directorate swears the beasts are all BSE-free. I hope they’re right – there are sometimes rumours about outbreaks in the city farms, followed by the secret culling of infected herds. I edged round the cowpats. A squad of labourers was clearing them up without much enthusiasm. Beyond the skeletal trees in the middle of the broad street is the Three Graces Club where Roddie Aitken had his first sighting of the hooded man. It’s another example of the Council’s double standards. Strictly tourists only are allowed to watch a floorshow that gives the imagination the evening off, especially when the Three Graces themselves are on. I suppose Canova’s marble sculpture of the goddesses in the City Gallery might be a turn-on to a few perverts, but the performers in the club make sure everyone in the audience gets the point – using a lot of pointed accessories that the sculptor didn’t find space for.

I looked across at the replica of the ensemble on the pavement outside the nightclub. Even at this early stage it was surrounded by potential customers who were running their hands over the Graces’ rumps. When the original was first brought to Edinburgh for some ludicrous amount of money in the 1990s, I can remember people referring to it as the Six Buttocks. I can also remember my mother giving me a major earbashing when I did the same. She never was one for levity. Then again, when she was senior guardian she did plenty to establish the city’s reputation as the Bangkok of the North. I never quite understood how she managed to reconcile that with the Council’s ideals of sexual restraint and the inviolability of the body. Obviously filling the city’s coffers took priority. Ah well, I couldn’t hold it against her now. She died last January. I didn’t see her much after her resignation and the lupus she’d been suffering from for years gave her a bad time near the end. But I sometimes feel an unexpected sense of loss. I reckon my old man does too, not that he’d ever admit it.

As I walked up the West Bow past souvenir shops bedecked with tartan scarves and plastic haggises, it occurred to me that perhaps I was being too hard on the present Council. After all, they were only continuing the policies of their predecessors, with a zeal my mother and her colleagues would have approved of. Then again, there’s nothing worse than a young zealot. I should know. In a previous existence I was one. Before Caro died seven years back and my career in the Public Order Directorate became about as meaningful as a 1990s European Union directive on the configuration of bananas.

I stopped outside a shop and watched a Chinese family buying what looked like Edinburgh’s entire stock of souvenir playing cards. Their faces were wreathed in smiles, from the aged grandmother with suspiciously black hair to the infant cradled in her father’s arms. I shivered and stamped my feet as the cold bit hard. But it wasn’t just the chill that was getting to me. In the rush to establish a just and equitable society, we forgot about friendship and affection, not to mention love. We get physical at weekly sex sessions, but there are no sessions for emotion. Then I thought of Davie and his Fiona. Even though auxiliaries aren’t supposed to get emotionally involved, they seemed to manage all right. Maybe it was my own fault. I was still hung up on a woman I hadn’t seen for nearly two years. Katharine Kirkwood. She came to me because her brother had gone missing and we ended up in a multiple murder case. Then Katharine left the city. God knows where she was. She’d probably erased all traces of me from her memory by now.

I walked up to the Royal Mile and glanced at the gallows where they give the tourists a thrill with mock hangings. I was going through one of my regular depressive phases. There’s only one known cure – taunting guardians and senior auxiliaries. I headed to the reception with a spring in my step.

I resisted the temptation to spit on the Heart of Midlothian as I passed in front of St Giles. It used to be the tradition, but if you do that kind of thing nowadays you’re asking for trouble. They don’t mention it in the City Regulations (a document which I’ve come to know intimately in my line of work) and I don’t imagine anyone would complain if a tourist who’d read Walter Scott gobbed on the brass plaque that marks the site of the old Tolbooth. But the maroon heart is the emblem of the city and the guard are pretty touchy about it being messed with by ordinary citizens. Christ, I’d almost talked myself into emptying out my throat.

But I was interrupted. A horse-drawn carriage with a group of Africans in colourful robes missed me by about an inch on its way to the neo-classical façade of what was once known as Parliament House. It’s called the Halls of the Republic now – you can’t get away from Plato in this city. The Council only uses it for over-the-top receptions like this one. They prefer the Gothic pile of the Assembly Hall for their daily meetings. They have a point in one respect. This building was where the Scottish law courts were based before the Enlightenment won the last election in 2003. Since the Council rapidly dispensed with the concept of an independent judiciary and gave the Public Order Directorate responsibility for the administration of justice, they’d have been pushing their luck in the irony stakes if they’d located their base here. Besides, the draughts in the Halls of the Republic are even worse than down the road.

The guardsmen and women on duty at the entrance took one look at my clothes and moved towards me en masse, hands on their truncheons. Then they recognised me and stepped back. Some of them nodded as I came up – they were the ones who’d heard that I’m good at what I do. The rest belonged to the persuasion who regard me as a boil on the body politic. The way they were glaring at me suggested they’d like to take me round the back and use their service knives to lance me.

Inside the building a red carpet leads to the main hall. Auxiliaries dressed in medieval costumes lined the corridors. Maybe they gave the foreign dignitaries a thrill, but they did nothing for me. The old hall was another story though. It was packed with people who’d already got well stuck into the magic, but I wasn’t paying attention to them. It was the seventeenth-century roof that caught my eye: great oak hammerbeams arcing over the throng like the stained bones of some gigantic creature that had perished in the dawn of time. There were open log fires roaring in the ornately decorated fireplaces, their flickering light glinting on the varnish of the beams and catching the colours of the painted windows. One of them shows the charter of the newly independent city being handed over by a suspiciously well-fed citizen to the first senior guardian.

“Is that outfit the best you could do, Dalrymple?”

I gave up perusing the decor reluctantly and grabbed a crystal glass from a passing waitress who was dressed up as one of Robert the Bruce’s camp followers, complete with disembowelling knife.

“Tell the truth, Lewis. You couldn’t bear the disappointment if I turned up in a suit.” I took a slug of the whisky. It was a dark, smooth malt that the Supply Directorate must have been keeping in reserve for this sort of occasion: there are no trading links with the Highlands any more and the whisky produced by the city’s two distilleries is a sight worse than this.

The public order guardian shook his head in disgust and sipped mineral water. He used to be famous for his rum and cigarette consumption before independence, but guardians don’t allow themselves any vices. In the case of coffin nails, they don’t allow anyone else that vice either: they banned them, along with TV and private cars, not long after they came to power.

“So, have you been enjoying youself telling the foreigners how little crime there was in Edinburgh last year, Lewis?” I was pleased to see my use of his name in public was giving him the needle. Guardians are supposed to be addressed by title only.

“And what if I have, citizen?” he said combatively. “The directorate’s kept things under a tight rein.”

I laughed. “That’s true enough. No murders, not many muggings—”

“None at all in the central tourist area,” he interrupted.

“Only a few burglaries in the suburbs,” I continued. “And officially, there’s no drug consumption, no rape, male or female, no gunrunning” – I glanced up from my glass and saw that Lewis Hamilton was beginning to look pleased with himself – “no pornography – at least among ordinary citizens – no bribery, at least none reported.” I gave him a smile before skewering him. “And a black market that runs as efficiently as any other department in the city.”

He looked around, eyes bulging, and stepped closer. “Keep your voice down, man. You know perfectly well that a carefully regulated black market is necessary to maintain equilibrium.”

Yet another example of Council hypocrisy. Citizens get nailed if they’re caught skimming off goods from city stores or delivering short, but all the time auxiliaries are keeping tabs on the black economy. Actually, to be fair to Lewis Hamilton, it’s something that’s come about under the iron boyscouts and I reckon he’s not too keen on it himself. But he’s one of the few survivors from my mother’s team, so he hasn’t got much room for manoeuvre.

The guardian moved back and eyed me balefully. “I don’t understand your attitude, Dalrymple. The directorate gives you your ration vouchers and allows you to work in your idiosyncratic fashion. Why do you have to be so bloody bolshy?”

I couldn’t help laughing. Lewis sometimes sounds like a caricature of a mid-twentieth-century colonel. But he had a point. I could have gone back into the directorate on my own terms after the murder case in 2020, but I didn’t fancy the boneheaded hierarchy. Better to stay outside, keep up my private investigations and help him chase dissidents when he gets desperate. I thought I might come across some trace of Katharine that way too, but I’ve never even had a sniff.

“Good evening, citizen.”

I turned and was confronted by another reason I’ve kept my distance from the directorate: Hamilton’s deputy, known in the trade as Machiavelli. A scheming, arse-licking piece of slime who’d stab his boss in the back if the lights went out. Fortunately for Lewis, the directorates have their own power supply and their electricity doesn’t go down like it does in ordinary citizens’ houses.

“How’s life, Raeburn 03?” I said, pronouncing his barracks number like it was a virulent strain of groin infection.

He returned the favour by giving me a supercilious smile from beneath his feeble beard as he drew his superior away for a private chat. I watched them as they retreated to the area in front of the statue of Viscount Melville. The body language was revealing. Raeburn 03, wavy blond hair gleaming in the light, was doing a Uriah Heep, rubbing his hands like they were covered in best barracks lard and bending his skinny frame towards Hamilton, who was bending over backwards to keep his distance.

I grabbed a refill and caught sight of my father with another former guardian. The Council usually ignores ex-members but it invites them to the Hogmanay reception to keep them sweet. Hector didn’t use to turn up, but since my mother died he’s been more assertive. I went over.

“Hello, old man.”

“Hello, failure.” The skin around my father’s eyes creased and he nodded to me slowly. “I wasn’t sure you’d come, Quintilian.” He loves to use my full name. He should do. It was his idea.

“I wouldn’t miss a chance to network with the city’s movers and shakers,” I said ironically. “How are you, William?”

The shrivelled figure at my father’s side quivered as if the force of my breath was almost enough to knock him over. He used to be science and energy guardian when my mother was in charge, but it didn’t look like he had a lot of energy reserves left now.

“William,” he repeated in a querulous voice. “I’d almost forgotten my name. They still call me ‘guardian’ in the retirement home. William Augustus McEwan,” he said slowly. Then he seemed to revive. “I’m still going, Quintilian. Hector has been telling me about your exploits.”

“Uh-huh. Don’t believe everything the old man says.”

“But I do, Quintilian, I do.” William McEwan smiled sadly. “The city needs more like you.” He looked around blearily at the mass of people. “The new guardians, they’re going to throw everything we worked for away.” He shook again and held on to my father’s arm. In their faded tweed jackets and worn brogues, surrounded by loud-mouthed drinkers gabbling away to hard-faced young auxiliaries, the pair of them had the appearance of time travellers who’d got stuck in the wrong millennium.

I tried to inject a light-hearted note. “The Council has about as much desire for more citizens like me as it has for an outbreak of AIDS among the city’s nightclub staff.”

William McEwan shook his head weakly. “You’re wrong, my boy. They’re going to need you, all right. They don’t know what they’re letting themselves in for.”

I’ve rarely seen anyone look more solemn. Even Hector, never one to keep his feelings about the boyscouts to himself, looked dubious. “Have another whisky, you old misery guts,” he said. “You don’t get this quality of dram in the home.”

But his companion was peering round the room again, apparently looking for someone. As he was doing that, I caught the medical guardian’s eye and raised my glass. Despite her sober black dress and flat-heeled shoes she stood out, her short, silver-blonde hair and high cheekbones a striking combination even among a gaggle of ambassadors’ wives in expensive outfits. She raised an eyebrow at me. If she hadn’t been a guardian, and therefore sworn to celibacy, I might have tried to forget Katharine by having a go. As things are, there’s no chance.

Hector started mumbling about some less than fascinating discovery he’d made about Juvenal’s sexual peccadilloes. My father’s spent years combing the pages of the old Roman misogynist, presumably because it keeps him close in spirit to his wife. A waiter in a pair of tartan trews came up with a silver tray full of canapés that ordinary citizens wouldn’t have recognised as food. As a representative of that body, I did my duty and grabbed as many caviar, lobster and foie gras dainties as I could.

“Here, William,” I said, turning to the ex-guardian. “Have some of  . . .”

But he was off, piling across the hall like a man with a mission. I almost choked on my vol-au-vent when I saw who he’d approached. Then he started waving his arms about with surprising force.

“Oh, Christ,” said my father.

“Oh, Christ is right.” I handed him my evening meal and went to rescue William McEwan. The person he’d chosen to give a piece of his mind to was the senior guardian; and although the senior guardian is supposed to be a leader among equals, the present one’s more like a deity than a servant of the city. He’d been groomed for the top since the day he started the auxiliary training programme. He had the kind of record that other auxiliaries would sacrifice their closest colleagues for – triple As in every exam he ever sat, four bravery commendations during border duty and numerous prizes for his knowledge of Plato. His calm authority seemed to inspire worryingly mindless levels of devotion in his supporters. The tall figure in an immaculate powder blue suit turned to William like he was an irritating insect, smiling apologetically at his guests. But as I approached, it seemed that the guardian’s brow furrowed and it even looked like he was being shaken by what he was hearing. His eyes, pale blue between the black of his hair and wispy beard, held the old man in an unwavering stare. Which meant that young blue eyes didn’t register my arrival.

“And what about the Bone Yard?” William McEwan demanded, all traces of querulousness vanished from his voice. “What about those poor—”

He broke off and gasped as the senior guardian gripped his wrist.

I put my hand on William’s shoulder and pulled him gently away. That broke the senior guardian’s flinty gaze and he swung his eyes on to me, briefly stopping to take in my missing right forefinger.

“Citizen Dalrymple.” The deity favoured me with a thin-lipped and very brief smile. “I’m afraid the former guardian is not very well. I suggest you remove him before he makes a spectacle of himself.” He turned back to the men in suits he’d been addressing and ushered them away from us.

“What was all that about, William?” I asked as I led him and Hector to the nearest corner. “What’s the Bone Yard?” But he was shaking, all the energy he’d summoned up now spent like a battery’s last surge, and I didn’t get any answers to my questions. Not long afterwards I put Hector and him into a guard vehicle and sent them back to their retirement home. What a way to spend Hogmanay.

It didn’t get much better. I hung around and consumed as many canapés and as much whisky as I could manage. And I chatted up a few foreign businessmen’s wives, but never got beyond them telling me how much they liked shopping in Edinburgh because of the low prices. When midnight came, I joined hands and sang “Auld Lang Syne” like the rest of them. It was worth staying that long to see how awkward some of the guardians looked when they tried to be spontaneous. Machiavelli in particular had the horrified expression of a snake that’s just slithered into a convention of secretary birds. That’s when I decided I’d seen enough.

Outside by St Giles I took in a few deep breaths to clear my head. Bad idea. My lungs tensed up like they’d just been injected with ice water. For a moment I even thought I was going to pass out. It was the idea of landing on the frozen pavement that made me get a grip. I headed home, the distant singing of revellers in the suburbs echoing in my ears like it did when I was a kid and Scotland won the rugby Grand Slam. Tonight was the only night of the year when the curfew isn’t enforced. I suddenly felt wide awake, the whisky only a faint throb in my temples, dead certain that I wasn’t going to sleep for hours. I stopped at the corner of George IVth Bridge and Roddie Aitken flashed into my mind. I wondered if he was all right. I even considered walking down to Drummond Street and knocking him up. Then I remembered he had a girlfriend. I’d be really popular if I turned up at this time of night.

So I wandered back to my place and shivered through the wee small hours listening to the blues at low volume. When I eventually crashed out, Katharine Kirkwood and the medical guardian refused to keep me company, even in my dreams. That was a great start to 2022.


Chapter Three
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It was still dark when I came to. Workmen seemed to have been round during the night and poured a ton of gravel down my throat. My feet had made an abortive break for freedom but hadn’t got any further than six inches from the edge of the bedcover. They were so cold that I was forced to get up and knead the circulation back into them. After that I was wide awake and there was no point in going back to bed, despite the fact that New Year’s Day is one of the few official holidays recognised by the Council.

I worked at what the Supply Directorate describes as my “desk, plywood, ordinary citizen issue” – more like a picnic table with rickety legs that I’ve had to shore up with volumes of ancient philosophy – and brought some of my missing persons reports up to date. Most of them were just people who’d been called up for extra duty in the mines or on the farms. The Labour Directorate is supposed to notify their next of kin but the paperwork is for ever going astray. And then there are the citizens who get sick of the Garden of Edin and cross the border without having the nerve to let their family know. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve had to tell tearful mothers and disbelieving partners that their loved ones have done a runner. I try to do it with a bit more delicacy than the City Guard.

I gave Roddie Aitken until eleven to do what he had to do with the girlfriend he was so bashful about, then headed off to his flat. There was no point in trying to call him since the only phones available to citizens are the public ones at the end of every third street. In the early days of the Enlightenment it was claimed that the telephone system was too expensive to maintain and that the mindless nattering it encouraged wasted time which could be put to more productive use. Everyone knows the Council just wanted to control the flow of information.

It was still cold enough to make deep breathing a hazardous occupation, the sky clear and deceitfully bright. I walked along Lauriston Place, the soot-stained granite of the City Infirmary on my right and what used to be George Heriot’s School on my left. Its flag-topped turrets and octagonal dome now house a hotel dedicated to the wealthiest of post-communist China’s businessmen and women. No prizes for guessing which building is better looked after. I walked on through what used to be university territory. The Medical School is an auxiliary training centre, while the McEwan Hall is now called the Edinburgh Enlightenment Lecture and Debating Hall – the dialogues of Plato which underpin the city’s constitution are analysed on a daily basis here. The D-shaped building’s former name reminded me of the ex-science and energy guardian and his performance at the reception last night. What the hell was he on about to the senior guardian? And what the hell was the Bone Yard? I didn’t like the word much. It made me think of graveyards, cities of the dead, tombstones canting over as the corpses beneath decomposed and the earth subsided. Very cheerful on the first morning of the New Year.

Drummond Street is across the road from the university Old College, a great Adam building around a quadrangle topped by a dome high above ground level. They still light it up at night. Since the university was the spiritual home of the Enlightenment – a lot of its early leaders were professors like my parents – I suppose the current Council feels it’s worth the electricity to commemorate the place, although most of the iron boyscouts fancy themselves more as hard-nosed enforcers than intellectuals. But they still aren’t practical enough to sort out the city’s bureaucracy, as my missing persons files show.

I wandered down Drummond Street towards number 28. There was no one about; even the kids seemed to have hangovers. I stopped and cocked an ear. Dead quiet for a few seconds, then in the distance the raucous cries of the gulls desperately hunting for scraps in this underfed city. It struck me that I had nothing in the flat to eat and the food shops were closed for the day. Maybe Roddie Aitken would have some bread. He seemed like the kind of guy who’d be organised enough to stock up on provisions.

I pushed open the shabby street door and let out the usual reek of disinfectant failing to mask sewer gas and citizens who only shower once a week. It was tempered with the acid stink of vomit, as you’d expect after Hogmanay. Flat f was on the second floor. Someone across the landing from Roddie had defied Housing Directorate regulations and put a pot on the floor containing a gigantic plant with wide leaves so shiny they looked plastic. The branches had almost reached the filthy skylight. I didn’t blame them for trying to find a way out of the dingy staircase.

I went up to Roddie Aitken’s door and knocked. Not too hard – I didn’t want to sound like the City Guard – but hard enough and long enough to wake him even from a sex-induced slumber. No answer. I knocked again. While I waited, I looked at the faded blue door. Down by the keyhole there were some recent scratches, quite deep. He probably couldn’t get the key in last night while pissed. I pressed my fingers on the panel. It swung open on hinges that badly needed oiling.

“Roddie?”

Still no answer.

“Roddie, where are you? It’s Quint, Quint Dalrymple.”

Like most flats, mine included, the door opened straight on to the living room. Chaos. I’m not the most tidy person, but even when I’m arseholed I don’t wreck the joint like Roddie had done. The standard-issue armchair and sofa were upside down, their fabric torn and cushions shredded; the books citizens are encouraged to read (philosophy texts, classic novels, that sort of thing) had been scattered around the floor; the kitchen cupboard had been emptied, cereals and potatoes all over the place. Even if Roddie had invited the city rugby champions round, he wouldn’t have had this much cleaning up to do.

Then I noticed his orange woollen hat. It was lying on the underside of the inverted table and it had been ripped to shreds. I began to get a seriously bad feeling about the scene.

I knocked on the bedroom door. Nothing. I opened it hesitantly, then drew breath in so sharply I almost choked.

Roddie was there all right. I saw immediately why he hadn’t been answering.

His throat had been torn out.

I was bent over the kitchen sink, gasping and shaking. Trying to throw up, but aware very quickly that even though I hadn’t seen a murder victim for nearly two years, I’d still seen too many in my life to be able to react like a normal human being. I wasn’t sick in my stomach, but in what passes for my soul – sick that I’d abandoned Roddie to this, sick with responsibility and guilt. Jesus, I liked the guy and his naïve enthusiasm.

I splashed water on my face and stood up in front of the mirror. Shook my head and called myself a lot of names. And swore a solemn oath that I’d catch the evil bastard who slaughtered the boy who came to me for help. Then I went back to the door and looked at the horror on the bed.

I forced myself to be dispassionate. It’s not difficult if you’ve been an auxiliary, even one who was demoted seven years ago like me. Auxiliaries pride themselves on being able to handle any crisis. One thing I definitely was not at that moment was proud. But I had to do my job. Roddie deserved the best I could give him even though it was far too late.

The first thing I did was call Davie. He was asleep after his night shift, but I heard the exhaustion vanish from his voice even over the mobile.

“Fuck.” The word rang out like a pistol shot. I knew it was one aimed at himself. “Bloody hell, Quint, I thought the lad was just imagining things.” He shot himself again with the same word. It sounded like we were both guilty about what had happened to Roddie Aitken. “I’m on my way.”

I called Lewis Hamilton. He’d have to be directly involved as there hadn’t been a violent death since the last murderer ran riot. I hoped to the god I don’t believe in that we didn’t have another one like that on the loose. I also called the medical guardian and asked her to handle the post-mortem herself.

Before the guard arrived and turned the staircase into even more of a war zone, I carried out a quick private inspection of the flat. I didn’t go far into the bedroom because there was a lot of blood on the floor and the killer would have left prints and traces. But the living room was another story. There were no visible signs of blood here, suggesting that the murderer had worn protection over his feet in the bedroom then removed it. I was thinking about the hooded man Roddie had described. What could be his motive? Smuggling? Black-market goods? There was no need to kill for those – plenty of people would willingly provide whatever you wanted for a price. But the way the place had been trashed, it certainly looked like a search had been undertaken. I hunted around for any evidence of pilfered supplies. Roddie Aitken definitely hadn’t struck me as that kind of delivery man, though he might have sold me a dummy. But I found nothing in the living room. Perhaps there would be something in the bedroom. Or perhaps the killer had found what he was after.

In the distance I heard the high-pitched wail of sirens. It wouldn’t be long before I had to face Roddie close up.

Hamilton came in looking pale, a team of people in white plastic overalls at his heels. “Good God Almighty, Dalrymple, what have you found?” He peered over my shoulder into the bedroom and flinched. The public order guardian never did like dead bodies.

I filled him in about Roddie’s visit and request for help, though I kept quiet about the hooded man for the time being. Scene-of-crime personnel were already starting to take photos and sketch the room layouts; they seemed to have memorised the manual I wrote when I was in the directorate.

The medical guardian turned up, also in white plastic. “I’m impressed, citizen,” she said with a tight-lipped smile. “You even work on city holidays.”

“You don’t mind handling this personally, do you?” I asked. “It’s the first murder for—”

“I know my job,” she said tersely, then handed me some overalls. “Who’s in charge on the public order side?”

“I’m taking the case.” I glanced at Hamilton, who looked a bit dubious. “I know I found the body, but that doesn’t disqualify me.” If Hamilton knew how fired up I was to catch Roddie’s killer, he’d have been even more dubious about letting me run the investigation, but I wasn’t planning on telling him about the oath I’d sworn.

Davie came in, a grim look on his face. I beckoned to him to come over. “I’ll need Hume 253 to work on this with me, guardian.”

“Very well, Dalrymple.” In the old days Hamilton wouldn’t have let me lay down the law – that was his party piece. Now he’s too busy protecting himself from the iron boyscouts, who were well pissed off when he refused to resign with most of my mother’s gang.

I got Davie to oversee the scene-of-crime squad and told him to look out for any sign of illicit goods. Then, when the photographers finished with the longer-range shots, the medical guardian led me into the bedroom. We had to step around some large patches of partially dried blood on the worn carpet. Standing by the bed, we looked down at the mangled upper torso; a heavily stained sheet lay over the lower part of Roddie’s body. His chest and arms were bare, splashed with blood from the gaping wound in his throat. The medical guardian, known to citizens who were prepared to take a chance as the Ice Queen because of her silver-blonde hair, was making preliminary observations into a small tape-recorder. The trachea had been ruptured and over two square inches of skin and cartilage torn out.

The guardian was bent over the wound, a magnifying glass in her hand. “The tears in the tissue are uneven,” she said, standing up slowly. “It looks like a bite.”

That was the way it struck me too. “A human bite?” I asked, pretty sure what the answer would be.

The Ice Queen nodded. “I think so. I can’t see any signs of the deep laceration you get with bites from dogs and other animals with long canines.”

“Any teeth marks we can match up with dental records?”

She was bending over the body again. “It’s a terrible mess, citizen. We might be lucky.”

“Look.” I pointed to the swollen skin on Roddie’s wrists. “He was tied down.” Whatever was used, the killer had taken it with him. The thick marking suggested rope.

“That would have helped the assailant to bite his victim, but you’d still expect him to have been writhing around. I wonder if he was knocked out.” The guardian examined Roddie’s head. “No sign of any blows here.”

I had a sudden flash of the hooded man running down the street. The neighbour said he’d seen a knife. I looked at the bloody sheet over the lower half of the corpse. Christ. What were we about to find underneath it?

The Ice Queen glanced across at me. It seemed she was on the same wavelength. “Ready?” she said in a low voice, her fingers on the edge of the sheet.

“Go.”

Carefully she lifted Roddie’s shroud. I forced myself to take a deep breath, blinked my eyes once and focused on his lower abdomen.

“Oh, no.” Even the medical guardian, highly qualified stomach cancer specialist and fully paid-up member of the ultra hard-hearted wing of the iron boyscouts, was having trouble with this vision of horror. “I can’t believe someone could do this to one of his fellow human beings.”

I parted company with her there. I’d come across several vicious bastards who happily sliced open their fellow human beings. But I saw her point. This was gross even by their standards. Where Roddie’s genitals should have been there was nothing except a great hole stretching right up into the groin.

“The penis and scrotum are missing,” the guardian said.

I had a look under the bed. Nothing.

“It seems the killer took them when he or she left.”

The Ice Queen’s glare lived up to her nickname. “Citizen, are you seriously suggesting that a woman carried out this atrocity?”

“We’re hardly in a position to rule anything out so far.” But I didn’t want to fight with her. “Forget that for now.”

She’d already done so. Her head was over the wound. “Citizen,” she said, her voice registering surprise. “There’s something inside here.”

“What is it?”

“It looks like the edge of a clear plastic bag.”

I bent down and caught a glimpse of it. “Get it out,” I said. She hesitated. “Get it out,” I repeated impatiently.

She shook her head. “No. I want to wait till we get him on the slab. Pulling it out now might compromise other traces.”

She was right there. I looked up at Roddie’s face, something I’d been avoiding doing much of so far. The eyes were bulging and his lips were drawn back from his teeth. There was blood on the teeth. I had a piercing flashback to Caro dying on the dirty floor in the barn on Soutra, her foot jerking spasmodically.

“Oh, Christ,” I muttered under my breath. “How come nobody heard him screaming?” I looked over at her. “Guardian, we’re going to have to prise his mouth open. I think his tongue’s been taken too.”

She nodded slowly. “That’ll have to wait for the mortuary too. I estimate he’s been dead for at least nine hours. Rigor mortis is well advanced.”

I thought of how I’d almost gone to see Roddie when I left the reception, then spent the early hours listening to Robert Johnson and shivering under a blanket. Not for the first time I felt pitifully inadequate.

Davie shook his head slowly as the body was removed by Medical Directorate personnel.

“Jesus, Quint, who did that to him? Do you think the hooded—”

I raised a finger to my lips and motioned in the direction of Hamilton. “Keep him to yourself till we finish up in here.”

He nodded. “Right you are.” He looked round at the auxiliaries who were dusting for fingerprints and itemising what was on the floor. Some of them had moved into the bedroom now. “What do you reckon went on in here last night?”

The public order guardian came over to us, his face greyer than the guard tunic he often wore instead of his guardian-issue tweed jacket.

“Well,” I said. “For what it’s worth, we’re not just dealing with a drunken argument that got out of control. I think the victim was tortured because the murderer wanted to know where something was – something that was valuable enough to kill for. There’s no way of telling at this stage whether he found what he was looking for.”

“Is there a sexual slant to it as well?” Hamilton asked.

“Could be, in a seriously perverted way.” I shook my head slowly. “I’m not sure though. It’s all a bit contrived. We’ll have to wait and see what’s been put inside the body.”

Hamilton gave an involuntary shiver. “I’ve never heard of a plastic bag being secreted inside a murder victim before.”

“Me neither.”

“I gather you think the killer cut the tongue out as well,” the guardian said, avoiding my eyes.

I nodded. “At first I thought it was to keep him quiet, but there would still have been some noise. We’ll probably find out from the neighbours that there was music playing.” One of the Supply Directorate’s standard-issue cassette players was lying smashed on the floor.

“Do you think the victim knew the killer?” Hamilton asked.

I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. What else have we got? The scratches round the lock suggest that whoever put the key in had a pretty unsteady hand.”

“Drunk? Shaking?” Davie suggested.

“Maybe the latter. Maybe the victim was being threatened at the time.”

There was some shouting outside the door. A guardsman stuck his head round.

“Neighbour, guardian,” he said. These days auxiliaries often speak like words are rationed. Why not? Everything else in the city is.

I remembered the old man Roddie mentioned. “Let him in, guardsman.”

A small figure almost ran in, slewing to a halt in front of us.

“It was Roddie, wasn’t it?” he demanded desperately. “It was Roddie they carried out.”

“You’re Jimmie, aren’t you?” I looked at the short, stocky man in front of me. He was bald on top, but he made up for that with the largest pair of eyebrows I’d ever seen. It was like Nietzsche’s moustache had acquired a twin and migrated.

“Aye,” he said, peering at Hamilton and Davie with the mixture of fear and loathing affected by most ordinary citizens. “Jimmie Semple.”

I put my hand on his arm and led him back towards the door. “Why don’t we talk in your place?” I glanced over my shoulder in an futile attempt to pacify the guardian. “I’ll be back soon.” It was obvious to me that the old man would clam up like a 1990s government minister in front of a parliamentary committee unless I got him away from anyone in the guard. Hamilton still fondly imagined that citizens would do anything an auxiliary told them.

“Who are you, son?” Jimmie Semple said as he took me into his flat on the ground floor. “You don’t exactly have the look of one of them bastards.”

“Quint’s the name. Quint Dalrymple.”

The old man sat down in his armchair at the window. “Oh, aye, I remember you. You were the one who caught that killer a couple of years back.” He shook his head. “Something like this has been waiting to happen ever since the fucking boyscouts turned the screw.” Then he caught and held my gaze. “What’s happened to Roddie, citizen?”

“Call me Quint.” I didn’t look away, though I’d have liked to. “You were right upstairs, Jimmie. It was him they took away.”

“That bastard in the hood got him. I knew he would. I told Roddie to be careful, but he didnae listen.”

“You’re wrong,” I said, sitting opposite him and leaning forward. “He did listen to you. He came to me for help.”

“Did he tell you about the crazy guy with the knife?” the old man asked.

I nodded.

He swore under his breath, spittle landing on the carpet by the toe of my boot. “So congratulations on a job well done, ya shite.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say for a bit. “Look,” I said eventually, “I liked the lad. He only came to me yesterday afternoon. It was when I came round today to follow up on his problem that I found him.”

Jimmie Semple looked back at me, his expression softening. “So you didn’t think he was just wasting your time?”

I shook my head.

“Aye, well, I’m sorry if I was a bit  . . .”

“Forget it. Will you help me find the man in the hood?”

His eyes were wide, bloodshot, under the dense growth of his brows. “Aye, son, of course. But what can I do?”

“Tell me everything you saw and heard. Last night and the night Roddie was chased down the street.”

He told me about the hooded man first, but there wasn’t much to it. He hadn’t seen a lot more than Roddie, confirming only that the attacker was tall and solidly built and that the face had been obscured by the hood. He wasn’t sure about the colour of the coat either – another triumph for the Council’s enlightened policy on streetlamp brightness. He didn’t even have much to say about the knife. It might have been a hunting blade, or even a carving knife. Christ. A blood-freezing image of the Ear, Nose and Throat Man came up before me like a spirit from the underworld: he used long knives to butcher his victims as well as to take off the end of my right forefinger. But he was long dead and buried, of that I was certain.

“What about last night?” I asked. “Did you see Roddie?”

“Aye, he came by on his way out.” The old man glanced over at the dusty clock on his mantelpiece. “Must have been about eight o’clock. He was on his way out to meet his pals for Hogmanay.”

“How did he seem?”

“Och, he was fine. He wasnae bothered about that lunatic.” Jimmie brought his hand down hard on his knee. “He should have been though.”

“He mentioned a girlfriend.”

“Aye. Good-looking lassie. I don’t know her name. I only saw her from the window a couple of times.”

“Jimmie, did you hear Roddie come back last night? Did you hear anything at all from his flat?”

He shook his head and looked at me with an expression of infinite sadness. “No, son, I didnae. I wish I had. I had a half-bottle of whisky I’d been saving all year, you see. I was dead to the world long before midnight.” He gazed across at me, a sheen on his eyes. “How did Roddie die?”

I mumbled some bullshit about the case being subject to Public Order Directorate security regulations and left him to the view from his window.

He was better off not knowing what happened to his friend upstairs. Roddie would be on the mortuary table by now, the medical guardian waiting for me before she started the post-mortem. I wished I was on another planet. Preferably one on which I was the only human being.
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