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      It was the day after the day after tomorrow and it was raining.
      

      
      Upon this particular day, the rain was bilious green, which signified a fair to middling toxicity and so was only hazardous
         to health if you actually went out in it.
      

      
      Will Starling would have to go out in it. He was presently employed and wished to remain so.

      
      ‘Winsome Wendy Wainscot, Channel Twenty’s wonderful weather woman, says it will clear by Wednesday,’ ventured Will’s mum,
         a moon-faced loon with a vermilion hairpiece and hips that were a hymn to the hamburger. ‘I could call you in sick, Will,
         and you could apply yourself to doing a few odd jobs about the home.’
      

      
      ‘No, thanks,’ said Will.

      
      ‘But some of the jobs are really odd. They would appeal to you.’
      

      
      ‘No, thanks,’ said Will, once again.

      
      Will’s portly father, a man who never said no to a native and took his coffee as it came, raised a quizzical eyebrow to his
         lady wife’s banter. ‘The lad has work to go to, woman,’ said he, forking a sausage from the mountainous pile upon his breakfasting
         plate, popping it into his mouth and munching upon it. ‘He is now the winner of the cakes in this household, and for this
         much thanks, my sweet Lord of the Laminates.’
      

      
      The area in which these words were exchanged was the breakfasting area of the Starling household, the household itself being
         housed in a housing unit in a housing tower in the housing district of the Utility Conurbation of Brentford, which was itself
         to be found to the west of The Great London High Rise. The housing tower was three hundred and three storeys high. The Starling
         household occupied a corner of the two hundred and twenty-second floor. The windows of the breakfasting area, triple-glazed in polarised polythene, faced east, which was always a blessing on Tuesdays.
      

      
      (Today, this particular day, this day after the day after tomorrow, was, however, Monday.)

      
      Regarding the breakfasting area itself, what might be said? Well, the furnishings, at least, were not entirely without interest.
         Will sat at the breakfasting table, upon a chair of his own design and construction, a narrow chair of wood, of antique wood,
         of two-by-one.
      

      
      Much, of course, has been written of the wonders of two-by-one, hailed, as it was, by twentieth-century DIY enthusiasts the
         world over as ‘The Timber of the Gods’, ‘The Carpenter’s Friend’, ‘The Wood That Won The West’, and many other such appellations.
      

      
      You didn’t see a lot of it about on this day beyond tomorrow, what with there being so few trees left to cut down and hew.
         Two-by-one was hard to find, although, in truth there were very few now who actually went searching.
      

      
      Will’s father, William Starling senior, occupied a more orthodox sit-upon: it was Post Christian Orthodox, of the IKEA persuasion.
         Will’s father was a part-time lay preacher to the Church of IKEA (IKEA having brought out the Christian franchise some fifty
         years before).
      

      
      Will’s mother did not share her husband’s faith; she remained true to the church she had grown up with. She was a Sister of
         Sainsbury’s. Her seating was a family heirloom: a white plastic garden sofa, dating from the age of private gardens, and a
         collector’s item in itself, should the age of the collector, or indeed the private garden, ever return. The sofa’s sidearms
         had been cut away to afford admittance to her broad posterior. Will’s mum was a very substantial woman.
      

      
      But for these items of seatery, the breakfasting area was, as all other breakfasting areas in the housing tower were, bright and orange. Just the way that the future had been promised to be, in a time before it was.
      

      
      ‘You’ll need to put on your chem-proofs, Will,’ said Will’s mum, swallowing a fried eggette (a synthetic egg, packed with
         goodness and minerals) and scooping up another with her spoon. ‘And your weather dome. Coffee, husband?’ She proffered the
         plastic pot.
      

      
      ‘As it comes,’ replied her spouse, urging another sausage into his mouth, ‘that’s the way I like it.’ He smiled winningly
         towards his son. ‘Take heed of what your mother says,’ said he, as he chewed. ‘Upon this occasion she isn’t talking twaddle.’
      

      
      ‘I certainly will,’ said the son of Starling. ‘I never, ever take risks.’ This, however, was a lie. Will did take risks. Will thrived upon risks. Sadly for Will, the opportunities to take risks rarely arose, but when they did, he
         was always ready and willing.
      

      
      Will’s father reached across the breakfasting area and placed a mighty hand upon the forearm of his son. ‘You are a good lad,
         Will,’ he said. ‘You make your mother and me proud of you. We care about you, you know that, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never had cause to doubt it,’ Will eased his arm from beneath the pressure of his pater’s portly palm, ‘except upon
         one or two occasions, such as the time that you tried to sell me to Count Otto Black’s Circus Fantastique because you needed
         money to buy Mum a new wig.’
      

      
      ‘A God-feeling woman can never have too many wigs,’ said Will’s mum, downing another fried eggette.

      
      ‘It’s God-fearing,’ said her husband, helping himself to yet another sausage. ‘But your mother’s right, Will. Do you recall the time that your
         Aunt May was caught wigless at the wedding of a tribal chieftain? That reflected very poorly on the family.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but trying to sell me to a freak show …’

      
      ‘A Carnival of Curiosities,’ said Will’s mum, downing yet another eggette. ‘An Odyssey of Oddities. A Burlesque of the Bizarre.
         A—’
      

      
      ‘Get out while you’re winning,’ said Will’s dad. ‘Your mother and I felt that it was the right thing to do, Will. So you could,
         you know, be amongst your own people, as it were.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re my own people, you’re my family.’

      
      ‘You know what I mean,’ said Will’s dad, chasing baked beanettes with his fork. ‘I don’t have to say the word, do I?’

      
      ‘Slim?’ said Will. ‘Is that the word?’
      

      
      Will’s mum traced a sacred S (for Sainsbury’s, not for slim) across the vastness of her breasts. Newly proffered coffee spilled
         over Will’s dad’s waistcoat.
      

      
      ‘Now look what you’ve done.’ Will’s dad struggled to his feet, plucking at his steaming front.
      

      
      ‘I’m slim,’ said Will. ‘It’s not a disease. It’s not something to be ashamed of.’

      
      Sadly, however, this was not the case. In these days after the days after tomorrow, being slim no longer held sway when it came to looking good. These
         were now the days of the weighty. That mankind should grow, not only in mental but in physical stature too, was probably an
         inevitability (although not one that had ever been accurately predicted). But then, the science of prediction had never been
         noted for its accuracy – not even when the course of future events seemed obvious.
      

      
      For instance: in the year of Elvis Presley’s death, nineteen seventy-seven, there were, at most, several dozen Elvis impersonators
         in the world. By the year two thousand and two, however, there were more than thirty-five thousand. Given this expanding growth
         rate, it was acurately predicted that by the year two thousand and twelve, one in four people on the planet would be an Elvis
         impersonator.
      

      
      This, of course, proved not to be the case.

      
      The figure was actually a mere one in six.

      
      But those days were now long in the past, and in these days, after the days after tomorrow, things were not as might have
         been expected. They appeared to have escaped all attempts at prediction. That the future lay in fatness had certainly slipped
         right past Nostradamus.
      

      
      By the days after tomorrow, the average weight of the Western human was fifteen stone. By the days after the days after tomorrow,
         the scales were being tipped and strained at the twenty-stone mark, and rising.
      

      
      But Will was a slim ’un. And although his parents were proud of him, in the way that parents always are, the social stigma
         of slimness was always there.
      

      
      And Will was very slim.
      

      
      The features were fine enough – noble, almost: a good strong nose and bright blue eyes and a mop of blondy hair. But his neck
         was of a longness, and his fingers too. And there was also an awkwardness about him. And there was an other-worldliness about
         him too, although this was nothing to do with his slimness. It was more to do with the fact that Will dwelt for most of his waking
         hours in a world of his own making: a world of romance and adventure, a world where he could really take some risks.
      

      
      For the world that Will inhabited was not very kind to Will. Folk pointed at him in the streets, laughed as they pointed,
         called him ‘skeleton boy’ and ‘you slim bastard!’ They gave him a very hard time. Will ate as much as he could manage, but
         it didn’t help.
      

      
      It was no fun being different.

      
      But different Will was, in more ways than one.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ said Will. ‘I’m sorry, Mum, too.’

      
      The coffee was cooling on Will’s dad. Will’s mum mopped at his waistcoast with a proprietary-brand dishcloth. ‘It’s all right,’
         she said, without conviction. ‘It doesn’t matter, Will. You are what you is, as Frank Zappa once said, and so long as you’re
         happy, we’re happy for you.’
      

      
      ‘I am happy, Mum. I love you and Dad and I love my job too.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me about this job of yours.’ Will’s dad shooed away his wife’s fussing fingers. ‘Is it at IKEA? Does it involve any
         two-by-one?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Will, ‘It isn’t and it doesn’t. Have you ever heard of the Tate Gallery?’

      
      ‘Is that a trick question?’ Will’s mum lowered her prodigious bulk once more onto her modified lounger and returned to her
         consumption of fried eggettes. There were still eight left on her plate and she meant to finish them before she began on her
         baconettes. ‘I mean, will there be a forfeit if we get it wrong? Like there is at the supermarket?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not a trick question, Mum. The Tate Gallery is an ancient building in London Central. It houses paintings from the past.
         You remember art, surely?’
      

      
      Will’s mum made a face of considerable perplexity. ‘Was he a presenter on daytime TV?’

      
      ‘Of course your mother remembers art,’ said Will’s dad, resuming the demolition of his sausage mountain. ‘It’s when pictures
         were produced by hand, using coloured pigments applied with a bundle of animal hair secured at the end of a stick.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no need to be obscene,’ said Will’s mum. ‘Honestly, putting ungodly ideas like that into the boy’s head.’
      

      
      ‘It’s true,’ said Will. ‘The bundles of animal hair were called brushes.’

      
      ‘The boy is a regular hysteric,’ said Will’s mum.

      
      ‘Historian,’ said Will’s dad. ‘And you have actually seen these pictures, Will?’

      
      ‘Not up close.’ Will, sipped at his coffee, which came as it came, but which was not altogether to his liking. ‘They are housed
         in the vaults deep beneath the original gallery. They are far too precious and fragile to be put on display any more. They
         are presently being rephotographed, so that accurate reproductions can be made and displayed in the gallery. You’ll be able
         to see the official reopening of the Tate on the home screen soon. And all the reproductions of the paintings too.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ asked Will’s mum. ‘What are these paintings for? What do they do?’
      

      
      ‘They don’t do anything. They are art. They are beautiful works of human achievement. You simply look at them and appreciate
         them for what they are.’
      

      
      Will’s mum spooned in further eggettes. ‘Do they sing?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No. They don’t even move about.’

      
      Will’s mum shrugged her ample shoulders. ‘Well, if you’re happy and employed, I suppose that’s all that matters.’

      
      ‘I am happy,’ said Will. ‘There’s something about the past that has always fascinated me. Something about the Victorian era.’
      

      
      ‘The what?’ asked Will’s mum.
      

      
      ‘Be silent, woman,’ said Will’s dad, sending another sausage stomachwards.

      
      ‘The years of Queen Victoria,’ said Will. ‘She ruled this country, and much of the world besides, for sixty years. She died
         in 1901.’
      

      
      ‘King Charles ruled for seventy-five years,’ said Will’s mum. ‘And so did Queen Camilla.’

      
      ‘I don’t think you could really call that ruling,’ said Will’s dad, ‘although I’m impressed that you should know even that.
         I recall as a child learning about the last of the Royal Household of England. They didn’t actually rule that long – they
         didn’t actually rule at all. They were both assassinated at their coronation. It was a virtual reality programme that did all the subsequent ruling – until
         it crashed in the late twenty-first century.’
      

      
      ‘Same thing,’ said Will’s mum. ‘The present World leader is a programme: President Adidas the 42nd. “Corporate wisdom for
         a better world”.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm,’ went Will. ‘Well, that may be as may be, but there was a time when the world was run by human beings. And in the days
         of Queen Victoria, there were many wonderful things. Wonderful art and wonderful architecture. And books that were written
         by people.’
      

      
      ‘I once had a book,’ said Will’s mum, finally beginning work on her baconettes. ‘I liked the pictures in that.’

      
      ‘That was not a book,’ her husband told her. ‘That was a manual, for the home screen’s remote control.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve seen books,’ said Will. ‘And I’ve read them too. I’ve been to the British Library.’
      

      
      ‘The boy is just full of surprises.’ Will’s dad held out his cup for further coffee. ‘But you can call up books on the home
         screen.’
      

      
      ‘Not like these Victorian books. I’ve read The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. The works of Oscar Wilde. And amazing books by H. G. Wells, Jules Verne and Edgar Allen Poe. I go every lunchtime. I have
         a special pass because I work at the Tate. I can’t touch the actual books, but they’re all on digital.’
      

      
      ‘I’m amazed,’ said Will’s dad. ‘But surely you should be on your way to work now?’

      
      ‘Indeed, yes.’ Will finished his coffee and rose from his special chair. ‘Off to work. Off to the art and the literature of
         the past.’
      

      
      ‘He’s a weirdo,’ said Will’s mum.

      
      ‘He’s not,’ said Will’s dad. ‘He’s simply Will.’

      
      Will togged up in sufficient protective outerwear to ensure the prolongation of his existence and bade his farewells to his
         mother and father. He would have taken the lift to the ground floor, had it been working. But it wasn’t working. It was broken
         yet again, and so Will was forced to trudge down the many, many stairs, no easy feat in a chem-proof suit that was many, many
         sizes too large, before braving the acid rain and plodding through it to the tram station.
      

      
      Once inside he passed through decontamination – a hose-down, followed by a big blow-dry – then he raised his weather dome
         to admit an iris scan of his eyeballs, which confirmed his identity and present credit status, and allowed him access to the
         covered platform.
      

      
      The never-ending shuttle train of trams, thirty-two miles of linked carriages, followed a circular route through London Central,
         The Great High Rise and surrounding conurbation areas. It moved with painful slowness and was dreary to behold. Will awaited
         the arrival of a carriage that did not look altogether full, pressed a large entry button and, as the door slid aside, stepped
         aboard the moving carriage.
      

      
      Large folk sat upon large seats, heavily and sombrely. None raised their eyes towards young Will, nor offered him a ‘good
         morning’. Their heads were down, their masssive shoulders slumped; all were going off to work and few were going gladly. The
         morning tram had never been a transport of delight.
      

      
      The in-car entertainment was, upon this particular day, of the corporate morale-boosting persuasion: plump, jolly holograms,
         fresh-faced guys and gals, cavorted up and down the carriage, extolling the virtues of a job well done for an employer who
         more than just cared. At intervals they flickered and slurred, ran into reverse, or stopped altogether. The system was long
         overdue for an overhaul – as was most everything else.
      

      
      Will settled himself into a seat and ignored the colourful chaos. He took off his rubberised mittens, fished into the pocket
         of his grossly oversized chem-proof and brought out his personal palm-top.
      

      
      This item was something of a treasure to Will, and would be another collectible should that bygone age of collecting ever
         return. In this particular time there should have been marvels of technology to be had, like plasma gel eye-screens, hardwired
         to cranial implants, which, when worn behind the eyelids, would offer three-dimensional virtual reality with all-around-sensasound
         and things of that futuristic nature generally. And there were, to a degree, but they just didn’t work very well. Technology
         had got itself just so far before it ground to a halt and started falling to pieces. Will’s palm-top was almost fifty years
         old, built in a time when folk really knew how to build palmtops. It was indeed his treasure.
      

      
      But what Will really wanted, of course, was a book, a real book, a book of his very own. But as books no longer existed, what
         with there no longer being any rainforests to denude for their manufacture, he had settled for second best. Will had been
         downloading the contents of the British Library into his ancient palm-top. He did not consider this to be a crime, although
         crime indeed it was. He considered it to be an educational supplement. Certainly he had been taught things at learning classes,
         when a child, all those things that the state considered it necessary for him – or any other child of the citizenry – to know.
         But Will craved knowledge, more knowledge, more knowledge of the past.
      

      
      Somewhere in him, somewhere deep, was A Need to Know, about what the past really was, about the folk who had inhabited it,
         about things that they had done, the adventures they’d had. What they’d known, what they’d seen, what they’d achieved. There
         was excitement in the past, and romance, and adventure.
      

      
      Exactly why these yearnings were inside him, Will didn’t know. Nor did he understand why he was so driven by them. But he
         did understand that it mattered (for some reason that he did not fully understand, so to speak).
      

      
      But he would understand. He felt certain that he would.
      

      
      Will had recently downloaded a number of restricted files from the British Library’s mainframe, part of the British Library’s
         collection of Victorian erotica, and installed them into his palm-top. Will was currently reading Aubrey Beardsley’s novel,
         Under the Hill.*

      
      Although Will did not understand much of what Beardsley had written, the words and phraseology being of such antiquity, he
         was aware that he was onto something rather special. Will had researched Mr Beardsley, the 1890s being Will’s favourite period:
         the gay nineties, they’d been called, a time of exuberance, of decadence, a time of enormous creativity.
      

      
      Will almost missed his station, London Central Three. He had been engrossed in the chapter where Venus masturbates the Unicorn,
         and had got a bit of a stiffy on
.
      

      
      (Well, it is an extremely good chapter.)

      
      Will switched off the palm-top, slipped it back into his chem-proof, redonned his mittens, rose, tapped the door button and
         departed from the eternally moving tram. He took the belowground to the Tate Terminal, passed through the retinal scan, checked
         in his weather wear and made his way via lifts and walkways to his place of employment.
      

      
      The workroom was circular, about half an old mile in diameter and many new metres in height, with row upon row of huge, somewhat
         outdated and unreliable computer workstations, mounted upon IKEA terminal tops, and manned and womanned by many, many folk,
         all of whom exceeded Will in both years and girth.
      

      
      ‘Morning, stick-boy,’ said Jarvis Santos, a fine hunk of flesh in a triple-breasted morning suit. Jarvis was Will’s superior.

      
      ‘Good morning, Mr Santos,’ said Will, seating himself in the big chair before his big workstation. ‘Rotten old weather, eh?’

      
      ‘The weather is hardly your concern. You’re here to do a job. Do you think your frail little fingers can deal with it?’

      
      ‘Undoubtedly,’ said Will, smiling broadly.

      
      ‘And get that grin off your scrawny face. Your tasking for the day is on the screen; see to it.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Will.

      
      Jarvis Santos shook his head, rippling considerable jowls. He turned and waddled away, leaving Will smiling broadly at his
         terminal screen. Will read the words upon it: The works of Richard Dadd, and there followed a brief history of this Victorian artist.
      

      
      Will read these words, and then he whistled. This really couldn’t be much better: Richard Dadd was one of Will’s all-time
         favourites; a genuine Victorian genius (although, it had to be said, a complete stone-bonker too). Like many rich Victorians,
         Dadd had taken the Grand Tour. He had travelled through distant lands, visited and painted Egypt, moved through Africa and
         India and at the end of it all, had returned to England, quite mad. His father, worrying for the mental health of his son
         had taken Richard under his wing and was escorting him to hospital when a singular tragedy occurred. They had booked into
         a hotel in Cobham, in Surrey, for the night. Richard and his father had gone out for an evening walk. But Richard returned
         alone and hastily made away from the hotel. He had murdered his father in the woods and, according to legend, feasted on his
         brain.
      

      
      Dadd had murdered his dad. He made it as far as France before he’d been arrested. At his trial it became apparent to all that
         he was hopelessly insane. He was committed to St Mary of Bethlehem’s asylum, where he spent twenty years before being transferred
         to Broadmoor for the final twenty-two years of his life. It was at Broadmoor that he painted his acclaimed masterwork, The Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke.*

      
      Although the picture is only fifty-four centimetres by thirty-nine, it took Dadd nine years to paint, and it remains incomplete.
         It is a remarkably complex piece of work, which has been interpreted in many ways. Some scholars believe it to be allegorical,
         a satire on the times. Others consider it to be metaphysical, embodying some great and undiscovered truth.
      

      
      Its composition is this. In the foreground stands the fairy feller of the title. He holds aloft an axe and is awaiting the
         precise moment to swing it and cleave a large nut, which will then be fashioned into a new coach for Queen Mab. Behind the
         feller, the fairies look on in expectation: many fairies, beaux and ladies, strange dwarves and satyr-like creatures. And
         nursery-book characters too: tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief.
      

      
      There is no perspective to the painting; the numerous figures, set amidst swaying grasses and voluptuous daisies, peer from
         the canvas as if vying for attention.
      

      
      It is a very, very strange painting.

      
      Will knew his job well enough by now. He had to visually check the digital photoscan of the painting, to ensure that the colours
         and textures were all in focus. It was tedious work, or certainly would have been to anyone other than Will, but Will revelled
         in the hugely magnified images upon the screen, viewing every brushstroke, and brushstrokes there were aplenty upon The Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke. Dadd had obsessively repainted the faces of the characters again and again and again in his insane desperation to ‘get them right’. Some stood out from the canvas by almost half a centimetre.
      

      
      For the Tate to print accurate reproductions for public display, all had to be exact and correct. Will would have to check
         not only every centimetre, but every millimetre also. He had many automatic checking systems to aid him, of course, but as
         these regularly broke down, the human touch was still required.
      

      
      And Will, it had to be said, possessed the human touch.

      
      ‘Oh bliss,’ said Will Starling. ‘This is going to be very enjoyable.’

      
      A big flippery-floppery sound caused Will some momentary distraction. Gladys Nanken lowered her prodigious bulk into the terminal
         chair next to Will. ‘Morning, lovely boy,’ she said, breathlessly and breathily.
      

      
      ‘Ah.’ Will turned his gaze on Gladys. It was one of those rabbit-caught-in-car-headlights kind of gazes.

      
      ‘And how’s my little boy, this morning?’ Gladys asked.

      
      ‘Intent upon a day of dedicated labour,’ said Will. ‘Up against a deadline. Fearing any distraction that might result in a
         loss of concentration and lead inevitably to an employment termination situation. As it were.’
      

      
      ‘You’re all words,’ said Gladys, winking lewdly at Will. ‘And such pretty words too. I wonder what they all mean.’

      
      ‘They mean that I must work hard or get sacked,’ said Will, applying himself to the keyboard. (It was a big keyboard, with big keypads, designed for fingers that were far bigger than Will’s slender digits.)
      

      
      ‘But you’ll join me for lunch?’ asked Gladys, making what she considered to be a comely face. ‘I have extra vouchers, just
         for you. My job is to build you up, you know.’
      

      
      ‘I do know.’ Will sank low over his keyboard and wondered, as he had done upon many previous, similar, occasions, what exactly
         life was all about.
      

      
      The fat men in Will’s world held him in nothing but contempt, but the fat women loved him. They couldn’t get enough of him.
         If only he could love them, he would be enjoying the sex life of the gods.
      

      
      But he didn’t love them. He didn’t, on the whole, even like them. Which was a bummer, because Will would have dearly loved some sex.
      

      
      ‘You press on then, dearest,’ said Gladys. ‘Lunchtime, then?’

      
      ‘Lunchtime, then,’ said Will, applying himself to his keypads. Charles Fort, the twentieth-century phenomenologist (of whom
         Will knew nothing at all) had once written words to the effect that when drawing a circle, one can begin at any point. Exactly what this means is anyone’s guess, but it’s probably something deep and meaningful.
      

      
      Will went about his work in this self-same manner: he began anywhere, at random, examining the image of the artwork on the screen, beginning anywhere at all. Will flipped his computer rat (a
         larger version of a mouse), brought a tiny portion of the overall image to the screen and perused it.
      

      
      He found himself perusing the Tinker. He wore a red cap and a waistcoat, a puff-sleeved shirt and a pair of woollen breeches.
         Will peered at the face of the Tinker. The detail was remarkable. Will expanded the image until it all but filled his terminal
         screen. The detail was more than remarkable, even at this scale; you couldn’t actually see the brushstrokes. Mr Dadd must
         have had the most amazing eyesight. Will shook his head and whistled in admiration. It was almost photographic. It was incredible.
      

      
      Will twitched the rat backwards and forwards and scrolled up and down. There was certainly nothing faulty about the digitalisation
         of this portion of the image. You could see every button on the Tinker’s shirt, every fibre of the cloth.
      

      
      Will sat back in his chair and did a bit more whistling. They really knew their trade, those Victorian lads. Even the mad
         ones. They really knew how to paint a picture. No one could do stuff like this any more; it was a dead art. Art was a dead
         art. It was all computers these days, and computers that didn’t even work very well.
      

      
      Will twitched the rat once more, down to the Tinker’s hand. Look at that: the fingernails, the veins; the detail. The sheer,
         amazing, wonderful detail. The fingernails, the veins, the tiny hairs, the skin of the wrist. The maker’s name on the wristwatch.
         Will twiddled the rat and moved on towards the Tailor. The detail of the hat, the texture of the fabric. The—
      

      
      Hold on.

      
      Will flicked back to the Tinker.
      

      
      The wristwatch?

      
      Will twiddled some more, tapped the keypads, enlarged the image.

      
      The wristwatch?

      
      This was a Victorian painting. They didn’t have wristwatches in those days. And certainly not … digital wristwatches.
      

      
      Will’s jaw dropped hugely open. There was no doubt about it at all. The Tinker in the painting, the Victorian painting, painted
         between eighteen fifty-five and eighteen sixty-four, was wearing a digital wristwatch. Will could clearly read the maker’s
         name engraved upon it, painted in minute detail: Charles Babbage and Company. Digital watchmakers to Her Majesty Queen Victoria.

      
      ‘Mr Santos,’ called Will, in a strangled kind of a voice. ‘Mr Santos, I think we have a problem here.’
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      Mr Santos huffed and puffed and wobbled as he waddled. ‘What is all this fuss and the raising of your voice?’ he enquired
         of Will as he reached the lad’s desk and leaned heavily upon it.
      

      
      ‘Something’s very wrong here,’ said the lad.

      
      ‘A focusing problem? You know the procedures, you’ve passed your grades.’

      
      ‘Not a focusing problem.’ Will beckoned his corpulent superior to view the screen. ‘I fear the painting has been tampered
         with. Or possibly that it is a twentieth-century forgery.’
      

      
      ‘Hush and hush, such nonsense.’ Mr Santos leaned low and loomed over Will. ‘Show me,’ said he.

      
      ‘It’s here.’ Will enlarged the area of the Tinker’s wrist. The digital watch was displayed in all its wondrous detail.

      
      ‘Is this some kind of joke?’ Mr Santos’s breath was hot upon Will’s neck. The smell of his breakfast entered Will’s nostrils.

      
      ‘A joke?’ Will shook his blondy head. ‘Not on my part, I assure you. To tamper with such a work of genius would be nothing
         less than iconoclasm, in my humble opinion.’
      

      
      ‘Quite so.’ Mr Santos peered at the image again. Will knew well enough that Mr Santos was possessed of considerable knowledge
         regarding the art of the Victorian age. Will wasted a great deal of Mr Santos’s time each day asking him questions. He also
         exerted such a degree of flattery during the asking of these questions that Mr Santos was never aware of quite how much time
         was being wasted.
      

      
      ‘What sort of brush could produce such fine detail?’ Will asked. ‘Would it have been specially made for the artist by Winsor and Newton? I recall you telling me a fascinating story about—’
      

      
      ‘Be silent, lad; give me a minute.’ Mr Santos gestured Will up from his chair and seated himself. He scanned the painting
         up and down, this way and that. Mr Santos made a puzzled face, and then a worried one, and then he said, ‘We’ll get you onto something
         else. I’ll call up another artist for you.’
      

      
      ‘But I want Dadd,’ Will said, his voice raised in protest. ‘I’ve been really looking forward to doing Dadd. He’s one of my
         favourites.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no room for favourites. I’ll fetch you a new disc from my office. Remove this one and bring it to me there.’

      
      ‘But,’ said Will, ‘I want Dadd. I want Dadd.’

      
      ‘Oh, isn’t that sweet,’ said Gladys. ‘Will wants his dad.’

      
      ‘Silence, Ms Nanken,’ bawled Mr Santos. ‘But me no buts, Starling. You just do what you’re told.’

      
      ‘Yes, but—’

      
      ‘No buts at all, if you want to keep your job.’

      
      Will looked down into the face of Mr Santos. The fat man’s forehead was beaded with perspiration. ‘As you say, sir,’ said
         Will.
      

      
      ‘Good lad.’ Mr Santos eased his bulk from Will’s chair and took to waddling away. Will watched him go, and Will noted well
         those beads of perspiration: although a fat and wobbling waddler, Will had never before seen Mr Santos raise a sweat.
      

      
      Will tapped keypads, closed the programme, pushed buttons on the drive unit and withdrew the disc that contained the works
         of Richard Dadd. Will turned it upon his palm. There was a mystery here, and clearly one that was beyond his remit to investigate.
         Will considered the disc. Once it left his possession, he was unlikely ever to see it again. He glanced furtively about. How
         long would it take to make himself a copy of the disc? There were one hundred and eighty-four paintings encrypted upon it,
         so a few minutes at most. But if he only copied The Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke, it would be a matter of seconds.
      

      
      Of course, if he were caught doing it, he could lose his job. There was a risk here.

      
      Will weighed up the pros and cons and then decided upon his course of action.

      
      Mr Santos took the disc from Will. He was replacing a telephone receiver as Will entered his office.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Mr Santos. ‘The situation is being dealt with.’

      
      ‘So is the painting a forgery?’ Will asked.
      

      
      ‘That is for the experts to decide. I suspect later tampering. The painting was on public display for more than a hundred
         years. Someone with a perverse sense of humour and total lack of respect must have added the watch. Such things have happened
         before.’
      

      
      ‘Have they?’ Will asked. ‘When and to which paintings?’

      
      ‘I’m moving you on to twentieth-century art,’ said Mr Santos, ignoring Will’s question. ‘The works of Mark Rothko.’

      
      ‘Oh no,’ said Will. ‘Please, the twentieth century is of no interest to me.’

      
      ‘Then perhaps you’ll wish to tender your resignation. I have a form here; would you care to fill it out now?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Will. ‘I’m the only winner of the cakes in my household. I have no wish to be unemployed.’

      
      ‘Then just do as you are told.’ Mr Santos handed Will the Mark Rothko disc. ‘And Starling, for your own sake, do not speak
         of this to anyone. Do you understand?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Will. ‘I don’t. Why?’

      
      ‘The integrity of the collection. It must not be compromised.’

      
      ‘Oh I see. So what will happen to the painting? Will it be cleaned and the offending wristwatch removed?’

      
      ‘The painting will probably be destroyed.’

      
      ‘What?’ went Will. ‘But that’s outrageous!’
      

      
      ‘These matters are not for us to question.’

      
      ‘But sir, destroying such a work of genius because someone vandalised a tiny part of it – a tiny part that is not even visible
         to the naked eye – it’s ridiculous. It’s obscene.’
      

      
      Mr Santos smiled ruefully. ‘You really care about these things, don’t you, Starling?’ he said.

      
      ‘So do you, sir,’ said Will. ‘I know you do. When you talk to me about art, I can see how much you care.’

      
      ‘Well, it’s out of our hands now. Perhaps it won’t be destroyed. Let’s both hope for that, eh?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Will. ‘All right. But Rothko? Do I really have to do Rothko?’

      
      ‘Not my decision.’ Mr Santos raised his eyebrows. ‘Instructions from those on high. I’ll see what I can do to get you back
         on the Victorians. Just go to your desk and press on. Do you understand me?’
      

      
      ‘I understand you, sir,’ said Will. ‘And thanks.’

      
      ‘Off you go now.’

      
      And off Will went.

      
      Will did Rothko all the morning, and Will really hated it. Whatever had been going on in the heads of twentieth-century folk.
         Admiring this kind of rubbish? A few splashes of colour on a colossal canvas: that was art, was it? No, in Will’s opinion,
         it was not. But Will was Will, and Will was young, and the young have very definite opinions about what they like and what
         they do not. Age blurs boundaries, broadens horizons, alters fixed opinions, but whether this is a good thing is anybody’s
         guess.
      

      
      By lunchtime Will had had his fill of 1960s abstract art and had made a momentous decision. Thoughts had been whirling about
         in his head all morning, dangerous thoughts, risky thoughts. The sort of thoughts that could get him into a great deal of
         trouble, should those thoughts be actualised into actions.
      

      
      ‘Come on then my lovely boy,’ cooed Gladys. ‘Canteen time. Big pies on offer.’ And she thrust out her abounding mammaries
         and winked coquettishly.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be up in a minute,’ said Will. ‘I just have to finish this.’

      
      ‘I’ll wait for you, then,’ said Gladys.

      
      ‘You’ll miss your place in the queue.’

      
      ‘I’ll see you up there then.’

      
      ‘Save me a seat,’ called Will.

      
      Gladys departed and Will was left alone in the vast subterranean dome.

      
      Will did furtive glancings. He really was all alone. And he was troubled, yet excited. The dangerous thoughts of the morning
         that had brought him to his momentous decision were causing his hands to tremble. Will made fists of them, and then he removed
         the Rothko disc from the drive and subtituted another, one which he took from his pocket.
      

      
      The Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke once more filled Will’s screen. He tapped at keypads. Reference numbers appeared: the painting’s location in the art gallery’s archive. Will noted down these reference numbers onto the back of his left hand, below certain
         other reference numbers. He called up the building plan. The archive was housed on a sub-level almost directly beneath his
         feet. The first question was, how exactly to get there? Will traced the route, the staircases and corridors. It could be done.
         But then, getting to the archive was only a small part of the problem. Once he had reached and somehow entered it, would the
         painting still be there? Or would it have already been removed for destruction? And if it was still there, what then? Once
         he had got to it, if he could get to it, the big question was how to steal it. Because Will had become absolutely certain that this was the course of action
         he must take. And if he did manage to steal this painting, to save this painting, how was he going to get away with it?
      

      
      He would certainly be the Number One suspect. And he would certainly be caught. There was very little crime in the days after
         the days after tomorrow. This was not because there was nothing worth stealing any more: there always is, and always will be, things worth stealing. And if there are things worth stealing, they will be stolen.
      

      
      Will knew that the painting had to be worth millions. This would be the crime of the century.

      
      But it isn’t a crime, Will told himself. Destroying the painting was a crime, saving it was praiseworthy.

      
      And he did have a plan, and not just a plan, but one, if he could pull it off, that would allow him to escape undetected with the painting.
      

      
      Three security doors lay between Will and his goal, security doors to which he did not possess the access codes. Mr Santos
         possessed the access codes; he regularly visited the archive, although Will’s pleas that he might join him had so far met
         with refusal. Mr Santos had the codes on a card that he kept in the top pocket of his white work coat, the white work coat
         that he donned when visiting the archive, the white work coat that presently hung upon the back of the door in his office.
      

      
      Will removed the disc from his drive, popped it into his pocket and then removed himself to Mr Santos’ office. And so it came
         to pass that ten minutes later Will found himself standing in the archive of the Tate Gallery.
      

      
      The archive was a vast and brightly lit subterranean gallery that dwindled into hazy perspective. Will breathed in the air
         and sighed. The air smelled of art: of canvas and paint and varnish and veneer, smells all new to Will, smells all flavoured
         with the magic of a bygone age.
      

      
      To the left and the right of him, and for many, many metres beyond, stood tall metal racks, upon which hung …

      
      Art.

      
      High Art. The Art of the Victorians.

      
      Will took a deep breath. It was all a little too much for him to really be in the presence of all this. His knees were trembling,
         his mouth was dry. Will was scared. But for all this, he felt something, something that perhaps he’d never really felt before.
         He felt alive. He felt that he was on a mission. And it thrilled him greatly.
      

      
      The racks moved upon casters and Will slid one out at random, exposing the work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, one of the great
         Pre-Raphaelites.
      

      
      Will found himself confronting Proserpine.

      
      He felt almost impelled to kneel.

      
      Will took another deep breath. He should so not be here. This was so bad.

      
      Will had the reference number of Mr Dadd’s painting penned on the back of his hand. And he also had a plan, which was a good
         plan – or would be, if it worked. Which it could only do if the iconoclasts who wanted to destroy the painting had not got
         to it first.
      

      
      Will slid the rack containing Rossetti’s Proserpine back into place and checked the writing on his hand.
      

      
      Aisle 33, rack 409, painting number five.

      
      Will went about his business.

      
      And he was all but on the point of completing his business when he heard the noise of a door being opened. And not just any
         door, but the very door that Will had entered by.
      

      
      ‘Oh damn,’ said Will to himself. ‘But perhaps I should have expected it.’ He edged quietly away and hid himself amongst the
         racks.
      

      
      ‘This way,’ he heard a voice say.

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ he heard another.

      
      ‘Well of course I’m sure.’
      

      
      ‘So you’ve been here before?’

      
      ‘Well, not here, but I’ve been to other places. I do know how to read a plan.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, of course you do.’

      
      These voices were young voices. And, to Will’s surprise, they were also female voices.

      
      ‘It’s aisle 33, rack 409, painting number five,’ said the first female voice. Will slipped a little further away.

      
      ‘And what are we to do with this painting?’ asked the second female voice.

      
      ‘Burn it,’ said the first voice. ‘Like we’ve done with the others.’

      
      ‘We should burn them all,’ said the second voice. ‘Just to be sure. There are too many loose ends.’

      
      ‘They get fewer every day. All traces of the other past are being eradicated. There’s not much left. The Sisterhood is safe.
         The Sisterhood will remain in control.’
      

      
      Will cocked his head to one side. The Sisterhood? Would that be the Sisterhood of Sainsbury’s? It was the only Sisterhood
         Will had ever heard of. The voices were close now; Will pressed himself into the shadows. He could see the tops of their heads:
         a violet wig, decorated with plastic flowers, and a pink wig. Big wigs on big heads. Will ducked his own head and held his
         breath.
      

      
      ‘Here we are,’ said the first voice. ‘Rack 409, slide it out.’ Sounds of racks sliding reached Will.

      
      ‘Painting number five, fish it down.’

      
      ‘It’s a big one, we can’t burn it here. Where’s the anomaly, do you think?’

      
      ‘Who cares. Fish it down; we’ll smash it up here and bag it.’

      
      ‘Fair enough.’

      
      Will heard further sounds, of stampings and tearings and breakings, and then of baggings-up, all accompanied by gleeful cries
         of triumph.
      

      
      ‘Job done,’ said the first voice. ‘Let’s go and get lunch in the canteen.’

      
      The sounds of footfalls diminished. The sounds of the door opening and closing followed.

      

      
      Will emerged from the shadows. He took himself over to rack 409 and viewed the space where painting number five had hung.
      

      
      ‘A job well done,’ said Will. ‘A job very well done.’
      

      
      Which might have appeared a rather odd thing for him to say, had it not been for the fact that Will held in his hands The Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke.

      
      And it did have to be said that he had rather enjoyed the sounds of the Rothko that he had substituted for Dadd’s masterpiece
         being stomped to smithereens and then bagged up.
      

      
      A large smile now appeared upon the face of Will Starling. And a sigh of relief escaped from his lips.

      
      ‘I no longer need to steal this painting,’ said Will to himself. ‘All I have to do is hide it somewhere here, recatalogue
         it under a different name, and tell no one. Job done, I think.’
      

      
      And that was that really. Except of course that it wasn’t. For Will was now greatly intrigued: hugely, greatly intrigued.
         Why did the painting have to be destroyed? And what was this Sisterhood, that had the authority to come into the Tate’s archive
         and do the destroying? What kind of power did this Sisterhood have? And what was this business of ‘the other past’, all traces
         of which were being eradicated? Will was very hugely greatly intrigued. And as he had seemingly got away with saving the Dadd,
         well, why not try to find out what all this was really about?
      

      
      Will rehung the Dadd amongst some French Impressionists that he had previously checked on his screen. Assured that it would
         be safe there for the time being, he took himself off to the staff canteen.
      

      
      It was Will’s intention to get himself very close to the two female iconoclasts and listen in to their conversation, but sadly,
         this was not to be.
      

      
      Will joined the food queue, and Tim McGregor joined Will.

      
      ‘Hi, Will,’ said Tim in a jovial fashion. ‘How are you doing?’

      
      ‘Very well, Tim,’ said Will, taking up his tray and preparing to load it.

      
      ‘You look a bit hyper,’ said Tim. ‘Not been up to anything naughty, I trust?’

      
      Will grinned at Tim. Tim was all of Will’s height, big of hair and beard and of a medium build that was neither fat nor thin.
         Tim was Will’s bestest friend. They’d been to corporate school together and remained close ever since. Tim, a gifted computer
         programmer, was presently in Forward Planning at the Tate; his influence had got Will his job.
      

      
      Tim was a practising Pagan – possibly, for all Will knew, the very last practising Pagan there was. Paganism had never really
         made it to the big time when it came to religions, and now even the big-time religions were nothing more than memory. Those
         that had not been absorbed and altered by corporate sponsorship had been consigned to the web pages of history: Hinduism,
         Buddhism, Islam, all had vanished from the Earth, along with The Church of Branson, The Church of Elvis, The Church of England,
         Knotee (a string-worshipping cult) and, most recently, Roman Catholicism.
      

      
      That the Church of Rome should have been dropped by its corporate sponsor had come as a bit of a shock to its millions of
         followers, and also to Will, who had been considering giving it a go because he’d heard that a lot of nice-looking girls of
         an easy-going disposition frequented its youth clubs.
      

      
      Tim had explained to Will that he, Tim, had been made privy to ‘certain sensitive information’ regarding the Church of Rome
         losing its sponsorship, information, which came to him via ‘certain contacts in the know’.
      

      
      According to Tim’s contacts, a serious scandal centring upon St Peter’s of Rome had caused the sponsors to pull out.

      
      Will had listened wide-eyed and open-mouthed while Tim explained the situation. Apparently it was down to the many incorruptible
         bodies of the saints housed in the catacombs beneath St Peter’s, which were not altogether what they appeared. It had always
         been accepted by the Church of Rome that a would-be saint must have three attestable miracles to his (or her) account before
         his (or her) death. And upon later exhumation, the body must not have decayed: that is, it should remain inviolate and incorruptible.
      

      
      The problem was that there is another order of dead person that does not rot in the grave. The vampire.

      
      And thus it was that many of the so-called saints interred beneath St Peter’s were in fact vampires. And these had, over the years, upon their many night-time forays in search of sustaining
         blood, managed to infect most of the clergy. And the infection had finally reached the Pope.
      

      
      ‘Hasn’t it ever occurred to you as suspicious,’ Tim had said to Will, ‘how over the years Popes have lasted for so long and
         grown so very, very old? And how when they go out in public they are always inside Pope-mobiles with polarised glass windows
         or heavily shielded from sunlight beneath great big awnings and suchlike?’
      

      
      Will had scratched at his blondy head. ‘Not really,’ he replied.

      
      ‘Well it’s true,’ said Tim. ‘A team of Fearless Vampire Killers, a special division of the SAS trained for such action, abseiled
         down into St Peter’s and the Vatican and exterminated the lot of them: the Pope, the cardinals, monks and nuns and choirboys.
         Of course it wasn’t on the newscasts, but these things never are. Stuff like this happens all the time; it’s just that we
         never hear about it.’
      

      
      Will had shaken his head and shrugged. It sounded as good an explanation as any. Will wondered whether he might apply to join
         the SAS Vampire Division. It sounded like an exciting kind of job.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing at the weekend?’ Tim asked.

      
      ‘Nothing much,’ said Will, anxiously looking towards the now distant topknots of the female iconoclasts.

      
      ‘Fancy something a bit different?’ Tim asked.

      
      ‘Not really bothered,’ said Will, scooping random foodstuffs onto his tray.

      
      ‘You’ll love this, a dose of the old time travel.’

      
      ‘A dose of what?’ Will ceased his foodstuff scoopings.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got some Retro,’ whispered Tim. ‘Half a dozen tabs.’

      
      ‘That stuff’s illegal and it doesn’t really work, does it?’

      
      ‘Keep it down.’ Tim fluttered his fingers. ‘It does work, you can really go back into the past with it. In your head.’ Tim
         tapped at his temple. ‘It allows you to access ancestral memories. They are inside your head, you see. The memories of your
         father before you were conceived. And your grandfather too. Depends on how much Retro you take.’
      

      
      ‘And you really can access your father’s memories?’

      
      ‘They’re inside your head, cellular, part of your genetic code. You don’t just inherit your father’s looks and hair colour, you get his memories too. But you can’t access them without chemical
         assistance.’
      

      
      ‘I have my doubts about this,’ said Will, helping himself to further foodstuffs. ‘Do you know anyone who’s actually taken
         Retro?’
      

      
      ‘Well, no,’ said Tim.

      
      ‘And anyway, if my dad’s memories are in my head, I’d prefer that they stay somewhere hidden. I don’t want to know, thank
         you very much.’
      

      
      ‘But you’d find out about all his dirty doings. Imagine, you could remember how he shagged your mum and conceived you.’

      
      ‘What a hideous thought. No, thank you very much indeed.’

      
      ‘Please yourself,’ said Tim. ‘But I’ve got six tabs. That’s three each. You could go back to your precious Victorian era.’

      
      ‘What?’ said Will.

      
      ‘It’s all inside your head,’ said Tim. ‘Or at least that’s the theory. I’m going to take the drug on Saturday night. If you’re
         not interested, I’ll let you know how I get on. But you’re missing out on something special, I’m telling you.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll give it some thought,’ said Will. ‘But listen, can we talk later? There’s someone I have to see.’

      
      ‘Don’t go near them,’ said Tim. ‘If they even suspect that you’re listening in to their conversation, you’ll be in real trouble.’

      
      ‘What?’ said Will, all but dropping his tray. ‘What are you saying?’

      
      ‘I saw you,’ whispered Tim. ‘Those corridors down to the archive are constantly scanned. My department takes care of that.
         I received a memo this morning that two dignitaries were coming to inspect the archive. I was to monitor them as far as the
         archive security door and then erase their images from the scanning program. And I did, but guess who I caught sneaking down
         the corridors before they did?’
      

      
      ‘Oh no,’ said Will. ‘So I’m in big trouble?’

      
      ‘No trouble at all,’ said Tim. ‘I erased you too. But don’t go near them. They’re big trouble.’
      

      
      ‘So who are they?’

      
      ‘So what were you doing in the archive?’
      

      
      ‘I can’t tell you that,’ said Will.

      
      ‘Well I can tell you this. Don’t go down there again. And don’t go near those women. Do we understand each other?’
      

      
      ‘We do,’ said Will. ‘Can I buy you lunch?’

      
      ‘You can,’ said Tim. ‘And I’ll expect you at my housing unit at eight o’clock sharp on Saturday night. Try not to get yourself
         into any trouble before then, okay?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll try,’ said Will. ‘I’ll try.’
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      Tuesday and Wednesday and Thursday came and went and these days were very dull indeed for Will. Dull they were, and worrying
         too. Will worried for the painting. Would someone uncover his hiding place? A cleaner, or a restorer, perhaps? Or would the
         iconoclastic women return? Might they have found out that they’d destroyed the wrong painting? Would investigations ensue?
         His fingerprints and DNA would be upon the Dadd. He should have worn gloves. He should never have got involved at all. Perhaps
         it hadn’t been a risk worth taking. Will perched on the edge of his seat in a permanent state of tension. Will worried and
         fretted and worried some more. Gladys worried for Will.
      

      
      ‘You’re not yourself, little manny,’ she told him, reaching forth a podgy hand to stroke at his arm. ‘Come out with me this
         evening, I’ll cheer you up.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Will. ‘But no thanks.’

      
      ‘But Friday night is Rock Night at the Shrunken Head. Your kind of thing, Will, Retro Rock, twentieth-century stuff. The Apes
         Of Wrath are playing and Violent Macaroni and Foetus Eater, and Lawnmower Death, and The Slaughterhouse Five.’
      

      
      ‘Not my cup of coffee,’ said Will. ‘But Tim McGregor in Forward Planning loves that kind of business. And between you and
         me, I think he’s somewhat enraptured by you. He keeps mentioning your name in the canteen.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Gladys primped at her lemonly-tinted toupee. ‘Do you really think so?’

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ said Will. ‘But don’t tell him that I told you.’

      
      ‘No, I won’t.’

      
      Will twiddled his computer rat and viewed more boring Rothko. Dull dull dull it was, and Will remained as worried.

      
      He worried until it was time to go home. Then he went off home, still worrying.
      

      
      And he did have good cause to worry. Crime was hardly commonplace in these days after the day after tomorrow. And the reason
         for this was the almost superhuman efficiency of the Department of Correctional Science.
      

      
      A one hundred per cent clean-up rate.

      
      In former unenlightened days there had been a ‘police force’, armed officers of the law who pursued and arrested malcontents.
         These were ‘brought to justice’ and then housed in prisons. This had proven to be a most inefficient system. Many malcontents
         managed to evade capture. Others, although captured, evaded prison, through the intercession of barristers working on their
         behalf. Others, who had actually ended up in prison, had their sentences cut for ‘good behaviour’ and returned once more to
         a life of crime.
      

      
      In the year 2050, however, a visionary appeared on the scene in the shape of a certain Mr Darius Doveston. Mr Doveston was
         a geneticist. In fact it was Mr Doveston who had first formulated the Retro drug. Mr Doveston’s theory was that criminality
         was inherited. Dishonest parents passed on their dishonesty to their offspring, who inherited it through their genes and through
         ‘learning by example’. Mr Doveston proposed a cure for crime. It would take fifty years, he said, but when the fifty years
         were up, there would be no more crime – because there would be no more criminals.
      

      
      Mr Doveston’s solution to the crime problem was simplicity itself. And history does record that the simple solution (dramatic
         as it sometimes must be) is often the most effective.
      

      
      His solution was the compulsory sterilisation of all first-time offenders. If villains couldn’t breed, reasoned Mr Doveston,
         then they couldn’t breed more villains.
      

      
      It was, of course, a stroke of pure genius.

      
      But there are always those with motives of their own who will find something to complain about, even with such a stroke of
         genius as this. There was a vast public outcry. Sterilisation was some kind of punishment, went this outcry, but not much
         of one. Those sterilised villains would inevitably continue with their villainy. In fact, embittered as they might well be by their sterilisation, they might even broaden the scope of their villainy. And having to
         wait fifty years for a crime-free society? That was far too long!
      

      
      Mr Doveston gave the matter some further thought.

      
      Perhaps he had been a trifle hasty. He reconsidered and then drew up a plan, which pleased everyone, with the possible exception
         of the criminal classes.
      

      
      Mandatory death penalty for first-time offenders.

      
      Mr Doveston submitted his proposal in the form of a Private Member’s Bill to the House of Commons. Within two weeks of it
         being passed and put into the statute books, the crime figures virtually halved. Within two years, crime was all but non-existent
         in the British Isles.
      

      
      Which is why Will had good cause to worry.

      
      And had Will known what was presently on the go at the Department of Correctional Science, he would have had even more cause
         to worry. But for quite another reason.
      

      
      The DOCS was housed only a short tram ride from the Tate, just across the long poisoned Thames, in a magnificent black structure
         of obsidian and tinted glass, rising a mere three hundred storeys, fashioned to resemble an old time policeman’s helmet. Most
         of its floors were now given over to recreational areas, casinos, corporate whorehouses and shopping malls. The actual DOCS
         occupied the three hundredth floor. It was run by a team of five men, one of whom was a token woman.
      

      
      The head of the department, the Chief, was a black man by the name of Trubshaw. The tradition that a black man should always
         fill the role of police chief was a long one, dating back to 1970s America, where, although in real life an impossibility,
         in the movies it was inevitably the case. It was a ‘Hollywood’ thing.
      

      
      Beneath the Chief was the Chief Inspector, a white man named Sam Maggott, and beneath Sam, four policemen, one of whom was
         a token woman. The role was taken on a rota basis. This week Officer John Higgins was the token woman, and Officer John Higgins
         was on the telephone.
      

      
      ‘What?’ she was saying. ‘What? What? What?’

      
      Words poured into the ear of Officer John, words of a distressing nature. At length the stream of words ceased and Officer
         John replaced the telephone receiver. ‘Damn,’ she said, and ‘damn and blast.’
      

      
      Chief Inspector Maggott looked up from his doings, which were of the crossword persuasion and examined the young Officer,
         a vision in blue serge damask and dainty high heels. ‘Did I hear you say “damn”?’ he enquired.
      

      
      ‘You did, sir,’ said Officer John, adjusting her wig.

      
      ‘And what would be the cause of this damning?’ Sam Maggott jiggled his girth about and rippled a jowl or two.

      
      ‘It would seem, sir, that we have a crime on our hands.’

      
      ‘A crime?’ said Maggott. ‘A crime?’

      
      ‘A crime, sir. The first of the year and a big one too. A murder by the sound of it.’

      
      ‘A murder?’ Sam’s flesh rippled in many directions. ‘We haven’t had a murder since—’
      

      
      ‘Third of Apple,* twenty-two o-seven,’ said Officer Denton Colby, who was good at that kind of thing.
      

      
      ‘Fifteen years ago,’ said Sam. ‘This is most upsetting. Are you certain that it wasn’t just an accident, or something?’

      
      ‘Multiple gunshots,’ said Officer John, straightening a seam in her stocking.

      
      ‘A gun!’ Sam made clutchings at his heart. ‘Which one of you lent this murderer your gun?’

      
      Officers patted their weapons.

      
      ‘None of us,’ they all agreed.

      
      ‘Then how could a murderer have a gun? Only we have guns, and even ours don’t work properly most of the time.’

      
      ‘Perhaps he constructed one,’ said Officer Denton. ‘If you recall the case of Digby Charlton, “The Cheltenham Chopper”, he
         constructed his chopper from cheese.’
      

      
      ‘Somewhat before my time,’ said Sam.

      
      ‘And mine also,’ said Denton. ‘But the essence of good DOCS work is always to be well informed. I, for instance, have studied—’
      

      
      ‘What did your informant tell you?’ Sam asked Officer John.

      
      ‘The informant is a performance artist, sponsored by an investment corporation. He is employed to play the part of a derelict
         and lie in alleyways, looking wretched and saying things such as “if only I’d invested my capital with such and such a corporation,
         I wouldn’t be in the mess I am now.” He says it to passers-by, you see.’
      

      
      ‘Nice work if you can get it,’ said Officer Doggart Tenpole Tudor. ‘I wonder if there are any vacancies?’

      
      ‘You’ve never really been committed to this work, have you, Tudor?’ asked Sam.

      
      ‘Oh it’s not that, sir. I just like to get out and about once in a while. Get a bit of fresh air when there’s any going.’

      
      ‘There hasn’t been lately,’ said Sam. ‘But go on, Higgins, what did this performance artist have to say for himself?’

      
      ‘He said he was lying in an alleyway in Chiswick last night, when he saw what he described as “a real bright light”. Then,
         out of the light, right out of nowhere, this big naked man appeared. The performance artist said that the naked man’s eyes
         were completely black and that he “smelled something rotten!”. And he stole the performance artist’s trousers.’
      

      
      ‘Another crime,’ said Sam. ‘No, hang about, who got murdered?’

      
      ‘The owner of an antique weapons shop across the road from the alleyway. The performance artist saw it happen. The big, smelly,
         black-eyed, naked man, well, naked but for the trousers, shot the proprietor with one of his own antique weapons.’
      

      
      ‘I think we’ve solved the mystery of the murder weapon,’ said Officer Denton. ‘One up to the DOCS I think.’

      
      ‘Buffoon,’ said Sam. ‘So, is that it? Is that all your informant had to say?’

      
      ‘No, sir, apparently then the half-naked, big, smelly, black-eyed man, now hung all about with antique weaponry, came out
         of the antique weapons shop, crossed the street, turned around and tossed a hand grenade into the shop, blowing it all to
         pieces.’
      

      
      ‘There goes the crime-scene evidence,’ said Officer Denton.
      

      
      ‘Shut it!’ shouted Chief Inspector Sam. ‘What else did he say, Higgins?’

      
      ‘He said that the murderer returned to the alleyway and shook my informant about and demanded information.’

      
      ‘Asked the right chap then,’ said Officer Denton, giggling foolishly. ‘Information from an informant.’

      
      ‘Shut it!’ shouted Sam once more. ‘What information?’

      
      ‘He wanted to know the year,’ said Officer Higgins.’

      
      ‘The year?’

      
      ‘That’s what he wanted to know. My informant told him and the big man flung him to the ground. Knocking him unconscious, he’s
         only just come to.’
      

      
      ‘That’s assault, probably GBH,’ said Officer Denton. ‘That brings the crime tally up to three. This big, near-naked, smelly,
         black-eyed fellow is a regular one-man crime wave.’
      

      
      ‘Officer Higgins,’ said Sam Maggott. ‘Exchange clothes with Officer Denton. He can be the token woman for the next month.
         Perhaps that will shut him up.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll bet it won’t,’ said Officer Denton.

      
      ‘It damn well better,’ said Chief Inspector Maggott. ‘Or I will be forced to—’

      
      But his words were cut short by the ringing of Officer John Higgins’s telephone.

      
      The hand of Officer John took to hovering just above the receiver.

      
      ‘Well, answer it, man,’ cried Maggott.

      
      ‘But it might be more bad news. Wouldn’t it be better if we just pretend to be out?’

      
      ‘What, with a maniac on the loose?’

      
      ‘I’m really not keen,’ said Officer John.

      
      ‘Denton, you do it,’ ordered Sam. ‘This needs a woman’s touch. Go to it. Hurry up.’

      
      Officer Denton took up the receiver. ‘DOCS. Policewoman Denton speaking,’ she said.

      
      Words tumbled into Denton’s large-and-unshell-like.

      
      And presently she too replaced the receiver.

      
      ‘So, what is it, Officer?’ Sam demanded to be told.

      
      ‘It’s another murder, sir. A body has just been found in a Brentford housing unit. Chap by the name of Will Starling has just
         been shot to death.’
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