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        Atticus Wolfe is a man out of time.

        November 1963

        As an MI6 spy in 1963, Atticus Wolfe should be enjoying everything the swinging sixties has to offer.

        But he’s not.

        That’s because Atticus Wolfe is from the 21st century.

        Accidentally torn from present day and flung into 1960s London in the midst of a cultural revolution, Atticus must acclimatise to a time not his own.

        Although he's shocked by bigotry decades out of step with his sensibilities, not everything is unfamiliar – like finding a mole inside MI6.

        Atticus must take down a clandestine Soviet agent on the front lines of the Cold War, hunt the terrorist who inadvertently sent him back in time and maybe, just maybe, find a way home.

        A fast-paced adventure with whip smart dialogue and twists you won’t see coming, Out of Time is like no spy story you’ve read before.
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      Mutt was pretty sure everyone was going to die. He was an expert on these things.

      It was just after dawn and he was in his bedroom, most of the way through a Nicolas Cage all-night movie marathon. He was about to press play on the cinematic masterpiece Con Air when movement in the lane behind his parents’ house caught his eye.

      From his window on the second floor he watched the team of heavily armed soldiers slink down the cobblestone laneway. It looked like something out of one of Mutt’s movies, surely a tactical assault team of some kind. It certainly wasn’t something he saw in the flesh every day. Sometimes called London’s poshest suburb, Knightsbridge was exclusive and elitist. And, as far as Mutt was concerned, the most boring place on the planet. Except today.

      The black helmets and military gear made it difficult to determine genders in the team of eight. They were heavily armed and moved silently, with intent. Using short, sharp hand signals to communicate, each had a short machine gun tucked into their shoulder, aimed forward. From the way they moved, it was clear they were deadly serious.

      An action-film afficionado, Mutt was unrivalled at school in his knowledge of the collected works of Arnold Schwarzenegger, Steven Seagal, Sylvester Stallone, Jackie Chan and Jason Statham. The posters adorning his bedroom were a shrine to movies made decades before he was even born. Kids from his school rarely came to visit.

      The soldiers or whatever they were seemed to be homing in on the rear of the townhouse diagonally across from Mutt’s house. He’d only met the mysterious resident of number 12 a handful of times. He lived alone and always seemed nice. He’d even helped Mutt with his algebra homework once at the local coffee shop.

      The soldiers in the lane remained faceless and inhuman. It was a well-known fact that if the main character of the film wasn’t part of an assault team they were destined to meet a sticky end. To Mutt, these clowns looked like the FBI guys who stormed Nakatomi Plaza in Die Hard. That hadn’t worked out so well for them. That’s how Mutt knew these guys were all going to die.

      Two of the soldiers broke off from the group and approached the gate in the middle of the tall red brick fence. One aimed a shotgun at the top hinge and nodded to the group.

      Something was about to go down. Mutt unwrapped his last Snickers bar. With his other hand he hit record on his mobile phone, framing the action in the lane below. This shit will get me so many upvotes on Reddit.

      Down below, the faceless group tensed. The soldier nearest the gate fired two shots in quick succession, blowing the hinges. Every member of the team stormed through the smoking opening, guns raised, all screaming incoherent orders.

      For a second nothing happened, and Mutt thought maybe that was all he’d get to see. Nose pressed against the frosted window, he continued to record, hoping something more would happen.

      It did.

      A huge explosion rocked the backyard of number 12. There was a blinding orange flash followed by a massive dirty grey mushroom cloud that billowed into the sky. Several members of the group lay on the ground, unmoving, their shouting suddenly silenced.

      Mutt stopped recording and took a bite of his Snickers. Called it.
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      It’s not every day you spot a terrorist walking the posh streets of London.

      MI6 agent Atticus Wolfe would have called it his lucky day, but people had already died. Pulling out his phone, he called Paul Cavendish, Head Spec Ops. His superior answered on the second ring.

      “Where the hell are you?” His voice was strained, like he wanted to yell but was conscious of the multitude of people in the Tactical Operations Centre. Part of a joint operation between SO15, MI5, MI6, CIA, NSA, GCHQ and any other acronym you could think of, the multi-departmental taskforce had spent the best part of a year tracking the mysterious Omar Ganim: the very man Atticus was 50 metres behind.

      Walking briskly down the leafy street in the early morning sunshine, Atticus made sure he stayed far enough back to avoid arousing suspicion, while keeping the target in sight. Hurriedly moving towards the Thames, Ganim wasn’t checking for a tail – but he wasn’t taking in the sights, either.

      Cavendish went on. “I’m sitting here with a pleasant smile on my face and my thumb up my arse while my star tactical officer has gone walkabout.”

      It was true. Atticus was part of the taskforce, as an observer, and his work had finally pinpointed Ganim. Today was the day they were meant to bring him in. They’d failed.

      Atticus had left the Tactical Operations Centre in a hurry after the assault on Ganim’s townhouse had gone fatally wrong. Entering via the rear laneway the tactical assault team were wiped out by a booby trap device. The cramped trailer had rapidly descended from collegial bipartisanship into denunciation and backstabbing as soon as the assault team had triggered the explosion. Atticus had exited the tumultuous operations centre to gather his thoughts and wander the streets.

      “I have something to report.”

      Cavendish huffed down the phone. “It better be good. Every agency is tearing this city apart searching for Ganim.”

      “They’re looking in the wrong place.”

      “The wrong…? Is this the famous Atticus Wolfe arrogance again?”

      “Not this time.”

      “Fine, I’ll bite. Why are they looking in the wrong place?”

      “Because I have eyes on the Tango. Male, black hoodie, green camouflage backpack, heading south from TOC, along…” Atticus checked the sign, “Sloane Street. It was blind luck I found him, Paul. I was wandering the street composing what I was going to write up in the report and boom, there he was. He must have snuck out minutes before we got there. But I’ve got him now.”

      There was the briefest of pauses. “Location?” All sarcasm had been scrubbed away, leaving only the raw business layer.

      Atticus gave his precise position. Up ahead, Ganim showed no sign that he knew he’d been discovered. It was only a matter of time. Contrary to what movies suggested, surveillance wasn’t meant to be carried out by one man. Usually a team of at least a dozen would pursue a target, or Tango, backed by multiple vehicles with concealed cameras and access to CCTV systems. They would triangulate the target’s phone and utilise high-altitude drones to track the Tango’s position at all times, even when the human pursuers had lost visual. None of those tools were available to Atticus as he walked briskly down the Knightsbridge street.

      As a member of MI6, Atticus had no authority to operate within the United Kingdom. His role in the taskforce was purely advisory. As an experienced spy, the passive position did not sit well with him professionally or personally. He should have been careful what he wished for. Now the entire mission was on his head.

      “I’m going to need some help, Paul. And soon.”

      As he spoke, Ganim sprinted ahead, glancing over his shoulder. That brief turn gave it all away – the fiery eyes looked directly at Atticus.

      There was mumbling in the background as Paul went on. “Team en route, ETA five minutes.”

      Atticus broke into a run. “That won’t be quick enough. I’ve been made.”

      Hanging up, the spy put his years of recreational running to good use, and there was an additional spring in his step. The terrorist had broken the cardinal rule when under surveillance: never run.

      Without the disadvantage of a backpack weighing him down, Atticus quickly closed the gap between them. Now a new set of concerns had to be assessed. While he may have worked for the same organisation as James Bond, Atticus certainly didn’t have a licence to kill. He didn’t have a gun, either. Not even a reasonably sharp pencil. Regardless, he ran on.

      With a sense of trepidation, Atticus watched the backpack bounce as Omar sprinted wildly. Having noticed his pursuer, the criminal seemed to be running blind. He turned down streets seemingly at random, stumbling often. Atticus sucked in air between his teeth every time he did. Anything could have been in that backpack. Having just detonated a bomb, and given his history, Atticus highly doubted Ganim had eluded an assault team and fled the scene with his dirty laundry.

      Losing visual as Ganim rounded the corner of a narrow residential street, Atticus doubled down. Tearing past quaint little terrace houses with their even quainter window boxes, Atticus ignored his lungs screaming for respite. He couldn’t slow down, not now. Not with so much at stake.

      Turning the corner, Atticus finally slowed. He could afford to. Ganim really had been running blindly. He’d stumbled into a dead-end lane and was trapped. The trouble was, he knew it. By the time Atticus entered the lane, Ganim had already removed his backpack and was fiddling with the large grey metal device within. He barely flinched as Atticus approached.

      “Omar!”

      The newly crowned terrorist frowned in frustration and reluctantly glanced up. “Go away. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “I have a reasonable idea.” Atticus slowed his approach. He knew the drill. No sudden movements. Calming voice.

      Every fibre of his being screamed at him to run. The man before him was preparing a bomb. Atticus should be putting as much distance between himself and the device as humanly possible. But he just couldn’t do it. Not if there was a chance of stopping this madman. Perhaps it was his stubborn nature, perhaps it was his passionate sense of duty, but Atticus had to stop Ganim from detonating that bomb.

      Or die trying.

      Palms raised, Atticus attempted to appear non-threatening. “Look, I just want to talk, okay? Is it alright if we talk for a bit?”

      Seemingly buoyed that he hadn’t been shot, Ganim went back to fiddling with his device. Atticus could have really used that sharp pencil right about now.

      “Nobody else has to die.”

      “I don’t kill people.” Ganim’s jaw was set.

      “The six dead members of this morning’s SO15 counterterrorism assault team beg to differ.”

      “Assault team. The very title provokes consequence.”

      No one knew if it was a tripwire, an early detection device or remote operated; all they knew was that, of the eight men and women in the assault team, only two continued to draw breath.

      Ganim turned to Atticus. “I’m not a murderer. Before you people attacked today, I hadn’t killed anyone.”

      “You’ve broken into scientific laboratories across the globe, often violently. You’re hardly a saint.”

      “But I’m not a killer.” He paused. “Until today.”

      “The security guard in Zurich?”

      Ganim waved his hand dismissively. “He had a heart attack while we were tying him up. Hardly—”

      “The police officer in Seoul?”

      “He was killed by so-called friendly fire—a bullet from his own team. I’ve taken great pains not to harm…” He paused. “Stop…you’re stalling. I won’t have it.” He went back to his tinkering.

      Atticus had to admit, the man was right. Before today, Ganim hardly deserved the label “terrorist”. But the instant that bomb exploded at his townhouse, Omar Ganim had graduated from mysterious globetrotting criminal to fully certified terrorist.

      The morning’s operation was meant to be a peaceful takedown of the mysterious Ganim and his cell of fanatics. What was it Robert Burns said about the best laid plans?

      Realising he was running out of time before Ganim finished whatever it was he was messing about with, Atticus went on, keeping his voice neutral. “I know that, before today, they were accidental deaths, not at your hand. I can’t promise you leniency, it’s not my place, but I will testify that you refused to take any more lives. That has to count for something, right?”

      It was a lie, of course. The man was a terrorist and would be tried under the stark, unforgiving eye of public scrutiny. If he somehow escaped, there wouldn’t be a rock on the planet the man could hide under now. Atticus was sure Ganim had no intention of being caught, or of running. All his attention was focused on the bomb. Atticus swallowed hard.

      Flailing an arm in the air, Ganim let loose an annoyed grunt. “Like any of that matters. The whole system is corrupt, all of it. I’m going to fix it. I’m going to fix it all!” His eyes were wild; he seemed more unhinged by the second. “Everything needs to be reset. All of it. No one who’s not white has ever received any sort of justice. Never.” He stabbed the air with a finger. “You’re a man of colour, you understand.”

      Atticus refused to take the bait. His heritage wasn’t on the list of discussion topics right now. “What I understand is whatever plan you had in mind has failed.” Atticus slowly moved a step closer. Faces appeared in the tiny windows of the terrace houses. Most were curious, some concerned. None of them knew they were about to die. “Listen, Omar, I know everything seems overwhelming right now, but if you step away from the device we can talk, alright? Just to talk, that’s all I’m asking.”

      Ganim was too far away for Atticus to rush him. By the time he’d closed the gap, Ganim would have flicked the switch. Instead, Atticus had to incrementally make his way closer. It would take time; time he suspected he didn’t have.

      “Talk?” Ganim let loose a humourless laugh. “My people have had a century of talk. And where did it get them?” He pulled out a small palm-sized device which was attached to the metal box via a series of wires. At the bottom of the keypad was a wide red key. Atticus thought big red buttons only existed in the movies, but there it was.

      Ganim grunted. “I’m going to fix the mess the French and the English made of the Middle East. You carved my homeland up like a cake and set us on a path of self-destruction and dependence on the West. This,” he waved the button, “will end it all.”

      “That must be one hell of a bomb.”

      “You have no idea.”

      He was right. Atticus didn’t know what the bomb was. No one did. The multi-nation taskforce that had been tracking Ganim as he slashed his way across the globe accumulating parts, tech and scientific knowledge had no idea what he was building. The type of bomb, its explosive yield and destructive potential were all unknown. It seemed Atticus was about to find out firsthand. Pity he wouldn’t live long enough to tell anyone.

      “Omar, listen…”

      The newly crowned terrorist flipped the clear plastic cover over the big red button. The manic, unhinged persona gave way to a calmer exterior. It was far more menacing. The glee on his face had been replaced with a veneer of determination. That was when Atticus knew for sure that he was going to die.

      They stood alone in the deserted laneway waiting for the inevitable.

      “Wait.” Atticus had to think. There had to be a way. “Wait!”

      Ganim didn’t wait.

      He pressed the button.

      The bomb exploded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Eyes fluttering open, Atticus inhaled deeply. That was his first mistake. The sudden stabbing pain was excruciating. His ribs felt like he’d been impaled on a pitchfork. Instinctively, his hand darted to his side and gently touched a bulge under stiff fabric. Bandages.

      It took several moments, but eventually his eyes adjusted to take in the starkness of the room. Every surface was a blindingly white. It was a hospital room like no other he’d seen. The fit-out was simple in the extreme; there wasn’t even a TV. Bare white walls, a single hard wooden visitor’s chair, and a white wrought iron bed, where he lay. It was like something out of the fifties. His sheets and pyjamas were starchy and stiff. The whole room reeked of disinfectant.

      Was he dead? The whiteness of the room would have been enough to convince some people, but not Atticus. Never one to believe in an afterlife, his brain scrambled to make sense of his surroundings. He came up short.

      The blast should have surely killed him, Ganim and anyone else in the vicinity. It seemed impossible that he could have survived. And yet, here he was.

      Taking in a few more painful inhalations to make sure he was still breathing, another memory surfaced. Well, more a colour. Atticus remembered seeing a flash of vivid green when the bomb detonated. Why green?

      Before Atticus could stumble down that particular rabbit hole, a grey-haired man entered the room. His age, the arrogance in his strut and his white coat all screamed doctor, but Atticus wasn’t convinced. Perhaps it was the cigarette dangling from his lips.

      “Now then,” the possible-doctor/possible-escaped-inmate said, “cracked rib, probable concussion, a few scratches, singed here and there but you’ll be right as rain in a few days, lad.”

      He picked up the wooden clipboard at the end of bed and scribbled a note, then strode across the weathered linoleum floor, worn down from years of use. Extracting a torch, he waved the light in Atticus’s eyes.

      So, doctor then.

      Atticus did his best to not cough. “Are you… are you trying to get fired?”

      “What’s that, young man?” The doctor scribbled another note.

      “The cigarette…” Atticus couldn’t believe he was having this conversation with a medical professional.

      The doctor let out a frustrated sigh. “You mean the confounded RCP report from last year? Pure poppycock.”

      “Well, now I’m more concerned about your use of the word ‘poppycock’, if I’m completely honest.”

      “Responses normal, you’ll be right for discharge tomorrow.” The doctor checked his antique Omega watch. “I have rounds to attend to.”

      “How did I get here, uh, sir?” Atticus was still reluctant to use the word “doctor”.

      The man took a drag of the cigarette, his features curious. “Found you in the middle of the lane, they said. No one else around. Right in the middle of Knightsbridge, of all places. Not somewhere someone such as yourself should be.”

      Someone such as yourself. He could have been referring to Atticus’s age, or his expensive suit, but instinct and years of practice told Atticus of the man was referring to his skin colour. Knightsbridge was considered one of the poshest neighbourhoods in the world. It seemed the doctor believed it was somewhere Atticus didn’t belong.

      Refusing to rise to the bait, Atticus changed the subject. “I need to call my boss. His name is Paul Cavendish, he’s at SIS. You’d know it as MI6.”

      The doctor let out an amused snort. “Right. Does he have a direct number, or do I have to call Miss Moneypenny first?”

      Before Atticus could issue a snide remark of his own, a nurse slunk into the room. Not just any nurse. Instead of the usual scrubs, she was dressed in what appeared to be cosplay. Bouffant hair, crisp white uniform, equally pallid shoes and a nurse’s cap, like something out of The Flying Nun. Atticus didn’t know whether to laugh or applaud.

      She leaned over to the doctor conspiratorially. “Did you hear about Kennedy?”

      “Of course I bloody did.” The doctor handed her the clipboard. “It’s all anyone can bang on about. I have rounds then I’m off home where I can close the doors and not have anyone ask me about bleedin’ JFK.”

      The doctor left in a puff of cigarette smoke and arrogance. Atticus’s head swum, and not from the smoke. Nothing made sense. Maybe he really did have a concussion.

      “Would you like some water, sir? You’re looking a bit pallid there.”

      “Perhaps that’s a good idea, thank you.”

      As he sipped, Atticus tried to gather his fragmented and chaotic thoughts.

      Bobbing his head in thanks, he handed back the heavy glass. “Can I at least have my phone? I need to call SIS immediately, see who else was hurt.”

      In retrospect, he found it odd that no one from his organisation was present. No security detail, no operation heads. Hell, he would have settled for someone from the Press Office at this stage.

      The young nurse’s head crumpled in confusion. “Your phone? You can use the one down the hallway, like everyone else, sir. But why don’t you just relax and read the paper instead? It’s The Daily Herald.”

      She placed the heavy newspaper on the bed beside him, then left in a waft of pungent perfume. Atticus had heard of the paper, but he was reasonably sure it had ceased circulation in the seventies. All this was not aiding his chaotic thoughts. What the fuck is going on?

      With a shaky hand, he reluctantly picked up the paper. It was crisp, no sign of age on its freshly printed pages. Steeling himself, he inspected at the date in the top right corner. Saturday November 23, 1963. Splashed across the front page was the headline “Assassinated! Kennedy shot dead in car”.

      Atticus sat up with a jolt and then screamed from the pain. Flopping down on the bed caused similar agony.

      Thumping the bed with an angry fist, he yelled, “What the actual fuck is happening?”

      His head swam. None of this made sense. None of it. Perhaps he was in a coma and this was his body’s way of dealing with it. If so, why would his subconscious pick this era, one he knew so little about? Atticus would have preferred a more interesting era; maybe his early twenties, when he was in Ibiza and spent the better part of a week in his hotel room with an Italian girl. That would have been far preferable to flying nuns and smoking doctors.

      “Hope I’m not intruding?”

      Atticus turned to see a slightly plump, slightly balding bookish man in his thirties. He poked back his thick oval glasses and smiled pleasantly.

      “My name is Oliver Preston. I was wondering if you had a moment?”

      Atticus rubbed his temples and slowly sat up. It was less painful now.

      “Why are you here, Oliver Preston?”

      “The doctor called me.” Oliver held a small cardboard box. From it, he extracted Atticus’s black Tom Ford wallet and flipped it open without asking. “Said one of mine had been found in the middle of the street unconscious, all banged up.”

      “One of yours?”

      Oliver took a card from the wallet. Atticus knew it well. It was his Secret Intelligence Service ID, with the subheading MI6, complete with his picture. The anti-counterfeit hologram flashed in the sunlight.

      Holding it between his thumb and forefinger, Oliver considered it with disdain. “You see, officially, there’s no such organisation as MI6, at least as far as the public is concerned. You just said ‘MI6’ to the doctor.” He grinned sheepishly. “My apologies, I’ve been lurking in the corridor. Habit of the trade, I’m afraid.” He frowned. “I’m wondering, Mr Wolfe, what you think you’re going to achieve with this… thing?”

      Oliver’s appearance was so unremarkable, so unmemorable, Atticus knew he’d make a good spy. Anyone’s gaze would just naturally slide off the man, like Teflon, as if he wasn’t there.

      Atticus rubbed his temple. “I… I’m a bit out of sorts, to be honest, Mr Preston.”

      “No doubt.”

      Oliver’s expression was expectant, as if he was still waiting for an answer. But all Atticus had were questions of his own.

      “I don’t even know where I am.”

      Oliver’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “St Thomas’ Hospital.”

      Atticus nodded, but wasn’t sure he believed it. He wasn’t sure he believed any of it.

      Thinking out loud, he said, “This has to be some elaborate trick, surely? I’ve been kidnapped and I’m really in some underground bunker in Tehran, or I’ll walk out that door and find an army of MI6 psychologists and overpaid behavioural consultants.”

      Pulling a let’s see, shall we? face, Oliver jutted his head towards the window at the end of the hospital room. Helping Atticus stand, he assisted him into a starchy robe and gingerly escorted him across the cold linoleum floor. Carefully they made their way across the room. It was surreal. Atticus really did feel he was in another world. Why was he filled with such dread? He gazed out the window breathlessly.

      It was London.

      Except it wasn’t. Not at all.

      Gone were the skyscrapers he was so familiar with. No Shard, no Gherkin, no Strata. No London Eye. But the rest of the buildings—well, it was London alright.

      Atticus still couldn’t accept it. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t. It was a projection, surely, albeit a very convincing one.

      The wooden window had a latch. With a shaking hand, Atticus unhooked the heavy metal mechanism and flung the window open. The sounds and smells of London flooded the room. Outside, dozens of red double-decker buses motored along; old-school buses, with bonnets and rear exits. The heavy scent of diesel mixed with smoke and smog. Brown vans honked at Minis and Austin-Healeys as men in bowler hats and thick-rimmed glasses strolled past girls in bright vintage knee-length dresses. It was London alright, but not one Atticus had ever seen in his lifetime.

      He gripped the window frame. “I think…” Atticus’s legs buckled, but Oliver held his arm firm, “I think I need to sit down for a spell.”
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      The room spun.

      Lying on the bed, Atticus smothered his face with his hands. Bombarded with a million thoughts, he was unable to process a single one.

      “You look terribly pale.” Oliver’s voice was comforting. “I’ll fetch you some tea.”

      How very British of you, Atticus thought as he fought the compulsion to say it out loud. His amusement was fleeting. His mind soon returned to the present. Well, the past, it seemed.

      Oliver left the room, and Atticus was alone with his tumultuous thoughts. It was like a dream, except in a dream one flitted from one moment to the next without remembering how one got there. Atticus had steadfastly remained rooted in this moment. He didn’t flit from one scene to the next. He was conscious and aware. It just didn’t make sense.

      How could a man travel sixty years back in time? That was impossible, wasn’t it? Atticus took in the room. The extremely sixties room. What was it that Arthur Conan Doyle said? Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.

      He must have travelled in time. But how? Was time travel even possible? Atticus vaguely remembered a little about Einstein’s equations of General Relativity and a train moving near the speed of light. He even recalled reading that Stephen Hawking had said time travel was possible, but there was something about wormholes and infinite mass and other ideas that completely went over his head. At that moment, Atticus really wished he had more than a generalist’s knowledge of scientific theory.

      Disregarding that hypothesis, Atticus instead tried to wrestle with the how of it all. How did he get there? There was only one likely scenario.

      The bomb.

      It had to be the bomb.

      All along they had assumed Omar Ganim had been building an explosive weapon, but there were things that didn’t add up. The only explosives ever found were those used to kill the breaching team at the townhouse. He’d broken into scientific facilities, think tanks and bleeding-edge tech start-ups across the globe. Why scientists? Most agencies chalked it up to a bad man doing bad things, but what if there was more to it?

      Atticus recalled Ganim’s crack about “fixing the mess the French and English had made of the Middle East”. Was that what this was all about? Was he planning to go back and “fix” it? That was what he’d said, that he’d fix it all. Whatever it may have been.

      Then, of course, there was the explosion itself. Atticus had seen his fair share of explosions. None of them had ever been green. Even the most rudimentary bomb would have killed him at that range, yet he’d survived with minimal damage. But how?

      Atticus’s brain felt like an egg slowly being boiled inside its shell. He was trying to make sense of a senseless situation; attempting to solve an impossible puzzle without any of the requisite pieces. Down that dark path madness lurked.

      With impeccable timing, Oliver returned with two white paper cups. He handed one to Atticus.

      “The tea’s appalling, but at least it’s strong.” Oliver chuckled politely.

      Taking a sip, Atticus agreed. The tart bitterness revived him.

      The spy quietly placed the cup on the floor beside him and once again examined Atticus’s ID.

      “It seems to me,” Oliver turned the MI6 card over in his hand, “a spy agency that makes their people carry identification cards is not a very good spy agency.”

      Atticus chuckled. “Operatives never visit Vauxhall Cross, I mean, MI6 headquarters. My headquarters. They’d be dead if they ever did. We know any rival foreign government has surveillance on anyone who enters. If we meet, it’s in one of the safehouses scattered around the city.”

      “I see.”

      “To the rest of us, headquarters is just an office building. I’m a Tactical Officer now, I don’t go around lurking in shadows in far-off lands anymore. I’m strictly nine to five. It’s a job, like everywhere else.”

      Oliver dipped his head to indicate he understood, yet it was clear he didn’t. “Earlier, when you were speaking to the nurse, you asked for your phone. A strange word to use, I would have thought. Your phone.” He picked up the cardboard box. From it he extracted a small black device. “Is that what this is?”

      In his hand, Oliver held Atticus’s mobile phone. It was still locked, but the latest Samsung glowed bright, the colourful screen completely out of place in the dull 1960s setting.

      “Yes, that’s my phone.”

      Confusion creased Oliver’s features, as if the answer was nonsensical. “And this?” He held up the device. “There’s a picture here, of you in front of, I’m guessing a car? It looks like a spaceship.”

      Oliver’s tone was friendly, but Atticus was in no doubt he was being interrogated. It was then that Atticus realised Oliver might be a good spy.

      “It’s a Lambo.” Atticus kept his manner as even as he knew how. “Lamborghini. The photo was taken at the Frankfurt Motor Show last year.” Suddenly, the words “last year” seemed fraught and bewildering.

      “And this.” Oliver brought the screen closer to Atticus, but still out of reach. His finger pointed to the date on the screen. March 28, 2024. “How is this being projected? We have nothing like this.” He judged the weight of the phone, giving it a few tiny hefts. “It’s so clear. So thin. Is it…Soviet?”

      “What?” There was no way Atticus could hide his surprise at the question.

      “Is it Soviet? It’s quite a simple question, one would have thought.”

      With a shake of his head, Atticus said, “No, it’s South Korean.”

      Oliver laughed, awaiting the punchline. When none came, his face dripped with confusion. “No, really.” Seeing Atticus’s unchanged expression, he turned the device over several times. “Well, I’ll be.” Oliver harrumphed. Atticus hadn’t thought people actually harrumphed, but there it was. “South Korea. There’s still a South Korea in 2024. Fascinating.”

      In 1963, the Korean war had only been over for ten years. The scars were still fresh. The world, Oliver included, seemed to think the peace of the two halves of the country wouldn’t hold. A new set of thoughts tumbled into Atticus’s already tumultuous mind.

      With his knowledge of future events, could Atticus somehow derail the future? Wasn’t there a Prime Directive in Star Trek? Did it apply to time travel? Could his mere presence here alter the time he came from? His addled brain was rather quickly becoming hard-boiled.

      “So, this phone,” Oliver’s pronunciation of the word retained a hint of scepticism, “what does it do?”

      “It makes phone calls, though most people don’t use them for that anymore. Here, let me show you.”

      With some reluctance, Oliver relinquished the phone. It was as if he were letting a stranger take away his newborn child. It didn’t feel right for Atticus to be demonstrating a device from the future to someone he didn’t know, but if he was stuck in the past—and Atticus was quite a way off accepting that reality—he was going to need allies. Oliver seemed to be the best—and if he were honest, the only—ally available.

      Unlocking the phone with his fingerprint, Atticus scrolled through photos for a gobsmacked Oliver. Recalling the sense of wonder he’d felt when iPhones first came out, Atticus could only imagine what that would seem like fifty years earlier. He was reasonably sure Oliver wasn’t ready for Angry Birds just yet.

      He locked the device and handed it back to a dumbfounded Oliver. Handling it with the reverence one might show a Gutenberg Bible, he placed the phone back in the box. It was plain the man was enamoured with the phone but needed to move on.

      Oliver extracted one more item from the box, his face etched with intrigue. It was a keypad, with a large red button at the bottom of its front panel. A wire spiralled from the base for a few centimetres before stopping suddenly in a tangle of exposed wires.

      “And this?”

      “Where did you find that?”

      “Next to your unconscious body, apparently. Given your attire, and the phone,” the word still seemed new to him, “I assumed it belonged to you as well. What is this? Don’t tell me it’s your car?”

      Honestly, Atticus didn’t know what the device was. The keypad was what Ganim had pressed to send him here, but being neither an engineer nor scientist, he understood nothing about its true purpose. All he knew was that it should stay out of the hands of anyone in this time period, or who knew what sorts of butterfly effects could ensue.

      Thankfully, Preston placed it back in the box without further questions and considered the man opposite him. There was a new, casual air about his manner. To Atticus, he appeared just a little too casual. He wanted something.

      “So, tell me, Future-Man, who wins the Cold War?”

      Atticus didn’t need to be a spy to detect the eagerness in Oliver’s tone. It was the same question he would have asked if their roles were reversed.

      “We do. The West. It’s touch and go a few times, that’s for sure.” Oliver would have just lived through the Cuban Missile Crisis, so would know that only too well. “But in my time, there’s no such thing as the USSR. Russians buy Coca-Cola just like everyone else.”

      “Good Lord.” Oliver shook his head, genuine surprise on his face.

      It suddenly dawned on Atticus how uncertain life would have been in this time. To him, history was just a linear list of events that led to his own time. Not so for Oliver. The ever-present threat of nuclear war hung over everyone on the tiny island nation like a spectre. They went to bed wondering if the next day would be their last, if some madman really would push a button and wipe them off the face of the Earth. To Oliver and the rest of his organisation, the Cold War was very real and very dangerous. In Atticus’s time they faced a completely different set of threats, but no less deadly.

      “So the Soviets are friends in your time?” It was plain Oliver was wrestling with the concept.

      “Russians”, Atticus gently corrected him. “And, well, let's go with a tentative no.”

      That confused Oliver. “But if the Soviet Union collapsed as you said, doesn't that mean an end to conflict?”

      “I think Georgia, Chechnya and Ukraine would have something to say about that.”

      Atticus let the idea sit for a moment. As he did a completely new thought hit: what if Atticus was stuck here? He had no money, no friends, no way to earn an income. How was he going to live? His deliberations had quickly escalated from worldwide implications to the awfully immediate and personal. It’s funny how the human brain can switch to self-preservation in an instant.

      Once again, it seemed that Oliver was reading his mind. “It seems to me, Mr Wolfe, that a tactical officer from the future would be rather a valuable strategic asset, would you not agree?”

      “What if I screw everything up? Make things worse? Fuck, I don’t know, start a nuclear war?”

      “Or…”, Oliver scratched his chin, “what if you were always meant to be here and your presence guides humanity down the path you recall so vividly? Your existence could guarantee our very survival.”

      Closing his eyes, Atticus’s boiled-egg skull cracked. He rubbed the back of his head. “Do you believe that, or are you trying to manipulate me into doing what could give you a strategic advantage?”

      With a splayed hand across his chest, Oliver said, “I take umbrage at the suggestion that a member of the espionage community would ever manipulate a conversation to his own end.” Amusement danced in the corners of his green eyes. “If you really are from the future, I think Her Majesty’s government should keep you rather close, don’t you, Mr Wolfe? What if the USSR got hold of you, hmmm? Imagine what those wretches would do, knowing how events unfold? They would do their utmost to foil that particular outcome, would you not agree?”

      “I thought you just said my presence here guaranteed the future I remembered?”

      Oliver shrugged. “I don’t know anything for certain. I’m merely a public servant who must make strategic decisions based on the partial intelligence he is supplied. I make calculated determinations in the best interests of the United Kingdom. And right now I’m thinking, what better way to do so than by giving you a job at MI6?”

      He tilted his head, appearing thoughtful, but Atticus detected an urgency in his delivery. Oliver was intensely interested in Atticus’s answer, but didn’t want to show it.

      Atticus scoffed. “Me work at MI6?”

      “Surely it wouldn’t be much of a stretch for you?” He dangled Atticus’s ID to emphasise the point.

      “No, of course not.” Atticus gave it a moment’s thought. “Actually, yes, it would be. I don’t know anything about spying in this time period. It’s all invisible ink, dead drops and umbrella guns, isn’t it?”

      “I do believe you’ve been reading too many trashy spy novels.” Leaning back in the rickety wooden chair, Oliver interlaced his fingers. “You’re here now, Mr Wolfe, so the question is what to do with you. You need to eat, afford a flat, live a life. That requires an income, does it not? We also need to keep you away from Soviet agents, yes? Are you aware of any organisation better suited to this task than MI6? It seems our interests have converged.”

      “Your phrasing suggests I don’t have much of a choice.”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      Atticus rubbed his temple. “Where do we start?”
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      The car trip from the hospital was brief. Through the thick windows of the bumpy Triumph Mayflower town car, Atticus saw a city bustling with life. Horse-drawn carts jostled with vans and pedestrians. Girls in bright dresses clashed with women wearing oversized coats and sour demeanours. Men in stiff camel-hair coats scowled at young men with quaffed hair in colourful suits and cravats. Mod fashion poked out amongst the staid brown sameness of the older generation. The streets were filled with contrasts, conflicting realities. It was the personification of clashing cultures and Atticus was there to see it firsthand. This was no elaborate MI6 fidelity assessment. This was the real deal.

      The shock was still too fresh for him to fully process. The previous night had been sleepless. He drifted off occasionally, but every time he stirred he expected to find himself in his king-sized bed in his stylishly appointed flat. Instead, he opened his eyes and was confronted with the staid white walls of an archaic hospital. Atticus was doing his best to keep his head, but it seemed everything was encased in a shell of incongruity, an unreality which made it difficult to accept. But accept it he must; if he was to live in this time, he had to acknowledge his plight and do the best he could. The first step was finding a place to live.

      That’s why they were here. The slender worn stairs creaked with every step. Atticus followed the bony legs encased
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