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      There was a terrorist in Atticus’s lounge room.

      Instinctively, he wanted to reach for a gun he knew wasn’t there. The next best thing was to throttle the man. It took every ounce of self-control to keep the impulse at bay. The terrorist had broken into his Covent Garden flat and now sat casually in one of Atticus’s green cocktail armchairs, sipping tea as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Gritting his teeth, Atticus forced out words to fill the chasm of silence. “You’re old.”

      It was true. The man was old, decades older than the last time Atticus had seen him. Which, by his reckoning, was only a couple of weeks ago – but also sixty years into the future. Closing his eyes, Atticus rubbed his left temple, realising he lacked the required lexicon to discuss time travel in any meaningful way.

      Hell, who wouldn’t?

      For Atticus, it had only been a short time since he’d been working for MI6, on the trail of the mysterious Omar Ganim. After an unsuccessful raid on Ganim’s townhouse, Atticus had chased him down a small laneway where the newly crowned terrorist had exploded a bomb. Except it wasn’t a bomb. The green flash had sent Atticus from 2024 all the way back to 1963. But Ganim’s weathered face indicated he’d been sent back even further.

      Omar Ganim snorted. “Of course I’m bloody old.” He shook his head. “Been here since 1914, I have. Arrived right in the middle of the night, during a blizzard, no less. Almost died.” The old man shrugged. “But I didn’t, because I’m a survivor. Always have been.”

      Atticus folded his arms. “Am I meant to applaud?”

      Ganim sneered. His outwardly casual veneer started to tarnish. “You popped up on my radar a week ago. To be perfectly honest, it had been years since I’d even given you a thought. In the end I figured I’d been the only one sent back, though there was always a part of me that suspected you’d pop up somewhere along the timeline. You got the better part of the deal, let me tell you. The early twenties were no walk in the park for someone with my dusky complexion.”

      In the short time since he’d arrived in the sixties, Atticus had already had plenty of run-ins with people who thought the tone of his skin made him a lesser being, but he chose not to mention it. He didn’t wish to get into a pissing contest over who’d had the easier time of it.

      “Although,” Ganim’s eyes took on a wistful air, “the late twenties were a riot. Ended up in the Weimar Republic. Anything went in those days, let me tell you. I got caught up in—”

      “Can I get home?” Atticus cut him off.

      “Ah,” Ganim grinned. “Done with the pleasantries, are we?”

      Atticus unfolded his arms, then, in fear of what he might do, folded them again. “I wasn’t aware there were pleasantries.”

      Ganim squinted. “Quite.” He took a sip of tea and quietly placed the cup to the side, prolonging the moment. He stared off into the distance, gaze unfocused. “Like I said, I went back over a hundred years.” He turned to Atticus, his face etched in genuine despondency. “I couldn’t stop it. None of it. The Sykes–Picot Agreement still happened. Iraq was still ruined for a hundred years by the sadistic Churchill. The lands of the Middle East were still carved up by indifferent imperial bastards, serving up betrayal, hatred and revenge.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Nothing changed.” He shook his head dolefully.

      There was so much to unpack in that one statement, Atticus didn’t know where to start. For a moment he forgot about his own plight. “How… what did you do?”

      Ganim gazed inattentively at Atticus for a moment, as if he’d forgotten he was even there. “I tried, in my arrogance, to change things, to save the Middle East. I spent years rallying against imperial conceit. I did everything I could.” He sighed heavily. “It wasn’t enough.”

      Atticus knew the history well. Following the First World War, the Ottoman Empire was sliced up like cake and proffered to the victors, mainly England and France, to the detriment of Arab nations who’d been promised much in return for supporting the Allies. Instead, they were betrayed. The partitioning of the Middle East was done without regard for ethnic or sectarian characteristics, and resulted in endless conflict still felt in their own time, over a century later.

      “So, despite decades of you trying to rewrite the world, nothing changed. Does that mean those of us hopping around time can’t change history? It’s fixed?”

      It would be a relief if it were true. In Atticus’s short stint in this time period, he’d already left a big footprint. Knowing he couldn’t change future events would help him sleep at night.

      “Not exactly.” Ganim smiled. It was a cheeky, knowing smile.

      Who needs sleep anyway? Atticus thought to himself.

      Ganim went on. “The man responsible for the Sykes–Picot Agreement, the esteemed Colonel Sir Tatton Benvenuto Mark Sykes, surprisingly died of acute arsenic trioxide poisoning in 1916.”

      “Why was that surprising?”

      “He was meant to have died from the Spanish flu in 1919.”

      “I wonder how that happened.”

      Ganim shrugged enigmatically. “A mystery for the ages.” His expression became less self-satisfied. “The bastard survived long enough to broker the deal, unfortunately.” He straightened his back. “We can change the future we know; it’s possible. I’ve had many years to look back at it with the wisdom of hindsight, as only old farts can. My plans were too unrealistic, I think. I should have been more careful, more practical.” He stared Atticus in the eyes. “But I was rushed. You chasing me halfway across the globe forced me to accelerate too quickly. I lost focus. I wasn’t prepared.” Ganim’s gaze slid off, as if he were contemplating events that never were. He laughed humourlessly. “If only I’d had time.”

      Atticus wasn’t concerned with Ganim’s shortcomings. “I’ll ask again. Can I get home?”

      “I tried, oh how I tried. For me, no.”

      The implication of the statement sank in. Atticus slumped into his chair. “Oh. So it’s all over, we’re stuck here?”

      “I said I couldn’t go home.” Ganim left a theatrical pause. “Past tense.” He hefted the keypad he’d discovered in Atticus’s flat. “Until now. Without this, all I had was theory and bitterness, and neither of those things are conducive to time travel.” He smiled. “But now, at least there’s a chance—a theoretical one I’ll admit, but still a chance.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Atticus didn’t trust the man. He was sure the feeling was mutual. “You could have stolen it and done it all yourself, but you waited for me. Why?”

      Ganim shrugged, conceding the point. “I just want to get home. I miss wi-fi. I miss googling things.” He sighed an old man’s sigh. “It’s been decades. Oh, I hated you at first, of course, but that feeling faded away years ago. Now I just want to get back to my own time, and rest. But I can’t do this alone, Mr Wolfe. As clichéd as it sounds, you’re the only one who understands. The only one who wants this as much as I do. The only one I trust.”

      Actively working to avoid laughing in the man’s face, Atticus did his best to appear neutral. The statement was pure fluff, rhetoric of the highest order. Ganim should have known better than to make such a trite attempt to garner his favour so early in their discussions. It screamed of desperation. Trust had to be earned. Atticus was a million miles and a hundred years away from trusting the terrorist before him.

      But really, what choice did he have? There weren’t many alternatives. If Atticus really wanted to get home, the only option was sitting right in front of him.

      “Fine. What happens now?”

      “I…” For the first time there was hesitancy in Ganim’s demeanour. “I have to do some calculations.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Ganim chuckled. “I’m afraid this will take some time. I will come back when I’m done.” On seeing Atticus’s sour expression, he went on. “I need to figure out a way to reverse my theories. You see, I only ever envisaged going backwards in time, not forwards. I need to source computer equipment and the like.” He examined Atticus expectantly. “Unless you happen to have brought a smartphone with you?”

      Atticus didn’t want to get into that conversation just yet. It would only complicate matters further.

      “I… I don’t have a smartphone, no.” Atticus held his breath at the mostly true statement.

      “Shame. Would have made life easier.”

      “I have a smart watch, though.”

      Tilting his head, Ganim frowned. “Not exactly a supercomputer, but it might help.” Ganim ribbed his chin. There was something in his eyes that, if pressed, Atticus would categorise as shifty. “If I could have that and the keypad, I might just be able to get back to our time. Theoretically. The previous base unit I used, the one in the backpack, I could try and replicate with today’s hardware, but it could end up being the size of a house. The keypad holds the brains. This,” he rattled it for effect, “gives me hope—gives us hope, I mean. I’ve spent a lifetime trying to find it; there was no point gathering the components without the lynchpin. That’s the keypad. We may have a way back home now; I just need to work out how, exactly. Hence the calculations.”

      The statement should have filled Atticus with joy. A way back home. But it didn’t. Was it because he didn’t trust Ganim? That was a given. Or was there more to it, perhaps?

      Before he’d walked through the door and seen Ganim in his flat, Atticus had been getting used to the idea of living in the past. It wasn’t all bad. In fact, he was beginning to like a lot of it—some parts more than others. When he’d first been thrown back to this time, he’d been disorientated, anxious and alone. But he’d started to make a life here, found reasons to want to stay. One reason in particular was always on his mind.

      Unaware of Atticus’s doubts, Ganim stood. “I’ll do the necessary work, find components if I can.” He held out his hand. “Partners?”

      Atticus hesitated. Had the man he’d hunted for months become an ally in a matter of minutes? It didn’t sit well with him. Sure, he was older, seemed far less manic than the last time they’d met, several days ago—as far as Atticus was concerned. But it still didn’t feel right.

      Although Ganim had killed, he’d generally gone out of his way to avoid harming others. He hadn’t always succeeded, but the fact that he’d tried meant Omar Ganim was more complex than the title “terrorist” suggested. However, it didn’t mean Atticus trusted the man.

      Avoiding Ganim’s proffered hand, Atticus picked up the keypad and slipped it into his pocket.

      Now it was time for Ganim to hesitate. He hadn’t been expecting that. “I’ll… I’ll need that, and the watch.”

      “I know. And they’ll be right here when you’ve done those calculations of yours. As partners there’s trust on all sides, right? I trust you won’t try and get home without me.” He tapped his pocket. “But trust goes both ways, Ganim. And what better way to cement the partnership by entrusting me with this?”

      The other man screwed his mouth to one side. “It’ll be more difficult.”

      “I imagine it will be.” Atticus let the ensuing silence play out.

      The other man’s eye twitched, and then, apparently in spite of himself, he extended his hand. “Deal.”

      Seemingly acting of its own volition, Atticus’s hand shook Ganim’s.

      “Deal.”

      As Ganim made his way out the door, he seemed to notice Atticus’s slight hobble for the first time. He pointed. “What’s with the limp?”

      “Someone shot me.”

      Ganim snorted. “You haven’t been here long enough to piss people off.”

      “If only that were true.”

      Apparently aware he’d get nothing further on the subject, Ganim gave Atticus a faint wave and left. As he closed the door and stood alone in his flat, Atticus couldn’t help thinking he’d made a deal with the devil.
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      Needing to clear his head after his unexpected confrontation, Atticus walked. And walked. After he’d been shot in the leg, the doctors had recommended exercise, although perhaps not quite as soon, and definitely not as far. But Atticus wasn’t one to be cooped up. After days in hospital, he had no desire to stare at four walls.

      He gingerly made his way down Piccadilly. Thankfully the bullet had only passed through muscle tissue, missing arteries and anything else Atticus valued, but he was still hurting. The cool crisp air was bracing, providing a welcome distraction from the odd ache and twinge.

      Piccadilly Circus was as hectic as it was in his day; the crowds, the chaos, people darting between cars. It was nice to see a recognisable scene, even if the billboards and stores weren’t as familiar.

      He passed Swan & Edgar, a seemingly high-end department store. It was huge, but Atticus had never heard of it. Most of the advertising signs adorning the Circus were familiar enough: BP, Guinness, Gordon’s Gin and Coca-Cola shone bright. But he was sure Fremlin’s beers and Dixons hadn’t survived to his day. Likewise, advertisements portraying ‘Smoke Players’ and Wrigley’s Gum as being ‘Healthful’ would never fly in 2024.

      He forged on, thankful that the scenery served as a fascinating distraction. Passing the well-known sights of Buckingham Palace and Hyde Park Corner he almost felt at home, a twinge of nostalgia nibbling at his soul. As he passed Old Park Lane he had to admit he wasn’t disappointed at the absence of the gaudy Hard Rock Café.

      The walk seemed to have ironed out the kinks of his injury, although the memory of how he’d received it was almost as painful as the injury itself.

      There was one part of his recent history Atticus had kept from Ganim. It wasn’t exactly in keeping with their newly forged “trust”, but it was more a lie of omission. It was something Atticus would need to take care of before he could get back to his own time. Far easier said than done.

      The first person to know Atticus’s truth when he arrived in 1963 was Oliver. Oliver had brought Atticus into the fold of 1960s MI6, set him up with a place to live and put him on the path to creating a real life in this decade. He’d been a confidant and a friend.

      Pity it was all a lie.

      At first, Atticus had assumed Oliver’s eagerness to cosy up to a man from the future was out of a desire to get the inside scoop on future events—an undeniably alluring prospect for any spy—but Oliver’s intentions were far more sinister. He’d betrayed, robbed and shot Atticus in quick succession. It was almost like you couldn’t even trust a Soviet double agent these days.

      Heading down Brompton Road, Atticus rubbed the spot where he’d been shot, vowing to return the favour. And soon. That would be his task on returning to MI6: hunt down Oliver and undo any damage he’d already wrought. Atticus was going to bring the fight to Oliver.

      The tenuous partnership forged with Ganim would surely shatter the instant he found out that Oliver not only knew when Atticus was from, but also knew the outcome of the Cold War. And worse, he possessed Atticus’s time-apocryphal phone, which held in its password-protected innards history books outlining the next half century in great detail. Atticus had to hope it remained unlocked, and that the Soviets wouldn’t invent a charger anytime soon.

      But history would not be saved with hope.

      The more Atticus thought about it, the more he was convinced not telling Ganim about Oliver was the right thing to do. In part because it would confuse things unnecessarily, but mainly due to the shame he felt, knowing his actions had caused the problem in the first place. He couldn’t have Ganim thinking he’d recklessly messed up the timeline.

      Only when he’d dealt with Oliver could Atticus return home. He had to right the wrongs he’d committed in this timeline, and prevent Oliver from inflicting further harm—if he could.

      Atticus shook his head. He should be focusing on more positive things, like his destination. The very thought put a spring in his step, and suddenly his leg didn’t hurt quite as much.

      He slowed to join the smattering of people gawping through the windows of Harrods. Glancing at his watch, Atticus decided he could spare a couple of minutes to do some window shopping. After all, it wasn’t every day a twenty-first century man could peruse the displays of the world’s most famous department store in its heyday.

      A grey-haired man in a Harrod’s green coat doffed his bowler hat at shoppers as he opened the door for them. It was a quaint piece of old-world charm—antiquated in Atticus’s time, but delightful in this older setting.

      The afternoon was veering into evening, the briskness of the day giving way to a genuine chill. Flipping up the collar of his coat, Atticus scanned the window displays. The mannequins were dressed in long skirts made from heavy fabric. Far more conservative than he’d anticipated. It wasn’t exactly Swinging Sixties. The fashions were quaint in their conservatism. He knew that would all change soon enough. Cultural revolutions don’t hit everywhere at the same time. Some parts need to be dragged along, kicking and screaming.

      Atticus was aware of the danger before he even knew what the threat was. A man in a long leather coat and dark fedora stood casually next to him, appearing to hold no malice. He simply sidled up and glanced indifferently at the window display. But his manner put Atticus on edge. Automatically searching the reflection in the window for anyone else in case he was boxed in, for the second time in an hour Atticus wished he were armed.

      “Pah. Typical capitalist bourgeoisie overindulgence.” The other man shook his head. “This is what your housewives should strive for? Maybe is better you keep them in kitchen, da?”

      Unmistakably Russian. The man didn’t even try to water down his thick accent. In this time, it wasn’t exactly common for anyone from behind the Iron Curtain to walk around so brazenly. That meant he was either overconfident or knew something Atticus didn’t. Either way, it didn’t bode well.

      Without turning, Atticus asked, “Do I know you?”

      “Nyet.” The reflection in the mirror gave Atticus a crooked-toothed smile. “But we have mutual friend.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Da, it is,” he tilted his head menacingly, “Future Man.”

      If it were possible to physically manifest an alarm, Atticus’s would be ringing so loud they could hear it in Liverpool.

      A rigid body was no good in a fight. Atticus forced his tension to ease, knowing what was coming. “This friend you speak of, he wouldn’t be anywhere nearby, would he? I have a favour to return.”

      That Atticus had just been thinking of Oliver could be considered a coincidence, if not for the fact that he’d spent a considerable amount of time thinking about the man. More specifically, about what he’d do when the two finally met again.

      The Russian rubbed his chin and shook his head with a knowing smirk. His facial expression said, he’s not stupid enough to be here.

      Pity.

      “Then how did you know it was me?”

      Atticus thought it a fair question. It wasn’t like anyone from this time had pictures of him. They couldn’t exactly look him up on Facebook. Or worse, check out the pictures from his clubbing days that were somehow still on MySpace.

      “Our mutual friend said to find an arrogant black man, and here we are.”

      Atticus suspected this was more than just a convenient insult. What did it mean? Was it a warning?

      Atticus turned to the man for the first time. He didn’t flinch. “You know me. So I seem to be at a disadvantage. Do you have a name?”

      “I do.” The Russian bowed, but never took his eyes off Atticus. “Quite a few, in fact.”

      “Care to share any of them with me?”

      “You may call me Mikhail.”

      “And what is it you wish to say to me, Mikhail?”

      “Just that you should know your time is over.” He paused thoughtfully. “That was vague, was it not? Linguistically imprecise interpretation of the gradable predicates, yes?”

      The length of the words suggested he was well educated. Atticus had no idea what the man had just said, but it sounded smart.

      Mikhail went on. “Let me be more precise. Your corrupt imperialist society is soon to end. The phrasing our mutual friend used was: the future you knew is no more. We are writing history now.”

      “Is this a warning? That’s why you’re talking to me?”

      “Who said anything about talking?”

      Faster than Atticus would have thought possible, Mikhail reached into his pocket and extracted a hunting knife, the blade glinting in the light of the shop window. It hung between them menacingly. Mikhail gazed down at the weapon seemingly with as much surprise as Atticus, as if he hadn’t been expecting to pull the knife himself.

      “You will come with me.” Mikhail’s voice was a growl.

      “My grandmother always warned me about situations like this.” Unarmed and without backup, Atticus had only two choices: run or fight.

      Mikhail seemed bemused that Atticus wasn’t more panicked. “What did she tell you?”

      Atticus chose the latter option. He lowered his gaze. “Don’t get in cars with strangers and if anyone pulls a knife on you…” he backed away, putting distance between them, “make sure you kill the son of a bitch.”

      Atticus waited for the attack. He didn’t have to wait long. Mikhail telegraphed his lunge and Atticus was ready. Using both hands, he grabbed his attacker’s arm as it drove forward and used Mikhail’s momentum to throw him off balance. Thrusting out his hip, he forced his opponent to lose his footing. With his arm twisted at a right angle, Mikhail winced in pain as Atticus relieved him of his weapon and he fell to his knees.

      It wasn’t Atticus’s most elegant move, but it did the job. Laying his thick hand on the scruff of Mikhail’s neck, Atticus hoisted him gracelessly upright. Making sure his foe was aware of the hunting knife to his belly, Atticus did his best to shield it from onlookers, concealed by the flaps of his coat.

      Instead of alarm that his attack had been so abruptly subverted, Mikhail seemed positively amused. Chuckling, he frowned in admiration. “Very good, very good. He said you were a man of hidden talents, but is nice to have these things confirmed, da?”

      “I have a message for our mutual friend.” Atticus’s eyes darted around, in case Mikhail had more comrades. The street seemed free of henchmen, but one could never be sure. “Tell him—”

      Atticus didn’t finish the sentence. His movements a blur, Mikhail lunged forward, using the blade of his palm to chop down on Atticus’s knife hand, forcing it down and away from the Russian’s belly. Mikhail used his hands to push and hold Atticus’s arm back so the knife stayed away from him, and then in a final move, he slammed his knee into Atticus’s arm and twisted the knife from his hand.

      In a blink of an eye Mikhail stood in front of Atticus, knife in hand. The tables had been turned again, and he didn’t like the arrangement.

      The son of a bitch had deliberately overplayed his first attack to gauge Atticus’s reaction. Smart. Atticus wouldn’t underestimate him again.

      Just as Atticus had, Mikhail kept the knife hidden to avoid alarming passers-by. Both men tried their best to hide their heaving breaths, each casting death stares at their counterpart. Their battle was both intimate and covert.

      Over Mikhail’s shoulder, the top-hatted doorman turned in their direction. “We’re about to close up, sirs.” Oblivious to the knife fight taking place mere feet away from him, the aging gent beamed genially. “Twenty minutes if you boys want to pop in and grab a little treat for the wife.”

      Evenly matched, the two could engage in a perpetual conflict until one of them made a mistake, or members of the public became involved. Stalemate was unlikely. Each awaited the other’s next move.

      Atticus decided it was his to make. He shoved Mikhail’s shoulders back and followed up with a swift side kick, sending the man reeling backwards onto the roadway. He landed with an “oof” as the knife skated across the asphalt. As Mikhail lay sprawled on the road in a daze, a black cab skidded to a halt, missing his head by inches.

      Realising his predicament, Mikhail clambered towards the knife, but the blade lay steadfastly lodged under the front wheel of the cab. The Russian’s furious heaving failed to extricate it. Simultaneously, the tubby cloth-capped cab driver and Atticus advanced on the prone man. Both were angry, though for differing reasons.

      “What the ruddy hell do you think you’re up to, mate?” The cab driver wiped his sweaty brow. “I coulda bleedin’ well killed ya.”

      As the two men closed in on him, Mikhail frantically yanked at the knife. With an almighty heave, the handle came free—unfortunately for Mikhail, without the blade attached.

      “Ah.” Mikhail stared at the fractured handle in his hands and shook his head despairingly. “This would have never happened with Soviet knife.”

      Before Atticus could attack, Mikhail shoved the cab driver between them and sprinted towards Harrods. Ignoring the furious cabbie, Atticus gave chase.

      Sprinting through the entrance, he came to a halt, searching for any sign of the Russian. He couldn’t see any, nor could he hear anyone screaming that a madman was running through a high-end department store. If Atticus were in Mikhail’s position, he’d want to put as much distance between him and his attacker as possible. He wouldn’t find his opponent by standing still. Atticus ran.

      If he had to hazard a guess, he’d say Mikhail was KGB. The man was highly trained, in a foreign country and had no problem handling himself. Great. KGB. Just what he needed.

      The late afternoon meant the narrow, winding walkways were bereft of much foot traffic. Atticus sped heedlessly and unarmed past racks of gaudy women’s clothes, and soon found himself charging through department after department in the staid, old-fashioned store.

      He wondered what he’d do when he caught up with Mikhail. They seemed evenly matched, but he knew the deadlock couldn’t last.

      In no time he entered the food department, passing the baker, deli and confectioner. The fromagerie was no good to him unless they sold a particularly sharp cheddar.

      The fishmongers and wine department flashed by. Attendants gawped at the sprinting black man, but seemed too bemused to ask him to stop.

      Having found no trace of his prey, Atticus slowed his pace and took in his surroundings, aware he was placing undue stress on his injured leg. He stopped near the florist, with its heady scents and vibrant bouquets. Could Mikhail have gone into hiding, intending to stay after closing? Atticus eyed a particularly large arrangement of flowers, but he doubted he’d find a communist in the chrysanthemums.

      He briefly considered contacting MI6 for backup, but dismissed the idea. By the time they arrived Mikhail would be long gone. It was the second time that day Atticus had been caught flatfooted and unarmed. Tomorrow he’d requisition a gun from Mrs Abernathy at the first opportunity.

      As Atticus assessed his options, a grey-haired gentleman approached in a Harrods-green three-piece suit. “May I help you, sir?”

      Still sucking in lungfuls of air, Atticus stepped towards him. “There was a man running through the store, he attacked me just outside. Long leather coat, black hat. He would have been holding a knife handle.”

      Atticus expected to hear, “Well, I shall call the police immediately!” or “Are you alright?” Something. Anything. Instead, the attendant maintained the same indifferent demeanour. “Very good. Silverware, third floor, sir.”

      “I… did you hear what I said?”

      “Indeed, sir. Silverware. Third floor. Escalator to your left.” He motioned with his hand to elucidate the point.

      Too stunned to argue, Atticus simply nodded and turned in the direction the attendant had indicated. Either the man only heard the word knife and gone into autopilot or he was so completely unflappable he knew exactly what a man in a one-sided knife fight required. Either way, Atticus gave a wave of thanks and kept moving.

      He spied a door along a brown wood-panelled wall. In gold lettering it declared “Harrods Staff Only”, and was wide open. Certain that the staff of this particular establishment would be disinclined to leave such access available to the general public, Atticus decided this seemed like a better option than the silverware department. Ensuring no one was looking, he slipped through the door and out of sight.

      Doing his best to dispense with any thoughts as to why he’d been attacked in the first place, Atticus concentrated on the one aspect he could control: finding the bastard. A captive strapped to a chair would supply far more answers than retreating empty-handed and ruminating about it later on.

      A flight of rickety wooden stairs descended ahead of Atticus, illuminated by a single bulb. The subterranean world at the base of the stairs was the exact opposite of the elegant old-world charm above. The scuffed whitewashed brick walls were scratched and chipped from years of use. A cacophony of workmen’s shouts fused with clanking machinery echoed off the walls.

      Beneath Harrods was a series of underground concourses, cold-storage rooms and various machines performing unknown functions. Overhead, pneumatic tubes whooshed, no doubt sending messages and cash from one side of the store to the next.

      Picking up a clipboard hanging on a nail, Atticus adopted a resolute expression and walked briskly. Nobody ever stopped a determined man with a clipboard.

      The sound of the street grew louder as he neared the loading dock. He examined every face he came across, but none were the quarry he sought. When one brown-coated gent glanced in his direction, Atticus scowled and tapped the clipboard. Quick smart, the brown-coat doubled down on his loading efforts.

      In the pale remains of daylight at the end of the loading dock, a leather-coated man was doing his best to slip past some men loading a Harrods lorry. Atticus approached cautiously. He couldn’t spook his prey. He had to be smart. Stealthy. Be a silent apparition, shadowing his target until he was within striking distance. He planned his approach meticulously.

      “Oi, where do you think you’re going, Sunshine?”

      Atticus spun around to see a foreman with slicked-back hair pointing at Mikhail at the far end of the dock. It seemed Atticus’s clipboard had done the job. He’d blended in perfectly, but the other man wasn’t as invisible.

      Startled, Mikhail turned and saw the approaching Atticus some thirty feet behind him. The two foes locked eyes, and the clipboard clattered to the floor. Both men ran.

      Mikhail hit the street first, well ahead of his pursuer. He was fast. Jacket flapping behind his pumping legs, he tore around the corner and out of sight. Atticus exploded onto the street, ready to do battle. Except there was no one to battle. The street was clear of any sign of Mikhail. Atticus sprinted, limbs thrusting him forward. Reaching the next corner, all three options were equally empty of his quarry.

      “Who is this guy, Batman?” Wheezing, Atticus bent over with his hands on his knees and inhaled sharply.

      Atticus spent precious minutes searching between cars, driveways, anywhere Mikhail could possibly be. He came up short. Leaning against a pub wall, he tried to work out what the hell had just happened.

      He’d evaded an attempted kidnapping, or whatever it was Mikhail had wanted. But why? Why confront him on the street so brazenly, only to abandon him just as quickly? Why only send one man to do the job? In retrospect, it seemed slapdash and amateurish, although admittedly, when he’d been staring down the business end of a hunting knife it hadn’t been the first thought to pop into his mind.

      Atticus realised his previous assessment had been all wrong. He thought he’d be taking the fight to Oliver.

      But it seemed Oliver had other ideas.

      The fight was coming to Atticus.
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      Still reeling from the daylight attack and what it meant, Atticus rang the doorbell. The innumerable conflicting thoughts swirling around his cerebral cortex all evaporated the moment he saw her face.

      “I… I thought we had a date tomorrow night?” The confusion on Maggie’s face was adorable.

      “We did.” Atticus shrugged. “I just didn’t want to wait that long.” He thumbed in the direction behind him. “I can go if…”

      Glee washing over her face, Maggie grabbed him by the lapels and dragged him into her flat. Their lips entwined before the door even slammed shut.

      Eventually coming up for air, Atticus said, “Hi.”

      Giggling, Maggie replied, “Hi.” She slowly unbuttoned his coat, taking her time, enjoying the process. “This is a nice surprise.” She ran her delicate hand along his stubbled cheek, then followed it with a soft kiss. “This is nice too.”

      She hung up his coat behind the door and went to her tiny kitchenette. Atticus called it a kitchenette; it was too small to be classified as a kitchen. In fact, the whole place could be called a flatette. Off the small lounge, three doors led to what he assumed were the bathroom, Maggie’s room and a spare room. The door to the latter was closed.

      The lounge was decorated with mismatched furniture, odd little knick-knacks, crates of records beside a well-used Dansette turntable and multiple pot plants of various sizes. Half the plants were half dead, while the other half were half
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