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The sunlight pierced the window, falling on his face and making him screw his eyes up.  He moved his arms to cover his head but it was no use, he was now awake.  Slowly he tried to gather his wits.  There was a pounding pain in the back of his skull, he had a thick tongue and a churning stomach.  All in all, he felt terrible.  Once he had sat up it took him a second to realise where he was.  He had fallen asleep with his head resting on his crossed arms on the green leather writing pad of his desk.

He pushed back his chair and tried to stand up, which he only achieved on his third attempt.  He could not for the life of him remember how he had got here until his memory slowly crept back into place and he let out a small groan.  Last night he had roamed the drinking bars of Soho and Piccadilly in London's West End until he had finally been thrown out of the last club sometime in the early morning.  He had then staggered through the dark and the rain, somehow got through security and into his office in Regents Park Barracks - the address of the SAS London office.  

He looked down at his clothes, the number two dress uniform usually immaculate was now creased and stained with drink, food and vomit.  The sand coloured beret had been lost in last night's revelry.  God, he thought laughing out loud.  I should not have gone drinking dressed like this!  To drink in uniform in civvy street was against all the rules and regulations.  There would be a hell of a stink.

He looked around.  As a Major in charge of sixty men, he had a large, much used, office.  It was panelled in dark oak, adorned with military pictures showing various campaigns spreading back many years and the regimental colours were proudly displayed across one wall.  A faded, worn out green army carpet covered most of the floor with a strip of polished oak flooring showing around the edge. 

Like all such military establishments it looked as if it had been last decorated in the nineteenth century.  Everything was tired and old, with the colours muted and washed out but all kept scrupulously clean and polished to Queen's regulations.  Despite the cleanliness there was still an air of dust  and a strange, but not unpleasant, musky smell like the inside of an old car, pervaded everything.  

He reached down into the open drawer on the right hand side of his desk and pulled out an almost empty bottle of strong, cheap vodka and raised it to his lips, draining the last drops.  Then he threw it into the rubbish bin where it smashed into a thousand pieces.  His aide, hearing the noise, rushed in to be met by a sneer and a slightly slurred clipped upper-class English voice telling him to “fuck off.” 

"You have a meeting in twenty minutes," he managed to say before fearing the Major's look, he bolted back from whence he came. 

"Fuck them as well!" he heard shouted from behind the closed door. 

William Beaumont Bell, affectionately called Bill Bell by his men, slumped into his seat with some difficulty.  He then opened all the drawers in his desk throwing the contents onto the floor looking for more drink.  Finding none, he lurched back to his feet and went for the door.  Flinging it open he turned to his aide, 

"I am going out," he said.  "Tell anyone who wants to see me to 'fuck off'."  Laughing to himself, he half fell, half walked down the steps along the corridor, nodded at security and went out into the sun and the rain.

He spent the rest of the day going from bar to bar, falling asleep twice in different dives and being told to move on by more than one doorman.  Finally, when it was dark, he realised he had outstayed his welcome at most of the normal drinking establishments he used so he went into a small convenience store near The Strand and bought the strongest bottle of vodka they had. 

Then he wandered down to The Embankment alongside the river Thames.  He walked along swaying from side to side, swigging a small shot every few steps, talking to himself in a low murmur, the words indistinguishable.  Everyone else walking along, seeing a big, drunk man, moved out of his way.  

He walked for more hours than he could remember.  Eventually finding himself away from the tourist area and in the suburbs which were unlit and dark.  Finally, feeling tired, he sat on a park bench listening to the sound of The Thames as it gurgled past.  The rain had eased off and a cool wind was blowing from the west.  He was soaked to the bone and the cold was creeping in but he had endured far worse over the past ten years serving in the SAS and it bothered him not at all. 

The bottle was three quarters empty now and he placed it on the ground and lay full stretch on the bench.  A tall, powerful man he struggled to find any sort of comfort but like many professional soldiers he had learned the knack of sleeping anywhere and the drink soon took him away as always into dreams of death and blood and loss.

Why or how he heard them he could only guess.  Maybe years of living in hides and dugouts gives you other senses but soon hushed voices filtered through and he looked through slit eyes at three men in front of him.  Desperate men in cheap, ill-fitting  clothes.  The biggest and dirtiest of the men reached for the vodka bottle and had a swig before passing it to his two mates. 

"Is he dead?" said a tall thin man wearing an old, grey military type overcoat that had seen better days.

"No," said a small rat faced man.  "I can see him breathing."

"Bet he is holding folding money," said the big man and tried to reach inside Bill's jacket for his wallet.  Bill woke fully then and carefully and slowly with some difficulty sat up.  All three men moved back as they saw the size of him.

"Give me your wallet and your watch," said the biggest man, obviously the leader.

"No," said Bill in a calm but slurred voice.  "I will not."

The upper class accent and uniform threw the men for a minute.  They looked around.  No one else was in sight.  It was dark and they could smell the stink of drink and sweat and rain on Bill who was obviously worse for wear.  

"Been to a fancy dress party, have we?" said the rat faced one.  "Then decided to walk to this dark place?  Very silly.  Very silly indeed."  He pulled a nasty looking old fashioned cut throat razor and waved it in Bill's face.  "Now be sensible or I will cut your throat." 

Bill stood up staggering a little.  "Now look," he said reasonably, smiling widely.  "We have had a nice drink together and I think we should all just shake hands and part as friends.  Don’t you?"

"No," said the big man and charged at Bill and the other two joined the attacked.  

Bill moved forward blocking the razor with his forearm.  He smashed his head into the face of the biggest man and moved him round in front of the rat faced man who got caught in the big man's coat.  The thin man punched Bill in the back of his head and tried to get him in a neck hold.  It is becoming a mêlée like rugby at school, thought Bill.  Failing to get a hold, the tall man circled trying to find an opening finally throwing some hard punches to Bill's body and the side of his head.  Bill struggled, absorbing the pain as the blows rained in from his three opponents and he started to enjoy himself.  The drink was losing control of his movements as it was driven from his body by adrenalin and pain.  He twisted and kicked and punched.  With his training now coming to the fore he managed to grab the wrist of the man who had the razor,  twisting it viciously and making him drop it.  Then he went back again into the mêlée.  He loved fighting and also loved the pain.  No clever stuff he thought.  He wanted, he needed to trade blows with all three men, taking and giving with free abandon until the three robbers finally fell to the floor exhausted, covered in blood and barely conscious.  

"Come on!" he shouted standing over them laughing, blood dripping from his forehead, nose and a cut under his eye.  "That was great!  Let's dance some more."  

But they could not hear him.  He stood there looking at them in disgust before settling back on the bench and reaching for his vodka bottle.

The police found them all ten minutes later.  The noise of the scuffle had alerted a passer- by who called the emergency number.  

It all went very quickly from there.  An ambulance was called for the three men and Bill was cuffed, put into the back of a police car and taken to the local station and then put in a holding cell.  The duty sergeant, seeing Bill's uniform and checking his ID, sent for the military police.  Within two hours Bill was on his way in the back of a military Landover still in handcuffs, to the military corrective centre in Colchester, the only UK military prison.  He was processed and then as an Officer he was given a cell to himself and locked in solitary confinement for twenty four hours to sober up.
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Gregov Filitov strolled down Regent Street.  A smart, dapper little man in his late sixties with thick, black glasses and well cut short grey, wavy hair.  His face showed his age but he moved well and looked very fit.  He was wearing a dark blue expensively cut suit with a red patterned tie which matched the red silk handkerchief showing in his breast pocket.  He wore highly polished black shoes and even though the sun was overhead he wore a matching blue wool overcoat to keep out the cold chill.  He looked exactly like what he was - a successful business man on an afternoon walk.

But he was not a happy man.  The deal he had just completed, which should have been a breeze, had been a nightmare and Gregov's mind was full of dark and worrying thoughts as he wandered along. 

It had been twenty five years since he had last been in London and whilst a few of the shops had changed and others had sprung up, it still looked and felt familiar as he negotiated his way without the ubiquitous tourist map.

The decision to come here had not been easy and he still worried that it had been a mistake.  On his last visit, during the so called Cold War, acting on behalf of the KGB, he got involved in a very messy operation.  He had no option but to shoot and kill an MI5 agent who had got too close to finding out about a London spy Gregov was running.  It was a regrettable incident and in hindsight, he thought, quite unprofessional but at the time unavoidable.

Once he had got back to Moscow a message had come through from London station that they had found out who he was and he was now persona non-grata in the UK. If he ever visited again he would not leave alive.  This message had come from the top and he had decided to respect it, which he had done for all this time.

But  earlier this year greed had got the better of him and in the safety of his Russian dacha he reasoned twenty five years was a long enough time, the wall had come down and he was no longer a KGB agent.  Everyone who would have known him then would be dead or out of the business .  Now he made a living as a semi-respectable gun runner and drug dealer who had left the great game years ago.  Who, he asked himself, in the British Secret Service would still be interested in him?  Plus he had decided $20 million was worth a small risk and after a lot of mulling over, not to mention looking at his dwindling finances, he had booked his flight.

So he was back in London but old habits die hard and even though he felt safe walking around he still adhered to his street craft learnt so long ago, avoiding the small shops that only had one entrance and exit and going into the department stores through one entrance and out another, using all available mirrors and window reflections to spot a tail and doubling back often to try to unsettle anyone who might be following too close.  It was more a game than anything else pretending to be the spy he had been a quarter of a century ago and even if he felt a little silly, it formed a kind of entertainment for a lonely man away from home.  

He really knew in his heart he was safe, he had ensured that.  His passport and all documentation were perfect and after a while, and a little to his disappointment, he realised he was quite right, no one was following him at all.  Silly old man he thought.

He decided he might buy some jewellery for his wife and daughter.  They would like that so he headed over towards Hatton Garden, the home of expensive trinkets in London.  

It was as he looked out for a taxi scanning the street right and left, that he spotted her.  A young girl, quite pretty, almost striking.  She was standing about ten feet away behind an elderly women.  He was sure he had seen her in Oxford Street twenty minutes before but then she had brown hair not blonde, and a skirt, not jeans, but he was sure it was her, mainly from the way she moved.  It was a trick he had learned so many years ago to look through the person directly at their mannerisms, the way they held their head, their posture, how they walked and stood.  It was reasoned that whilst you can change your look it is difficult to change the way you have developed as a person and he was sure she had been in Oxford Street earlier.

He carefully looked closer and confirmed it.  The tell tale sign he saw was tiny but in some ways more substantial, her wedding ring.  He had always loved women and had developed a habit finessed over a lifetime of checking young women's hands to see if they were married.  This ring was small and delicate and he suspected difficult to get off but distinct enough for him to have noticed it before.  She is too pretty for this game, he thought.  Too outstanding and easily noticed.  The fear flooded through him.  Were they still looking after all these years?  Surely not.  Then had the deal become blown?  If so, he was in deep trouble.  If that were known they would lock him up and throw away the key, if he was lucky.

He walked quickly into a large department store, went to the men's section and paying with cash he bought a beige raincoat and flat cap, which the sales assistant put into a large plastic carrier bag.  As he walked through the shop he looked around, he could see one other possible tail, a small middle-aged man who just looked a bit wrong, maybe studying a display case a little too attentively.  The girl had by now disappeared.

He  went to the stairs at the back of the shop taking them two at a time moving very quickly for his age.  At the bottom he caught a break, the elevator was open and empty.  He ducked in and pushed the button for the top floor.  As the doors closed he swapped coats and put on the cap, folding his expensive woollen coat into the plastic bag.  Cameras were everywhere and it would look suspicious to leave it on the floor.

On the top floor was a busy café where he bought a cup of coffee and sat in the corner keeping an eye on the entrance.  Patience was everything.  He hoped the watchers would think he had run and they would now be scouring the area around the shop.  Fifteen minutes passed and nothing happened.  He worried if it was all a mistake and he had become paranoid in his old age but then he saw two watchers, definite watchers, not even trying to blend in.  Obviously in a hurry they passed the café looking hard at the customers.  Gregov pulled the cap down, turned his head away and when he looked back, they were gone.

Ten minutes more passed.  With his heart pounding he got up leaving the bag with the woollen coat under his chair and walked over to the far end of the store where there was a large staircase that wound down in a loose spiral.  He slowly made his way down keeping to the edge, eyes everywhere.  At the bottom he went out the entrance he had come in.  He looked around and all looked clear.  He set off trying to keep in with the crowds, always looking to go where the most people were walking and constantly checking the back trail.  As a small man he knew he was difficult to see and follow when things were this busy. 

He quickly walked down to Piccadilly Circus which is always crowded with tourists and looked around as if he was trying to get his bearings.  He could not see anyone to worry about and assuring himself he had lost them, he looked for a black London taxi which were everywhere in the capital.  It took less than a minute before he hailed one down and got in.  

He had built in an exit route as a fallback if things went wrong.  Hiring a light aircraft based at Luton airport, he would fly to France where he could get a direct flight back to Russia.  Luton airport is thirty two miles from London, a long distance for a black cab to go and he knew most would be unwilling due to the time it would take to get back and be able to get another fare.  In fact many refused to go far north of the river Thames at all, but money talked and he was sure he could make it worth the drivers while.  

The driver was a friendly sort, late fifties with a wide smile which he displayed as he looked over his shoulder.  The driver's licence on the dashboard showed his name was Keith.

"Where to mate?" he said. 

Gregov pulled a large wedge of money from his wallet.  "Can you drive me to Luton airport please?" he replied.  

As Gregov suspected the cabbie said,  "No mate.  Sorry, not worth my while.  No back fare you see."

Gregov showed him the money. "I will pay seven hundred pounds cash but I have to get there quickly please," he said pushing the money through the slot . 

The cabbie's smile got wider.  Slipping the cash into a large leather wallet he said, "For sure.  Lovely.  Leave it me."

Gregov sat back hunching down to avoid any prying eyes.  He pulled out his phone and dialled his back up.

"Get the plane ready now," he said and hung up.  He settled back into the bench seat and just started to relax, getting the adrenalin under control.  Nearly out , he reasoned and felt his pulse rate starting to drop.

The driver drove down past Buckingham Palace, past Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament, left over Westminster Bridge and turned right at the roundabout.  He drove for a few minutes and then turned right again over Battersea Bridge.

"Where are you going?" said Gregov.

"Don’t worry," said the cabbie.  "A little short cut.  It will take twenty minutes off  the journey."

Gregov leaned forward and started to argue but the driver swerved right across the traffic throwing Gregov back into his seat.  With the engine screaming he drove through a small gap between two large houses flanked by large black iron gates and into a cobbled courtyard and stopped with a screech of the tyres.  

The wide taxi doors were wrenched open and hands reached inside roughly grabbing Gregov and hauling him out.  Holding him firmly and securely were two huge powerful men.  

A tall, elegant middle-aged man leaning against a new Rolls Royce walked over to Gregov.  He was dressed in an immaculate grey pinstripe suit, white shirt and blue tie with grey-white hair brushed carefully back off his forehead.  He watched Gregov being pushed around and then held tightly by the two young men, one on either arm. He walked up close to Gregov and looking him straight in the eye, he said in an upper- class British accent,  "Got you, you little shit," and motioned to the men who dragged Gregov away.

From the outside the mews building looked classic London regency in style, very tall with straight stone lines around the windows but Gregov soon realised it was a facade.  Once inside everywhere was thick Victorian brickwork covered in layers and layers of white paint.  The floor was covered in dark red tiles which curved and swept up into the walls and had decades of wear on them.  Everything was clean and he could see the faint traces where the mop had been liberally used to wash everything down.  But it was the smell he recognised the most, deep and musky, of drains and vegetables, the smell of a prison.  They half dragged, half pulled him down the old corridors, past a number of solid vault like steel doors with slotted peepholes, similar to the ones seen in police stations around the world and threw him into a cell.

The only furniture was a single bed with an old thin mattress and one folded brown woollen blanket.  In the corner stood a modern stainless steel toilet with no seat.  The door slammed and was locked.  The noise of their footsteps echoed as the two men walked away, getting quieter and quieter and that was the only noise he heard.  The rest of the place appeared empty, and silence descended.

Two hours later they came for him.  They pushed and pulled him down two levels of metal  stairs into a cold shower room where he was told to 'strip', the only word they had used so far.  He did so slowly, carefully folding up his clothes and putting them on a metal frame chair.  On top of the pile he put his belt and wallet, his shoes neatly tucked underneath.  Finally he stood before them, a little old man stripped of all dignity, naked and cold.

He  was pushed into a large recess up against the tiled walls and told to stand still.  He braced himself.  He was hosed down using a powerful water hose that stung.  It was cold but not freezing water.  After a few minutes of this he was given a small thin threadbare towel and told to dry off.

Once finished and on cue, a man came in wearing a white doctor's coat.  He took Gregov’s pulse and listened to his heart through a stethoscope . Finally the doctor pulled on some surgical gloves and did a full body search looking inside every cavity. 

Gregov was then given a pair of plastic slip-on shoes and a much used, faded, thin, blue one-piece coverall, two sizes too big with a zip up the middle.  The coarseness of the material rubbed up against his cold, naked body.  Once dressed the two men then frog marched him down another set of stairs and along a corridor until they came to another cell door which they pulled open.  Inside Gregov saw a similar cell to the one he had just left, a small bed on the left with a stained mattress, a pillow and this time, two folded brown blankets.  On the right the same stainless steel toilet.  He noticed the one bulb high in the ceiling and a small barred window.  They threw him in and slammed the door shut and bolted it loudly.

Gregov sat on the edge of bed looking at the floor.  So far standard procedure, he thought.  Disorientate and humiliate, change cells, move here and there and then the wait before the interrogation.  Nothing has changed in all these years. They want me to think I will be left alone now but they will be back soon before I can get my bearings and formulate what to say. 

What comes next should be interesting, he thought.  He was out of touch with today's interrogation methods.  Psychological or physical,  he wondered.  Either the lights and sleep deprivation or just pain? 

But as he sat there thinking, he was pretty sure it would be psychological.  It was well known that the English were the world leaders in breaking the mind but leaving the body whole.  As a young man he had trained to resist both, to be strong both physically and mentally but now at his age he just felt weak and vulnerable and old. 

He kept on wondering why he had been picked up.  They must want me for past sins, he thought.  There is no way they could know about anything else.

He worked on his cover plan which he would spin out for as long as possible.  He was here on holiday and had no recollection of what happened twenty five years ago.  Would that be enough?  He hoped that the interrogators, being British would side on fair play and have a trial in a normal open court of law, then he could get a top lawyer and possibly pay his way to freedom. 

He kept on worrying and the worry that gripped him to his core was that he had been followed from the moment he came into the UK and that they knew the purpose of his trip.  If so, he was dead.  But if that was the case why catch him after the deal was done and everything settled, surely if they knew the situation he would have been picked up before or during the meeting. If they had been following him since he had flown in, he was positive he would have seen the watchers before he had, and if by some small unlikely chance he had not seen them, then the man he had come to meet, who was unbelievably resourced and connected,  would have spotted them and warned him off or just not met him at all.

No, this must be a chance find and somehow the old 'wanted' list was still valid.  He had underestimated them and they had got him.  

It was going to be the third major interrogation of his life.  He had been caught by the Americans thirty years ago and gone through a month of mental anguish in their hands.  They did not lay a hand on him but scared him half to death before he talked his way free.

Five years later after the London killing, the KGB, who thought he had botched the job deliberately, put him through hell before accepting it was not his fault.  After they had beaten him viciously they then convinced him that spying was no longer his craft, finally letting him go to spend six months in various hospitals and care homes to recover and now at his age, he had this to survive. 

Keeping his nerve would be the secret he thought.  Keep to the story then give them little bits and pieces of juicy information which could not be traced back to him.  He knew everyone at a senior level in the underworld and lots of international secrets.  He also knew who he could give up and who he couldn't.  The last one of these would be the man he had just met.

Ten minutes later, just as he had suspected, the door was opened and Gregov was grabbed by both arms by the same men as before and propelled through a succession of heavy fire doors at breakneck speed, his feet hardly touching the floor.  He was pushed into a large windowless room and like all such rooms it had a smell of sweat and polish.  In the middle of the room was an old desk with a worn out green and brown leather top and a heavy chair stood either side.

Gregov noticed that the chair he was pushed into was strong, old and bolted to the floor with thick brackets.  Much used ominous leather straps were fitted to the legs and arms for a man to be restrained and he supposed beaten.  The chair scared Gregov more than anything else so far, it was not from this century and had no place in a fair and reasonable society such as
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