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Chapter 1
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Early June - Frankfurt, Germany

The five feet five inch, baby-faced, and vastly overweight thirty-five-year-old man, lounged lazily in a luxurious leather-upholstered gaming chair and studied the array of screens in front of him. Satisfied with what he saw, he typed a figure at a flashing cursor, pressed enter, clicked his mouse, and waited. Numbers on the screen started to tumble, slowly at first, then as it gathered pace, a smile crept across his face. Within the hour millions of dollars had been wiped off the value of a US tech company called 4Site-20, and he would be the only person who understood why. That single click of his mouse had been a trigger to unleash a series of large scale actions by seemingly unconnected dealers around the world.

From time to time, he would touch his left earbud and give monosyllabic responses to whatever had been said. Then satisfied by what he saw, he yawned and gazed out of the window across The Bankenviertel, the Frankfurt banking quarter. His office, if that’s what you wanted to call it, was not in the tallest building, nor on the top floor; nevertheless it occupied some of the most expensive square metres of real estate in the city and that click of a button had just made him over 27 million US dollars reselling shares that he had borrowed in a short selling exercise only a few months earlier. Today’s moves had been the final ones in the complex series of financial manoeuvres he had authorised over the previous eight months. None of the transactions would ever be publicly attributable to him. However, the consequences for tens of thousands of people around the world would be serious, with pension funds, and local governments amongst those hardest hit; not that the man would ever trouble himself about that.

Wayne Duggins, as he was known in the media, controlled trillions of US dollars from that chair. His own portfolio accounted for over a hundred billion of that, the profits made from the remainder destined to bolster the coffers of the Russian Federation. Outside the walls of the Kremlin and the Moscow headquarters of the FSB, very few people were aware that Duggins was a false name. His true name was Argo Seth. 

Seth was born in Romania, and held a Masters degree in International Corporate Finance from the University of Timisoara and the orphaned student had been recruited by the Russian Federal Security Service directly after graduation. After serving five years in the FSB’s Economic Warfare Section, he was given the false identity of US citizen and installed as an investor in the German stock market with a 50 million dollar seed fund. His subsequent success in predicting the performance of stocks, gained him a modest reputation as a shrewd investor. What the world at large were not aware of was the enormous fortune he amassed over the following years. This was mostly because eighty percent of his deals were made under a range of false identities and international shell companies around the world. For the most part, his handler in Moscow left him alone to do what he was best at, making money. Despite the fact that his clandestine dealings would be considered illegal in any country, he was rarely asked to make moves to directly attack currencies; they had others to do that.

Whilst it had been impossible to remain anonymous when moving that amount of money, Duggins did nothing to foster his personal reputation. Nonetheless, his purchases and sales were tracked by some of the most successful hedge funds. However, he was never seen in public and never consented to interviews. In fact, he rarely left the suite of rooms where he ate, worked and slept, supported by about twelve domestic, security, and technical staff. The rest of his organisation worked remotely. He had no friends, he was asexual and had no interests other than growing that massive fortune, and he worked on that goal up to eighteen hours a day. His sponsors in Moscow were delighted with his performance and turned a blind eye to the nest egg he was building for himself, the one he believed they knew nothing about.

As he turned back to the screen, he touched the bud in his left ear to answer an incoming call.

“Yes Gunther, what do you want?... Who are they?... Father and daughter, yeah that’s interesting, but why do you think that’s so special?... Oh really?... Yes I’m definitely interested... No wait a minute, don’t pass it up the line just yet. I might want to do something with this myself. Find out everything you can about them, and this Rousseau or Mattice guy, or whatever he calls himself and get back to me. Like now... Yes, now! I want preliminary results within three hours. Get on with it.”

He smiled to himself and thought, this might not only get those assholes in Lubyanka Square off my back for a while but serve a second purpose. Of late they had been leaning on him to step up his profit-taking to help fund the war in Ukraine, and they had been driving him crazy. The phone call had given him the seedlings of an idea that might also be quite lucrative for him personally. To pull it off would mean stepping outside his comfort zone of wheeling and dealing on the international financial markets, and beyond his FSB approved remit. Nevertheless, he thought he had enough resources to hire in the necessary expertise if he had to. His Moscow handler would never need to know what he had done.

Two and a half hours later his intelligence expert called back, and he listened to what he had to say.

“Good work Gunther; this is what I want you to do...” He went ahead and listed his instructions.

“Are you sure? This is a long way outside our normal area of operations.”

“Are you saying you can’t do it?”

“No, of course not. It’s unusual that’s all.”

“Just get on with it then and keep me informed.”
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Friday 15th January, five months earlier, Pangbourne, Berkshire, UK 

Stoically ignoring the cold driving wind, the young widow silently looked on as two stonemasons lifted the simple headstone onto the plinth created for it just four days earlier. After checking with a spirit level, they made some minor adjustments, cleaned away traces of excess mastic adhesive, then stepped away. The senior craftsman turned, first toward the commissioning funeral director, and then to the ashen-faced woman who stood at the centre of the small gathering of onlookers.

Dinesh Bannerjee, the sombrely dressed undertaker asked, “Is everything to your satisfaction Ms Parker?” 

The funeral had taken place only eight days before, and it was unusual for a memorial stone to be manufactured and placed in such a short time.

She smiled weakly, “Yes thank you Dinesh, but it’s still just Cassie. I’m so grateful to you for arranging everything in such a short time, I know it’s uncommon to rush these things. I hope I haven’t inconvenienced other bereaved families.”

“Not at all. Most families don’t give us time constraints on memorial installation, so we were able to make adjustments to our schedule without disturbing anybody else’s plans. Mr Hopkins’ masons appreciated the overtime, and your generous bonus. Is there anything else we can do for you today?”

“No thank you.”

“We’ll leave you now then.” He glanced at John Hopkins and shook his head toward their vehicles. The three of them then discreetly left the group alone.

Anna Parker-West stepped to her daughter’s side and rested her hand on her waist, “Are you alright Cassie darling?” she quietly asked.

“Yes, thanks, Mum. Can I be alone with Robert for a while now?”

Anna quickly hugged her and nodded to her husband. The pair left the young widow and led the small party back to the house. 

Often regarded as taciturn, Cassie’s adoptive father Drew, was never one for long eloquent speeches. Nevertheless, among his family, professional colleagues, and small circle of friends he could always be expected to have a few succinct and appropriate words when the occasion demanded. Today that gift had deserted him. 

As a loyal and dependable friend, he would give his all in support or defence of any of them. However, there were three people in the world who he would readily lay down his life for, without a second thought. His wife Anna, his sister Lina, and his adoptive daughter who now stood alone behind him. Wanting so much to reach out to comfort her, the right words had failed to come; he felt powerless and inadequate.

As it began to rain Cassie stared at the inscription she had composed for the small marble block, ‘Robert Taylor, loving Husband, Son, and Friend. Gave so much and asked so little.’ Further down, it showed the years of his birth and death. Below the words were etched a small cricket bat, ball, and wicket.

She’d been standin there for ten minutes when the first icy specks of rain began to fall. Within minutes the rain had turned to sleet, and the tracks of her tears became indistinguishable from the other trails of water running down her face.

“Farewell my wonderful husband,” she said to the inanimate slab of marble. “I don’t know what life will be like without you, but for now I’ll do as we agreed, and continue with my plans.” She turned and slowly walked back to the house.

As she stepped inside Anna took her coat and handed her a small towel. “Would you like something to eat or drink my darling?” 

“No thanks Mum, I’ll just say goodbye to Jack and Maureen,” she said, glancing at her parents-in-law. “Then I’ll go and pack.”

“Are you sure you still want to go, it’s so soon. Why not give it a bit longer.”

“Robert’s death makes it all the more important that I go Mum.”

“Why do you say that? He died of natural causes.”

“He died from an infection that most fit and healthy men of his age would be able to fight without difficulty. With only one kidney, and no spleen, Robert was vulnerable. If it hadn’t been for a murderous asshole bursting in here with a gun and shooting him for no fucking reason he would be here now. There’s nothing natural about that. I’m not going to stand by and let that happen to anybody else I know; I need to equip myself to deal with it should anything like that happen again. In our work it seems we’ll always be at risk from bastards like him.”

“There are police and armed forces to do that.”

“And how well did that work out last time...”

“We could get full-time security.”

“Mum, we’re one of the wealthiest families in the country and look what Dad and I do for a living. We’ll always be a target for covetous, vengeful, and felonious assholes no matter what precautions we take. I’m not going to lock myself up in here or anywhere else and wait to die like a twenty-first century Miss Haversham. If I did that, I’d be allowing myself to be yet another victim of these worthless scum. That’s not going to happen.”

“It’s such a tough thing you’re attempting though Cassie; what if you don’t get through?”

“Then at least I’ll have tried; I’ll have lost nothing and learnt a lot.”

Anna turned to her husband. “You’re not saying anything, Drew.”

He spoke for the first time and took his wife’s hand in both of his own. “I think we both know Cassie well enough to know that when she’s made her mind up to do something, there’s very little that either of us can say to stop her.”

He was right, the catalogue of attacks on her and her family over the previous fifteen years had toughened her. By anybody’s judgement, she was now a force to be reckoned with. The influence of her adoptive father had played no small part in that.

Anna persisted, “Can’t you at least leave it until Sunday afternoon before you leave though sweetheart? You said the course doesn’t start until Monday.”

“As it is I won’t get there until midday tomorrow and I’ll have missed out on most of the Saturday pre-course preparation; I don’t want to miss the Sunday as well. You know what Dad said; the others will all be pumped up macho types only too happy to put a little girl like me in her place. By the time I get there, they’ll already have buddied up into little groups. Not only that, but I’m likely to be the only woman.”

“Will they know who you are?”

“I’m registered as Taylor Brand, so I doubt it. Even the instructors won’t know.”

At 8am the following day, Cassie climbed into her late husband Robert’s Audi A3 and set the satnav for a remote location in a South Wales area known as the Brecon Beacons. After a brief wave to her family, she began the 130-mile journey, hoping to arrive before she missed too much of the day’s activity.

The two-and-a-half-hour drive gave her time to think about the events that had led to her making the trip in the first place.

Two years earlier, Cassie had been staying with her parents for a few days while Robert, her then fiancé, was away on a business trip. When he returned late at night, a paid killer, searching for her father, succeeded in breaching the house’s security arrangements. In an attempt to coerce her into revealing her father’s whereabouts, the intruder shot Robert. The assassin’s actions unleashed a fury in her that she had rarely felt before, and seconds later the attempted killer died at her hand. His death was small consolation for the life-threatening injury to her beloved husband. That there had been no small amount of luck that enabled her to put an end to the intrusion as she did, had not been lost on her.

Robert survived the initial injury, but only after major surgery. Loss of the organs left him prone to infection despite his constant medication. Then, a little more than two years after the incident, during his latest hospitalisation, he contracted clostridium difficile. With his reduced ability to fight the virulent infection, he developed sepsis, and in spite of desperate attempts to save him, finally succumbed.

Weakened and in pain, two days before his death, having accepted his impending mortality, a frail Robert told his wife how proud he was of her. He said he hoped she would continue with her plans, which were, as far as possible, to emulate the skills of her father, a former elite special forces operative.

As a privately educated child of a massively wealthy family, a survivor of a violent kidnap, and having been exposed to brutality and death on several occasions, Cassie’s life might have gone one of two ways. She could have retracted inside herself and become reclusive and scared, or found a way to confront the risks and learn how to deal with them. She chose the second.

Cassie was already a close protection officer licenced in the UK, EU, and USA, with a masters degree in Intelligence and International Security who had then gone on to complete an advanced weapons training course in Arizona and trained in defensive driving with a former European champion rally driver. With her harsh exercise regime, her otherwise naturally slight frame had become toned and muscular; yet her impressive physique was most often concealed beneath loose clothing. She had been learning her father’s complex mix of street fighting and martial arts since she was eleven and was already a formidable opponent as a hand-to-hand fighter. Long ago she had accepted that using fighting skills alone, she would never overcome her father, nor anybody else with similar build and training so she had learned to rely on guile and speed to defeat her opponents, no matter who they were. Self-confident and fearless, Cassie nonetheless felt there were areas of skill she still lacked. Among them were the strategic, tactical, and armed combat techniques that were normally reserved for military personnel. She had decided to address that deficiency by signing up for an eighteen-week course with a private Special Forces Academy. It was a civilian operation that taught as many SF operator skills as were possible and yet still legal in the UK. 

The literature had described the course as follows:

All candidates start with nine weeks of Basic Combat Training (BCT). Afterward, they begin advanced individual training, including the use of small arms, anti-armour weapons, and heavy mortars.

This is followed by an optional Basic Airborne module. A three-week course, focussing on parachute operations.

Successful BCT candidates could opt to attempt the Special Forces Qualification module (SFQ), parts of which are completed on Ministry of Defence property under military supervision.

Phase 1A: A four-week preparation course that includes advanced physical training and land navigation.

Phase 1B: The assessment and selection phase, evaluating motivation, psychological fitness, and physical abilities. All candidates must successfully complete this phase before proceeding to the full SFQ.

Special Forces Prep module: 

Stage 1. A two-week course focusing on small-unit tactics, raids, ambushes, and reconnaissance.

Stage 2: Combined small-unit tactics with survival, evasion, resistance, and escape training (SERE). Candidates are evaluated in weapons marksmanship and other skills including hand to hand combat.

Potential candidates were reminded that due to the required intensity and specialized skill sets, the full program had a successful completion rate of only 20% or less.

Of course, there were a number of caveats and disclaimers among the terms and conditions. With the obvious health and safety implications, most of the stipulations were inevitable, considering that the attendees would all be civilian volunteers. The instructing staff were all reported to be former special forces operatives of the UK and other NATO countries. The cost of the training depended on how much of the program you signed up for, but there were no refunds if you retired for anything other than an incapacitating and unavoidable injury. 

Cassie knew that many of the others would be corporately funded as some sort of career progression training for senior management; those were unlikely to be taking all the modules. She had learnt that there were only ever very few self-funding trainees, not least because of the cost. The fee for the complete series of programs was £14,000. 

Cassie had signed for them all.
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Saturday, Brecon Beacons, Wales

It had rained throughout the journey, and her dashboard thermometer never once registered above two degrees. Her destination was a training camp in the remote region of high hills and low mountains of Wales. Travelling along a narrow lane with high hedges on either side, her satnav indicated she was still over three miles from the camp when she had to slow down for a group of runners. Headed in the same direction as herself, they were strung out over more than a mile with a mountain-bike cyclist at both front and rear. It was clear that despite the downward slope, and the shouted commands of their two cycling trainers, those near the back were struggling. The rain had turned to sleet and the temperature had dropped to zero.

As she pulled through the training centre gate it became clear that its photo on the company website had been taken in the most favourable conditions possible for the area. Now, on this cold miserable January day, with the sleet still falling as if it never intended to stop, the big, grey, stone-built and slate-roofed farmhouse looked bleak and dismal. Fifty feet away, and of the same stone construction as the house, was a barn, large but nonetheless modest by modern standards. Unusually, it had a second floor, accessible by an open external stairway at the side. The huge ground floor opening that had once had doors but now stood open to the elements. On the opposite side of the yard was a collection of frames and contraptions that she speculated would be used for various aspects of fitness training. Beyond them she could see the beginning of what would normally be described as an assault course, but the full extent of it was out of sight.

To one side of the barn were three mud spattered vehicles, a long wheel base Land Rover Defender at least twenty-five years old, a Toyota Landcruiser nearly the same age, and next to them a VW Transporter minibus. There was barely space to squeeze her Audi between the minibus and the barn while still leaving enough room for drivers of both vehicles to get in and out. Cassie had missed the transport that had been laid on to carry the candidates from Merthyr Tydfil, where the others would have left their vehicles.

Stepping out of her car, she was grateful that she’d chosen to drive in her Hillwalker leather boots. They were well worn yet had retained all their waterproof capability. Some of the puddles across the farmyard were three inches deep and little effort had been made to mitigate their inconvenience nor the accompanying mud. 

Both front and side doors to the house were unlocked, and without venturing inside, she called out several times. Receiving no response, she assumed there was nobody around. In the barn, her efforts to attract attention had the same effect. Towards the back of the open concrete floor was an area of roughly twenty feet square, covered by a thinly padded canvas material. From the smattering of dark-brown dried blood stains, she assumed it was where hand-to-hand combat training took place. 

‘Warnings that the course wouldn’t be an easy ride were obviously no exaggeration,’ she mused. 

Then, after spending the next twenty minutes examining the equipment in the building, she heard an ominous clunk-click behind her. There was no mistaking the sound; it was what you heard when you shunt a cartridge into the chamber of a pump-action shotgun. With no need to cock the internal striker, the gun would now be ready to fire. Recognising that she could be only a trigger pull away from injury or death, she held her hands up and slowly turned around.

“Can I help you?” the DPM camouflage-clad man holding the weapon asked. 

She noted that the gun was pointed toward the floor, not at her. “Hi, I’m looking for Ray Thorogood.” 

“That’s me, what do you want?”

“I’m here for the SF course.” She understood the necessity for the armed response. There would likely be lethal weapons stored somewhere on the property, and their safekeeping would be a priority.

“Yeah, of course you are. Are you some kind of reporter or something, because if you are you can piss off.”

“I’ve enrolled. My name’s Taylor Brand.”

“You’re a woman?”

“Nice of you to notice,” she said with a smile while lowering her hands. “Is this how you greet all your visitors?”

“Pretty much, if they come unannounced and uninvited. We’ve got firearms on the premises that a lot of unsavoury characters would love to get their hands on.”

“I understand. My levity was just an attempt to lower the temperature.”

“Listen, lady, there appears to have been some kind of misunderstanding. We weren’t expecting a woman.”

“Is this a single sex facility then. It doesn’t say so in your literature.”

“Not exactly, but we run separate courses for women.”

“Do they do that in the military?”

“Well no...”

“Then why here?”

“This is a really tough course; most civilian women don’t get through this type of training, and to be frank, most in the military don’t either.”

“So, your letters of qualification for successful women candidates give misleading information then, by saying that they’d qualified when they hadn’t.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Seems to me it is.”

“Listen Ms Brand, I’m trying to be polite, but you’re wasting your time and money here. As a recognition of the fact that we hadn’t made our policies clear, I’m prepared to bend the rules and offer you a full refund.”

“You’re saying that discrimination on the basis of gender is a policy then, are you? Wouldn’t that be an offence under the Equality Act?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Listen Ray, I don’t give a fuck about any of that. I just want to do this course, all of it. If I don’t make it, then fair enough, I won’t be expecting a refund.”

“We don’t have separate facilities for women.”

“Nice try, but I wasn’t expecting any. I can shower separately to the men, and if any of them abuse that arrangement, I’ll kick their butts.”

“There are some really tough bastards on this particular course. It’s always like that on the first of the year. Some of them might not be as politically correct as most women prefer.”

“I can hold my own.”

“The forecasts say that over this next few weeks, the conditions out there are going to be about as bad as it gets.”

“Ray, just tell me what I have to do to convince you that it’s at least worth me attempting the course. As long as it doesn’t involve sexual favours, I’ll do it.”

“You don’t give up easy, do you?”

“I thought that was the whole point.”

“We’ll see if you last until Monday.”

As he spoke, three runners arrived in the yard. None looked as though they’d enjoyed their experience, and two of them even looked more than a little distressed as they gulped in air attempting to reduce their oxygen deficit.

Thorogood broke away from the conversation to speak to them. “Did you three race each other to the finish?”

The one that had arrived first nodded with an open-mouthed smile that barely made it to his face as he gasped for air. 

“Then you didn’t listen to your instructions. Today wasn’t a competition. There’ll be enough of that as the course goes on. Today was just an attempt for me to gauge if you’re even capable of starting the program. At the moment, for you, things aren’t looking good. If you can’t even obey a simple order like ‘don’t race’, then you’ll be out of here before you can say, ‘Sorry Sergeant, I should have said I was a wanker.’ Now you can just stand around in the pissing rain and wait for your mates to join you.”

“Can’t we just have a quick shower and change our clothes, Ray? Have a heart.”

“To you, I’m Sergeant Thorogood, but to answer your question, you’ll get to change your clothes and shower, if and when I say so, and not before.”

“I’m sorry ‘Sergeant’ Thorogood, but that’s completely unreasonable. Just because we decided between ourselves to have a little healthy competition, expecting us to stand around in these conditions wearing only this light clothing is just sadistic. The course hasn’t even started yet, I’m going inside to change.”

The instructor stepped up and stood directly in front of him, nose-to-nose. “What's your name?”

The man edged backwards, suddenly looking less sure of himself.

“Stay where you are!” Thorogood screamed into the man’s face. “I’ll tell you when to move. Now answer the question!”

“Stephen St John Barclay, it’s written Saint John, but pronounced sinjan-Barclay,” the man stuttered.

“The thing is Stephen pronounced sinjan fucking Barclay, here you’re called whatever the fuck I want you to be called until I say otherwise. So, from now on while you’re here you’ll be called Private Wankstain. Are we clear?”

“You can’t speak to people like that.”

Louder than ever Thorogood screamed, “I said, are we clear?”

“I’m not going to put up with this,” he said making as if to turn away.

Then, speaking comparatively quietly, Thorogood said, “Take one step toward that barn and you’re off the course before it starts.”

“My firm have paid twelve thousand pounds for this course; you can’t just choose not to provide the services for non-compliance with a ridiculous instruction?”

“You’re with Enfield, Flowers and May, aren’t you?”

“That’s right, one of the leading law firms in the country. They’ll sue you for breach of contract. You’ll be lucky if you’re not bankrupt by the time they’re done.”

“One of the senior partners there is Alan Stoker, isn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

“Would that be former Staff Sergeant Alan Stoker of B Squadron Special Air Service who in 1998, lost an eye whilst serving in Belfast?”

“Yes,” Barclay hesitantly replied.

“You know him, that’s good. Alan was one of the original investors in this company. Did you know that? Please give him my regards when you see him. Now, why don’t you go inside for a shower, clean clothes and a little rest before you pack. You’re done here.”

The man was shivering with cold, as were most of the other runners who by this time, had joined them in the yard.

“I’ll need a lift back to town?”

“Call a cab.”

“I can’t get a signal here.”

“Then you’ll need to wait until someone has to go into town. Perhaps Ms Brand here can give you a ride if she’s leaving.”

Cassie shrugged, “I’m not going anywhere.” 

“You’d better fuck off then, Barclay, you’re getting in the way. You can wait in the barn until the local store delivery van arrives in about four hours. He’ll give you a lift into Merthyr, for a price.”

The dejected man slunk off and wearily climbed the barn stairs, just as the last two runners staggered into the yard accompanied by the two bike riders. The tortured pair looked about to collapse, and probably would have chosen to, if they hadn’t been standing in three inches of freezing cold muddy water. The instructors ordered them all to keep moving.

“Private Brand, if you’re going to be staying, then you’d better get yourself inside to prepare for a little jog. I can’t promise you any privacy, so you’ll need to keep that pretty arse of yours out of sight.”

“Thanks for your concern about my arse, Sergeant, but I’ll manage,” she told him.

“Before you go, explain why you weren’t here last night like the rest?”

“Prior engagement,” she told him. Then collected her bag from the car and followed Barclay up the stairs.

Ten minutes later, she set out on what the sergeant claimed would be a five-kilometre jog. He accompanied her, setting a punishing pace on a bike. The alleged five K course felt over five times that. Other than the track that led to the centre, there hadn’t been a flat surface longer than a metre the whole way, and they must have climbed eighty feet to its highest point. A mile from the barn, Thorogood had abandoned the bike and led her over the rough stony landscape. Most of the route had clearly been used many times in the past. He led her up and down steep and craggy terrain where even the predominantly downhill return didn’t do her any favours. The return route took them over fences, through dykes, and hedges, as well as through a wide, fast-flowing stream more than eighteen inches deep in places. The instructor ran alongside or close behind her the whole way, collecting his bike on the way back. When they returned to the farmyard more than two and a half hours later, she was covered in mud, scratched in places and even bruised from a fall. Thorogood had screamed abusive and disparaging remarks at her the whole way.

Dealing with her oxygen deficit, it was some time before she could ask her torturer, “How did I do Sergeant?”

“Enough,” he said. Then expressionlessly added, “For now.” His recovery period had been significantly shorter than hers.

What followed was an abbreviated version of what she did at home, whenever there wasn’t time for a run. In the past, she would do it just to get her heart pumping and blood flowing. But for the last six months in preparation for the course, she’d been doing it every day to supplement her other training. It was called HIIT, or high-intensity interval training. It included push-ups, pull-ups on a frame, squats, lunges, jumping jacks, planks and other core strength exercises. He didn’t allow her to rest until her body shook from the effort of holding a series of statuesque poses. It wasn’t lost on her that he’d performed every challenge he had demanded of her and demonstrated at the end of each he had capacity to spare.

When he finally allowed her to stop, he told her to go join the others and get something to eat.

After cleaning the worst off her boots, she wearily climbed the stairs to the big open dormitory where the other victims were sitting around talking. When she opened the door, her fellow candidates fell silent.

“What's up fellas, never seen a woman before?” she said, bending to remove her boots.

She walked across the room to where she’d placed her bag earlier. Like all the others, a place had been designated for her and marked by a card that had her name written in felt-tip pen. Beneath the card, a rolled sleeping bag and a rough folded towel lay on the bare wooden floorboards. 

Ignoring the stares of the men, she stripped to her underwear, picked up the towel with fresh undies then walked toward the shower room at the far end of the space, her muscles complaining all the way.

“That’s all you get fellas. If any of you fancy trying for more, you’d better be prepared for a long spell in hospital.”

The shower was lukewarm at best. She didn’t know if it was always like that, or because the others had used most of the warmer variety; time would prove it was the former. To her surprise nobody attempted to invade her space.

Food was provided in the form of military MREs. They were laid out on a table near the door to the bathroom with a plentiful supply of bottled water. 

The others were sitting on their sleeping bags or gathered in small groups and watched as she grabbed two bottles of water and a British Army ration pack intriguingly marked, Menu 1. She took them and returned to her things, memorising the names above the sleeping bags as she passed, she noted that three of the twenty marked places were already without an accompanying bag of belongings.

Sitting cross-legged, she tore open the pack and found that the main meal of the day was Halal Chicken Jalfrezi, chickpeas and rice, plus bean and pasta salad, with a cinnamon cake. A far cry from anything Jason or Eli would have prepared back at the Grange, or even herself in her flat, but she’d expected nothing more. With a disposable wooden spoon and fork that she’d brought with her after taking her father’s advice, she began to eat.

Lounging on his unrolled sleeping bag, one observer piped up, “Came prepared for a picnic then did you, sweetheart?” 

“Why not? I’m not used to taking my meals from a trough. I expect that’s more your style.”

There were a few sniggers at her response. It clearly upset the speaker, as he turned red, and replied, “You’d better watch your mouth, bitch, or someone will shut it for you.”

“Is that right? What's your name again?” She already knew it was Steve Dillon, having memorised their names earlier. “Dildo, isn’t it? Now I think about it that’s quite appropriate. Yeah, Dildo, a noun meaning, ‘An object shaped like and used in place of a penis.’”

The laughter was louder than ever this time.

Her father had advised her that the others would attempt to haze her at some point. He’d told her to lay down the ground rules as soon as someone in the group tried to exercise control over her. The macho posturing had started much earlier than she’d expected, but hey ho.

They left her alone for half an hour or so until one of the others asked, “So what’s the story then, love?”

“What story?”

“You have to admit it’s not most women’s choice of a spa weekend. Is someone paying for you to be here?”

“No story, just bored, and wanted to try something different. I paid for it myself.”

“Thorogood certainly put you through the wringer out there, didn’t he? More than us I mean.”

“Trying to prove a point I guess,” she shrugged.

“Expensive cure for boredom. You could just have bought a dog.”

“As could you. Travis, isn’t it? Why are you here?” she asked the guy, who was probably not much more than twenty.

“I fancy being a bodyguard. I used some money my granddad left me to pay for it. I thought this would look good on my CV.”

“That’s true I suppose. What do you do at the moment?”

“Just work the checkout at Tesco.”

This invoked a peel of laughter from others in the room.

“Where do you live?”

“Spalding in Lincolnshire.” 

“High unemployment around there I’d imagine.” 

“That’s right, yeah. I could get a job in the food industry, but the pay’s just as bad, and there’s no security.”

“Have you thought about the armed forces?”

“They won’t let me in because my immigration status hasn’t been decided. They say my mum’s an illegal immigrant. She’s Zimbabwean.”

“That’s pretty cruel.”

“Yeah, it is. What about you? What do you do?”

“Mostly data analysis.”

“Sitting at a computer every day,” Dildo scoffed. “Do you think that’ll have prepared you for something like this?” 

She looked across to him. “What about you then, Dildo? Where are you from? What world changing feats of employment have you achieved as yet?”

He fumbled for an answer, before admitting he was a tyre fitter from London.

“I should have guessed from the dirt under your nails, I bet that attracts the girls. How does it make you a better prospect for this course than any of the rest of us then, Dildo?”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Sorry, I didn’t think that calling you Dildo would upset you quite so much. It’s just another name for a man substitute.”

“I expect a carpet muncher like you has to make do with a plastic cock.”

“You’re so right, when there are so few real men around.”

“Well, there’s gonna be plenty around this week,” another one said. Like most of them he obviously worked out, but with shoulder length hair and his jacket open to reveal a wife-beater vest, he appeared to be going for the Jason Manoa look. He hadn’t pulled it off. 

This one was called Mitch Badcock, and sizing him up, she noted that he was big; nothing like the size of her dad, but big enough to be a problem if she gave him the opportunity.

“Great, let me know when they turn up. What's your name? No wait a minute, I remember now, it’s Sadcock isn’t it. What is it that you do? Hair product model maybe, or perhaps play director in a creche?” 

“You fucking loud-mouthed whore - when we get to the hand-to-hand, I’ll cream you.”

“Maybe, if I have an off day. We’ll see. I’m not confident you’ll be here that long. Three of you lot didn’t even get to the end of the first day.” She gestured to the three empty sleeping bags. Her comments provoked a barrage of protests. She decided to change the subject before she alienated too many of them. “What's happening next, anyone know?”

“Sergeant Philips said he’d be in to brief us before lights out.”

“Lights out?” another one said. “You’re having a laugh - there aren’t any fucking lights.”

He was right, it was almost dark already and there was no sign of a light fitting anywhere in the room. Several had resorted to using their own lamps.

Ten minutes later, Philips entered the room. “Right, listen up. Combat conditions, and for tonight that just means no lights and no unnecessary noise or chat. If you need to take a dump or leak, you might want to get that out of the way in the next half hour or cross your legs until I wake you up. Tomorrow is going to be a very full day so I should make the best use of your rest tonight.”

“I thought the course wasn’t supposed to start until Monday,” one guy remarked.

“Frightened of a little extra work are you, Michaelson?” 

“No but...”

“Then shut the fuck up and be grateful for the extra prep you’ll be getting free of charge.”

He turned and left them to use the toilet before curfew.

It was about two hours later when it happened, and the darkness was about as complete as it could be. She’d been expecting it, and she hoped she was prepared. Nonetheless she was nervous because she wasn’t sure how many there would be, or how they’d go about it. The first sign was the sound of shoeless feet sliding quietly across the bare wooden floor. It was followed by the whispered command, “Now.” Then the dazzling light of three cell phone torches almost simultaneously illuminated her empty sleeping bag.

“Hi there boys, isn’t it past your bedtime?” she said from behind them. It was Dildo, Badcock, and another one called Daniels.

They spun to the sound of her voice, and in the confusion one of them dropped his phone. The device landed torch beam uppermost, spreading enough light for her to see all she needed to. 

“Grab her,” Badcock told the others. “We’ll fuck the bitch until she doesn’t know what day of the week it is.”

Dildo led the charge, but within moments he was screaming on the floor with a shattered knee after receiving a vicious kick from Cassie’s booted foot, directly to the side of the joint. Without hesitating to see the results of her assault on Dildo, she spun to one side and hit Badcock halfway down his left humerus with a ferocious knuckle punch leaving it effectively paralysed. It would be like that for over an hour, nevertheless the pain of the blow invoked a scream at least as loud as the tyre fitter’s.

By the time she’d recovered her balance enough to settle her eyes on Daniels, he was already backing away from the fray.

“You finished for the night then, sweetheart?” she asked.

“Yeah, sorry about that. We weren’t gonna hurt you, just scare you a bit, that’s all.”

“By fucking me until I didn’t know what day of the week it is you mean? Yeah, that might have scared me a bit. Good job I was already awake then, wasn’t it?”

“Sorry.” 

“Never mind, no harm, no foul eh. Let’s just shake on it and go and get some sleep. What do you say?” 

The man, who was not much older than herself, stepped forward to take her offered hand. “Great idea,” he said, “thanks.” 

Moments later he was on his knees clutching his shoulder with his right rotator muscles torn so badly he would be unlikely to be able to move it again without surgery. Casually Cassie turned back to Badcock and kicked him in the balls. His scream might have been heard for miles, if there were anybody outside the training camp to hear it. The hard toe of her boot landed exactly where it would do the most damage. His knees buckled and he fell to the floor just as the door was thrown back on its hinges. The three instructors burst in, each holding wide beam flashlights.

“What the fuck happened here?” Thorogood asked.

“Some of the boys couldn’t sleep. I think they must have stumbled around in the dark and hurt themselves,” Cassie innocently explained. Returning to her sleeping bag, she silently thanked her father for suggesting she take a spare pair of boots with her.

With assistance, the three malcontents were loaded into the minibus, and one of the instructors drove them to the hospital at Merthyr Tydfil. It was nearly an hour before the rest of them crawled into their sleeping bags. Not before she informed them that a little horseplay she could deal with, but sexual assault was where she drew the line. 
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May, Training Centre, Brecon Beacons

The way the fight turned out established her credentials well enough to be accepted as an equal amongst her fellow trainees, even if not yet to gain the respect of the instructors. Like the others, she’d known that she had a lot more to do to earn that. 

Two days after the event, Philips let slip that surgeons had been forced to excise one of Badcock’s testicles after it was found to have been ruptured, and he was threatening to sue the centre. When asked if they were concerned about it, he shrugged and said, “Many have tried - none have succeeded. The papers you all signed absolve us of responsibility for that sort of injury, and the rape threat would nullify any claim for whatever reason.”

Without doubt the following eighteen weeks were the toughest she had ever experienced. Whenever she struggled with a particular task or obstacle, the instructors would encourage her to quit, as they would the others, and quite a few did. One such occasion was after her nose was broken in a hand-to-hand fighting session against two opponents. Thorogood, tried to insist she be taken to hospital, but she knew if she agreed, it would be the end of the course for her. She recognised his words as part of the psychology and used it to spur herself on. It wasn’t the first time her nose had suffered that type of injury; the last time had been in a street-fighting session with Drew. On that occasion, her mother had insisted she go to hospital to have it reset. Anna wasn’t around this time, and after the swelling had gone down, she decided she quite liked the new look. Gone was her cute elfin turned up nose, to be replaced by a slightly asymmetric and thickened rhinal appendage giving her a much more adult appearance.

It was normal in such an environment for members of a group to develop a team mentality, and part of that was the conferring of nicknames. These soubriquets might be either earned or awarded, were frequently pejorative, but were never self-chosen. Generally once dubbed, a particular handle would be hard to divest, but after attempts to name her Split-arse and Dyke were met with her physical disapproval, Cassie finally allowed them to call her Pita. It stood for Pain in The Arse.

They had been frequently chased out of the dormitory at random hours of the night and forced to complete gruelling tasks in the dark, often with little or no resources. There was no let up. They came to expect to be ordered into action at any time, twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week. There had been little respect for mealtimes, personal care, or toilet demands, and there were no prescribed rest periods. The nature of the course meant it was inevitable there would be injuries, and none escaped entirely unscathed. For two it had been the sole reason for dropping out. Others fell by the wayside because the demands were simply too great - the SERE section was particularly responsible in that respect. Many others had simply not been physically or psychologically equipped and dropping out had been their only option. A few had never intended to complete all the modules in the first place. By the end of the course, of the original twenty candidates, only three remained, Cassie, Travis the guy from Tesco, and one other, a former soldier who was planning to re-enlist.

On the final morning in late May, Thorogood and the other instructors invited the last three to join them in the house for breakfast. There was no passing out parade, no certificate to frame and put on their wall, only a letter confirming which phases and modules of the course they had completed. No grading, distinctions, or speeches, just a handshake and a lift into town for all except Cassie, whose car still sat where she’d parked it on that first wet day in January.

“Who are you, Pita?” Thorogood asked as she was about to get in her car.

“Taylor Brand; you know who I am.”

“You’re not her. There’s no record of a Taylor Brand anywhere in the UK as far as I can see. The address you gave is an accommodation address, your references are false, and your car is registered to a dead man.”

“You must have broken a few laws to have found all that out.”

He ignored her remark. “So why the secrecy? You won’t be able to use the qualification with the wrong name on that letter.”

“I didn’t come here for a qualification; I came to increase my skills.”

“You were pretty capable when you arrived, and you’re absolutely not just the data analyst looking for a change that you claimed to be on your application. Your ability and familiarity with small arms were way beyond anything I’ve ever seen in anyone without a military background, and you’re definitely not a working-class girl either. You made a pretty good job of disguising it, but your education wasn’t from a comprehensive school in Wandsworth, and you let your accent slip once or twice in high stress moments. If I weren’t from Lambeth myself, I probably wouldn’t have spotted that.”

“My work makes it kind of essential I stay anonymous,” she admitted, even though it was only part of the truth.

“I’m not sure that explains very much, but whatever the truth is, I wish you good luck with it.”

She was grateful for the obvious respect in his tone, as well as their final handshake.

At the start of her journey, she still hadn’t made up her mind whether her destination should be Pangbourne, or the flat in Wandsworth that she had shared with Robert. She hadn’t been to their home since he’d died and wasn’t sure she would still want to live there. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure she could stay at the family home for long either. All that had happened, had erased any vestiges of the little girl who had grown up in the beautiful mansion-like home of her mother and birth father. The last eighteen weeks had ensured they were unlikely to return. Cassie was now undeniably an independent adult; she had changed both physically and psychologically.

By the time she reached Junction 12 on the M4 she had resolved to continue to the London flat, not least because she wanted some clothes that didn’t remind her of those last few days visiting Robert in hospital. When that final flare up began, they had been staying at the Grange to celebrate Thanksgiving with Drew. It had been immediately obvious that the infection was worse than all its predecessors and the paramedics hadn’t hesitated in rushing him to the Royal Berkshire Hospital in Reading. In spite of all the antibiotics they pumped into him, the infection was determined to have its way, and Robert died a week before Christmas.

The tough SF course had already been booked, Robert’s words had steeled her to go ahead as planned, and she did everything she could to make it happen. It went against all that she believed, but she used her wealth and prominent family position to arrange the funeral in the first week of January, with the memorial stone ready to install a week later. The fact that it was to be a humanist funeral had made things easier to arrange, and it had helped that he was to be buried in the family grounds alongside her baby sister Juno. Robert’s parents had been surprised at her decision about his grave, but knowing how devoted she’d been to their son; they hadn’t objected. They knew they would always be welcome to visit the burial place whenever they wished. 

She parked Robert’s A3 next to her own almost identical one in its allocated space in the basement of the twelve-storey block of luxury flats overlooking the Thames and Wandsworth Bridge. When her godfather died, his huge bequest had made her an extremely wealthy woman in her own right, without even considering her family’s riches. The flat had been her very first truly expensive indulgence; she’d bought it for its close proximity to where she’d served her apprenticeship as an intelligence analyst.

As she turned the key to her front door, she instantly knew that something wasn’t right. The lock had a dual locking facility, a first turn operated a simple latch that couldn’t be opened without turning the handle from the inside, and a second turn sent home the dead bolt. If it was fully locked, it was necessary to turn the key twice to release both the dead bolt and the latch. Because of the massively expensive computer equipment she’d had installed
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