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PROLOGUE

Mount Machapuchare, Annapurna Massif, Himalayas

Blasts of frigid wind buffeted the frozen massif, the mountains high above looming from the shadows; grey behemoths ravaged by the storm.

The blizzard turned the two figures moving across the blurred landscape into hazy ghosts. But their determination to press forward, human and Yeti crossing the bleached tundra in a quest of pure, unmitigated vengeance, matched the power of the gale.

They forged an unlikely alliance, yet Knowles and Sully had much in common. But the thing that united them most, the glue holding their hotchpotch relationship together, was a common hatred for the creatures they pursued across the Himalayan ice.

As well as alien firepower Knowles had purloined during combat, they both carried emotional baggage, packed by the enemy within the mountain. For Knowles it was a simple case of getting even. Her closest friends had found death on the massif, and it had not come in the form of inhospitable conditions or harsh climate. It had come at the hands of extra-terrestrial life, cowardly chameleons who hid in caves and donned Yeti fur to masquerade as myth while doling out very real death to those who came across them.

Two of her brothers in arms—two of her dearest friends—slaughtered on the slopes, robbed of both honour and dignity. She was sworn to seek retribution on a grand scale. The hate pulsed through her blood, igniting her body; the artificial Yeti pelt, stolen from the alien fraudsters, holding the heat in, keeping the savage cold out.

Behind them was a destroyed alien base, ablaze beneath Mount Machapuchare. A downed Learjet was buried beneath the avalanche that followed the explosions. In the fire, under the snow, were her friends, collectively known as The Sebs, namesakes of St Sebastian, patron saint of soldiers.

Now The Sebs were dead, disbanded, and off mission. Knowles was going it alone, stoked by reprisal, supported by alien hardware and a companion who should equally not have existed.

Sully’s fur was caked with snow and dried blood; a fantastic beast, a thing of myth, made real by the brutality of oppression. The aliens had enslaved and destroyed his kin, a process that had taken time—centuries, in fact. His real name was unpronounceable in human tongue, so Knowles improvised and christened him after a Pixar Disney character from Monsters, Inc., a favourite from her childhood. Only this monster was very real and very pissed off. And lugged a length of steel piping which he rested over his broad shoulders, the metal still stained with alien blood.

Shielding Knowles with his mighty body, Sully powered into the gale, head low, fists clenched. His great snout snuffled the brisk air, filtering scent from snow.

“You getting anything in that nose of yours, Sully?” Knowles’s question was yelled, but her face scarf and the fierce wind made it a small thing.

Sully picked it up regardless. He paused and looked back at her, extending his thickset right arm to the northeast. He followed this up with a low, reverberating growl.

“Okay, we got them on radar,” Knowles muttered into her scarf. She hugged the alien rifle to her. “Can’t wait to see you again, guys. Gonna have to give you back your hardware, muzzle first and by the end of it, an empty magazine, of course.”

As though coming to the aid of their quest, the gale appeared to relent for a few moments, the maelstrom pausing, the clouds overhead separating so they were defined against the grey, featureless sheet that had previously been there.

“Looks like the bitch is about to blow herself out,” Knowles said in the sudden silence. But no sooner had she spoken, the plateau was battered by another north-westerly, bringing with it more frenzied snowflakes.

“Guess Mother Nature’s still got a score to settle too,” Knowles grumbled.

They marched on, but the storm was unforgiving and relentless, the wind slamming into them, pushing and shoving, hampering their progress enough to have Knowles shout out towards the leaden sky in frustration.

“Just back off, bitch! We ain’t stopping, you hear me? We ain’t fucking gonna stop until every one of those fuckers is dead!”

Sully placed a huge hand on her shoulder. She looked up at him as he gestured to the side of the mountain. Knowles followed his outstretched arm and, through the swirling snow, could just make out a deep fissure in the rock face.

Shelter from the storm. But for Knowles it brought emotional ambiguity.

“We can’t take shelter. They’ll get away!” She gestured her concerns.

Sully shook his head in defiance. Not in response to her but to her statement. He didn’t agree, she realised.

“You sure?” She shrugged to communicate a need for clarity.

He confirmed his convictions by tapping his snout and steering his mighty frame towards the rockface, pausing only to urge her to follow him. Another gust almost took her off her feet, reinforcing the sense of Sully’s plan.

Despite this, she had to shelve feelings of reluctance in suspending the chase. Still, she had the heat of her rage to keep her warm while they waited out the storm.

They made their way to the fissure, having to dig away snow so that they could enter. The recess went back several feet before a tunnel snaked off into the darkness. Denied access, the wind and snow disappeared as though a switch had been thrown. Now, all that remained was a low maudlin howl as the wind swept past the cave entrance.

Sully and Knowles moved to the farthest wall, where the light was muted but they could see the tunnel was uninhabited. Sitting down, backs against the rugged rock, they leaned into each other, knowing that the storm would soon diminish.

Unlike their thirst for vengeance.


CHAPTER ONE

The helicopter cruised at two hundred feet above the mountain, low enough for its shimmying silhouette to be seen crawling across the fresh, crisp snowfall below.

The cool air inside the cabin was a cacophony, an aural assault on the four people as they sat on their leather-upholstered benches. Radio chatter rattled through the headphones. Three men, one woman, a single, shared objective.

Search and rescue.

The Leonardo AW189 helicopter was furnished to hi-tech specifications, the floor plan kitted with the absolute best medical equipment money could buy. The interior was a mix of grey leather and smooth plastic. Running the width of the cabin, a central table separated eight seats—four facing each other—as, running either side of the fuselage, quads of bubble windows threw glittering light about the whole space.

The weaponry stowed in the gun racks behind each bench meant that the occupants were prepared to achieve their goal, no matter what the obstacle. No matter what the cost. Their boss determined the parameters—the priority—to order. It was time to honour the contract, and their boss was the job.

Professor Marcus Appleby, geologist of renown and infamous entrepreneur.

They’d received the distress call over two hours ago, an acoustic beacon originating from a transponder imbedded in the suits of both Appleby and his wife, Grace. There was no message, just the exacting of a predetermined EVAC protocol. The chopper had scrambled out of Pokhara within ten minutes, covering the forty kilometres to the slopes of Mount Machapuchare in another eight and a half minutes. The rescue, frustrated by the snowstorm that came in from the northeast, forced the chopper off the massif until it abated. The delay had added another forty minutes to their response time.

Now they were no longer against the elements, they were against the clock.

No one knew this more than Commander Chris Havers. His eyes, the colour of rosewood, scanned those opposite him, his hands—gloved and pressed against his headset—large enough to dwarf the cups over his ears.

He’d been in the employ of Appleby Enterprises for over ten years, working his way up from general facility security officer, through tours as a personal bodyguard for the higher echelons of the organisational executive team, until he achieved the dizzy heights of Commander of the CEO Elite Protection Squad.

Unlike many of his staff, Havers had no military background. Instead, he’d carved out a career in the West Mercia Police Force, going from probationary constable to armed police over a twelve-year period. After twenty-five years, and a spate of radical cuts in the force’s fiscal budget, Havers found his worldview begin to sour, and the gnawing feeling that the police were fighting a losing battle against the criminal fraternity seemed omnipotent. He walked from his job with thirty years on the clock, determined to focus on a little housing renovation project he’d acquired in Devon.

That idea lasted for two months before Havers started to miss being part of a team. Although, he didn’t realise this until a chance meeting in his local pub with Peter Hawkins, an ex-colleague. Over drinks, Hawkins talked about signing up with a new security firm, contracted to Appleby Enterprises. Good money and a sense of purpose beckoned. Havers took the business card Hawkins eventually offered. The next day, he called the number, got the interview, and then the gig. Now it was all about loyalty and duty. Loyalty to Appleby and a duty to find him on the unforgiving slopes below them.

The team that was under his command had been assembled in haste. They were not his regular staff, their capabilities unknown to him, and this made him nervous. Appleby had taken the most trustworthy members with him onto the mountain. Havers figured his boss wanted to keep this expedition tight and need-to-know. But, with the mission going south at pace, Havers and his clandestine team were all that was available to mount a rescue without alerting the Nepalese police that someone was on their sacred mountain. Bribery only went so far up the chain and its influence was finite, especially when it came to the region’s religious doctrines.

Havers suppressed a sigh. The whole thing fell well short of a co-ordinated rescue. Yes, they all had paramedic training, but that was the extent of their medical prowess. Anything more serious, they were screwed. But what the fuck else could he do? Duty and loyalty trumped all.

He spoke into his mic. “Collins?”

“Commander?” the pilot said in his ear.

“ETA?”

“Wheels on snow in ten minutes.”

Havers scanned the faces about him, each one grim set and focused. It was a team he’d been given but he hoped would deliver. One way or another, he was about to find out.
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The blizzard had kept Knowles and Sully hunkered in the back of the tunnel for over an hour. Knowles used this time to consider the implications of their mission, what she hoped to gain balanced against what she’d already lost. There was some doubt as to whether her actions were folly, but they came as an irritable itch rather than stinging agony and were easily pushed aside by her resolute mind.

In fact, much of her thinking was shelved, not because it was difficult or poignant, but because Sully had used the opportunity to go to sleep and his jet-engine snores made it hard to think about anything other than beating him to death with a rock.

She chuckled. “We really are the odd couple, big guy. How the fuck did we get here?”

Knowles watched the snow pass by the cave entrance, the wind driving it with enough force to turn it to shadowy streaks. As the wind eased, the flakes began to thin as the quality of light changed outside. A brightness infused the bleached landscape until Knowles had to drag her snow goggles to her eyes to look upon it.

She nudged Sully with her elbow before standing. He came to with a snort, his big eyes immediately alive.

Knowles pointed to the exit. “Come on, Sully. We’re leaving.”

Peering out on the world, Knowles primed her weapon. The wind had moved on and the whole plateau was silent. Overhead, clouds rolled by—their great underbellies torn open to reveal azure sky beneath.

She kicked her way through the snow that had piled about the entrance, checking that the area was secure. Sully joined her shortly afterwards. As he found freedom from the confines of the cave, he stretched his body and gave out a huge yawn. He finished his ablutions by sneezing snot onto the fresh snow.

Knowles looked up at him. “You’re a real catch, you know that?”

He shrugged his shoulders and walked on ahead, Knowles watching him for a few moments before moving out.

Ahead, the snow had been tousled into drifts, creating a valley with smooth, blanched walls. The blizzard had done its worst and the snow, now up to her thighs, was like walking against the tide of some great, turgid sea.

After a few hundred metres of hard going, Knowles paused and caught her breath.

“Shit,” she gasped. “I need to get my ass back to the gym. Blizzard or no blizzard, this is one inhospitable shithole.”

Sully grumbled, gesturing to himself and then to the pristine snow.

Knowles nodded as she made a rough interpretation of his hand signals. “Yeah, I know it’s your home, my friend. And I am trying to see it the way you do but … I can’t. If you’re not cool with that concept, I guess you’re gonna have to shoot me.”

The hiss of an arc-rifle came seconds later, a streak of orange sizzling across the stark landscape before a plume of steam erupted beside Knowles seconds later, forcing her to dive. As she landed, a second blast went over her head, slicing into the air where she’d been standing only seconds before.

“Shit, that was just a figure of speech!”

She rolled to her left, the snow and ice blurring her goggles as she sought out the sniper. She bumped into Sully who was lying prone beside her, a mound of fur, his great muzzle aimed ahead, great snorts producing mucus and steam.

“Once we nail that fucker, you and me need to have a talk about personal hygiene.”

Sully kept his focus ahead, deep brown eyes gazing into the sparse scenery, sweeping for any clue of their assailant’s hiding place. The terrain was a blend of exposed, jagged rock and smooth snow, the alien sniper was dug in and well-hidden, the Yeti combat-chassis making it the perfect chameleon.

Knowles tried without success to find their assailant. “Gotta get a position on that thing. Any ideas?”

Sully rolled away from her, sending a wave of snow and ice into the air. The response from the rocks to their right was intense, a barrage of arc-bolts cutting into the rising snow, giving Knowles plenty of opportunity to get a fix.

“Well that worked for me,” she said as she targeted an area of rock from where the assault originated.

The arc-rifle wasn’t a refined weapon, it was more wrecking ball than precision laser. But, for now, it suited her purposes. Her shots hit the outcrop of rocks, the multiple detonations popping like corks in celebration of locating their target. She saw a heap of shaggy fur stagger from the hazing smoke.

Now their assailant was in the open, Knowles was on her feet, the butt of the arc-rifle now rammed into her shoulder, the muzzle—steadfast.

She let go two shots, and the first shattered the right arm, the second tore into the artificial beast’s chest, both strikes giving off sparks and flame. The combat-chassis toppled backwards and landed heavily, the slippery surface providing no purchase. The body skittered down the slope for a good ten yards before lying still.

“We gotta go check it out, big guy,” Knowles called to Sully.

But her companion was already moving, clouds of vapor puffing out of his nose and mouth as he lolloped across the snow. He was midway, and completely exposed, when two more alien-Yeti machines came into view, their arc-cannons primed.

They opened fire a few seconds later.


CHAPTER TWO

Three members of Havers’s rescue team stood as lowly figures, dwarfed against the mottled, rocky precipice to their left as it rose high into the clouded heavens.

The chopper had touched down ten minutes ago, Havers ordering Collins—the pilot—to hold firm until their return. A second team member, Bart Kabumba, was ordered to remain to help Collins protect their ride.

One person moved ahead of the others, an electronic tablet in their hands. They lifted their goggles and peeled back the index finger of the left glove; the digit beneath was sheathed in blue nylon and the fingertip sported a grey, conductive pad so it could be used on the tablet’s screen.

Elspeth McCallum stood at five foot eleven and beneath the hood of her parka, her long, red hair was tied into a ponytail. Her ice-blue eyes scanned the tablet, the exposed skin of her cheeks and forehead were so pale, it was almost in competition with the snow at her feet.

Given the bulk of her career had been spent avoiding detection, Elspeth thought it ironic that her green parka and salopettes made her stand out like an iceberg on the River Dee.

She’d been a Mobile Surveillance Officer (MSO) at MI5 for eleven years, joining at the age of twenty-three, two years after leaving university. She’d graduated with a degree in journalism in her hometown of Dundee. Her father—a civil servant—spent long periods of time away from home, an arrangement that seemed to satisfy her mother, a solicitor with her own flourishing legal firm.

But the careers of her parents were not for their daughter. Elspeth had designs on becoming a reporter for a national newspaper. This meant humble beginnings with an internship at The Courier, one of the city’s local papers. She planned on spending a few years covering local political stories, building enough of a portfolio to submit to the national broadsheets. Her plans didn’t involve falling in love, but three months into her internship, that’s exactly what happened.

Stewart Thomas was her copy editor. His energetic, yet awkward, persona immediately leaving its mark after their first meeting at the newspaper offices. On her part, it wasn’t love at first sight, Stewart’s professionalism and his sense of humour were his standout features, and a young Elspeth wasn’t looking for a long-term partner, let alone one two inches shorter than her.

But they worked together a lot, and colleagues became friends, and friends became lovers. For most of the next two years they were inseparable, and by the end of her internship, Stewart asked her to marry him. She agreed, of course, setting the date the following year, her dream of working for a large national paper now supplanted by the all-consuming desires of love and life.

Everything felt right, as though her whole life had been leading to meeting this incredible man. He was her best friend, her lover, her soulmate. There were people who longed for this kind of love, many thinking it was a work of fiction or some unobtainable romance from the movies. But they were living it, owning each other, happy in such notion, taking comfort from it.

So why the hell did she fuck it all up on a whim, in one fleeting moment of absolute madness?

It was a question she’d asked ever since she’d got drunk on a night out with her girlfriends. The very next morning she’d woken up in bed next to some muscle-bound stranger, who’d never stirred even as she’d got dressed and stole out of his flat, her shame quashing her hangover as she got a taxi back home.

Stewart had been waiting, fraught with worry. Hadn’t she seen his messages? Where had she been? He told her he’d almost called the police.

She’d hesitated, thought about telling a lie, say that she’d stayed overnight at one of her girlfriends’ houses. But she still had her integrity, even as frayed as it was at that moment in time.

He knew her too well, saw the guilt in her eyes before the tears. The confession had come through great sobs that shook her body as though she was convulsing. Stewart said nothing, but the look on his face was to stay with her forever, the hurt etched into his eyes, the bewilderment. He’d voiced as much.

“But why?” he’d asked.

She could not answer. There was no answer that made it right. Nothing that made sense.

“Aren’t you happy?” The desperation to try and understand was heart-breaking.

“Yes.” She meant it.

“I thought you loved me.”

“I do. Oh, Christ, I do, I’m sorry. So sorry.”

He’d nodded, his face inscrutable. Then he’d gone into their bedroom, emerging after a few minutes with a hold-all in his hand.

“I’ll be back for my stuff in a few days,” he said flatly. “When I do, please don’t be here.”

And with that he walked out of the flat. She never saw him again, he left her everything. The grieving really kicked in from the outset. Months passed, her heart hurt, a physical pain, a tearing that left her lying in her bed at night gasping, but she owned it, embraced it; this was her punishment for betrayal.

She played “Heart and Soul” by T’Pau, over and over. The song was a favourite of Stewart’s mother; they were going to have it as the first dance on their wedding day. On one of the few days she ventured out, Elspeth had Heart and Soul tattooed on her left forearm. A reminder of what she’d lost.

She sold the flat, moving back in with her parents, and putting the proceeds of the sale into an account, where it remained untouched to this day. The one thing she never attempted was to try to contact him. Partly because further rejection would have cut her like a knife, partly because of the hope he would call her, and if that happened it could only be to reconcile. But it was a fantasy, and time marched on and anaesthetised her raw heart.

One night, over dinner, her father made a suggestion. And that suggestion was MI5.

At first Elspeth laughed so hard she almost choked on a roast potato. Then, her father—a calm, placid man—showed her a recruitment flyer, the contact details in bold black letters.

“So, let’s get this straight, Dad,” she’d said. “You want me to get over the breakup of my relationship by becoming a spy?”

“I want you to move on. You made a mistake, and it’s cost you; I understand it. But being around the places you used to go as a couple is like setting fire to the kitchen and then going and sitting in the lounge. How are you able to get through it?”

She’d been bemused by the seriousness on his face. “That still doesn’t make sense. Why would you even consider this an option?”

“Because I work for them, darling Daughter.”

She’d been stunned but then it made sense, many weeks “working away,” being called away from dinner to take quiet phone calls in his study.

“You work for MI5?” She’d placed her cutlery either side of her plate, the meal forgotten.

“I do. And have for many, many
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