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Chapter 1

Andreas rubbed his hands together, not that it would do a damn thing with the thick gloves he was wearing. The gloves weren’t doing anything to help with the cold, either, although he supposed he should probably thank them for the fact that he hadn’t frozen off any fingers yet. Yet. Under his balaclava, his teeth chattered. He forced his numb legs forward, slow step after slow step, breaking through the crust of ice atop the ankle-deep snow.

Well, there was one more thing to be grateful for. At least he wasn’t doing this in a blizzard. From what he’d read, a few hours of snow in these parts and he’d be using his arms to dig himself through it.

A sallow gray snowflake fluttered down from the sky to land on his glove. A second one followed. Shit. That was what he got for tempting fate.

He glared up at the gray clouds, huffing out warm breath into the thick fabric stretched over his nose. It smelled like the stale ration bar he’d eaten for breakfast, which had left his stomach complaining for more. He shot a silent warning up to the sky—it had better not drop a load of snow on top of the five of them. At least not before they got what they came here for.

He could practically hear the clouds’ answer underneath the crackling of their footsteps: Oh yeah? And what are you going to do about it?

A pine tree overhead shook itself in a passing breeze, dropping a dusting of snow onto his head. Next to him, Luc shot the tree a dirty look, his piercing blue eyes narrowed. “Fuck these trees,” he muttered, his breath huffing out past the fabric that covered his face.

“Fuck this snow,” Oscar agreed, a pace behind.

“Fuck this cold,” Petey said with feeling, rubbing his hands together like Andreas had a moment ago, as if it would make any difference.

Clark, as usual, said nothing at all. He probably had the right of it. Better to save their breath for the more important things, like finding the energy to trudge forward endlessly through the gray pine-dotted landscape. He had begun to feel like this was what his life had always been, and this was what his life would always be.

“Are we sure this place is even out here?” he asked, giving voice to his unease. “Why would anyone build a lab in this godforsaken place?”

“They’ve got labs in Antarctica,” Petey pointed out uselessly.

“To study the environment down there,” Oscar said. “There’s nothing here interesting enough to study. We’ve got pine trees back home.”

“They built the lab out here,” said Luc, “because no one in their right mind would come here.”

“Except us,” Petey said with a little laugh.

“He meant us, numbnuts,” said Oscar.

Andreas was about to offer a retort to defuse the tension building on Petey’s face—tight as the five of them were after years of trekking through various hells together, the two of them had never quite gelled. But before he could do more than open his mouth, a distant roar froze the words in his throat.

“Was that a wolf?” Luc murmured next to him.

“Sounded more like a dinosaur,” said Petey.

Oscar shot them both a withering look. “It was a bear,” he said, as if this should have been obvious. Then: “A dinosaur? Really?”

“I didn’t say it was one. I said it sounded like one.”

Clark said nothing, just moved his hand closer to the gun at his hip. Andreas patted his own hip to make sure his weapon was where it should be. He shot a glance up ahead. Nothing—but maybe bears knew how to move quietly.

Oscar rolled his eyes. “All we’ve been up against together, and the lot of you are afraid of a bear?”

“We go up against people,” Andreas pointed out. “Put a bear up against your average human, and see who wins.”

“Your average human. Not us. And there are five of us. With enough weapons between us to shred a bear to jerky.”

With a scowl, Luc motioned him forward. “If you want to go up and say hello, be my guest.”

“We’re all tired of this,” said Andreas. “Let’s focus on the goal. We’re almost there. If we leave the bear alone, chances are he’ll leave us alone.”

Luc’s gloved hand found his and gave it a grateful squeeze. He could barely feel it through the glove, but it was the thought that counted. He squeezed back. There was a lot to communicate in one little squeeze: If no one else is going to herd these bunch of cats, then I guess it’s on me. But if that blizzard comes, all bets are off. Still, he knew Luc heard him.

Petey saw, and let out a too-loud laugh. “I see the lovebirds aren’t deterred by a little snow.”

Luc hastily released Andreas’s hand. Andreas was grateful for it—and wished Luc hadn’t made the gesture in the first place, even though he hadn’t felt that way a second ago. But the air still felt that much colder without Luc’s gloved touch.

Oscar looked away, lips twisting. “I thought we had an unspoken agreement not to mention what other people might or might not be doing together.”

“Why not?” asked Petey. “We all know it.”

“And we all know it shouldn’t be happening,” said Clark. Andreas startled at the rare sound of his voice.

“Fraternizing among team members is strictly prohibited,” Clark continued, in a voice devoid of sarcasm.

“With all the time we spend out in places like this, waiting for the excitement to start,” said Petey, “maybe we all ought to be sharing each other’s beds, just for something to do.” He stared up at the sky, where the gray clouds still threatened to dump snow down on them all, undeterred by Andreas’s silent threats. “Plus, it’s a way to keep warm.”

Only Oscar’s eyes were visible, but his discomfort was still palpable. Clark’s eyes were as flat as his voice had been. He said nothing, radiating silent disapproval at their attempts to find levity.

“There’s none of that going on out here anyway,” said Andreas. “Not in this cold.”

The cold was new. Not the boredom, not the trudging through hostile terrain, not the banter that edged into irritation as they gradually got sick of one another’s company. Five years they’d been together, assigned to each other based on complementary skill sets and temperaments. They’d been on several dozen covert missions together—Andreas had lost count of how many. The kind of thing where muscle, skill, and expertise were needed in equal measure.

Andreas had been pulled from the army on a recommendation from his commanding officer. Luc, from the CIA. He wasn’t sure about the others. They talked about a lot in the dead times like this, but usually not about their pasts. It was an unspoken agreement between the five of them. You never knew who had a past they didn’t want to revisit.

They had been sent to sprawling megacities where adapting to the terrain meant blending in as tourists or harried commuters. And to scorching deserts where running out of water was the primary concern. Once, they had gone two miles underwater, which had been equal parts wondrous and terrifying.

This cold, though? This cold might be Andreas’s least favorite.

“Pretty sure we’ve all frozen the necessary parts off by now anyway,” he said aloud, and got the chuckle he was looking for from everyone except Clark. Even Oscar gave a reluctant laugh, and Luc too, letting his usual serious mask crack.

Another roar echoed the laughter. Fainter this time, farther away. Andreas relaxed a little. Around him, he could hear the others losing some of their tension—breathing became easier, footsteps lighter.

“Sounds like our friend the bear is in the same position,” said Petey. “He probably ran off to find where he left his.” He didn’t get a laugh from anyone but himself, but a little more tension dissipated. An easy silence fell as they kept walking.

Until Petey pulled out his GPS device, squinted at the screen, and frowned.

“I think we’ve got a problem,” he said.

“What’s the problem?” asked Luc, leaning over to see the screen.

“We’re almost at the right coordinates,” said Petey, “see? But…” He waved a hand to indicate the frozen expanse around him. “All I see is more trees.”

Andreas suppressed a sigh. “You said we’re almost at the right coordinates. We probably won’t see it until we’re right on top of it. You don’t go to the trouble of building your facility out here unless you want it to stay hidden.”

“I think we should be seeing something by now,” Petey insisted. “What if we came out all this way for nothing?”

“They could have given us the wrong coordinates,” Luc allowed. “How can anyone keep track of where anything is when it’s all looked the same for the pasty fifty miles?”

“Pretty sure it doesn’t work that way,” said Andreas. He tensed, waiting to see the others’ reactions, waiting for the tension to build again. After this long hike through the frozen wilderness, they were all waiting for an excuse to take out their own frustrations on each other. Even him, he had to admit.

“We keep going,” Clark voted.

Petey frowned. “How long do you want to keep trekking through this—” He kicked at the snow. “Until we realize maybe we’ve made a mistake?”

“At least until we get to the coordinates we were given,” Andreas said, with more of an edge to his voice than he intended.

“There’s an easy solution here.” Oscar held up his phone, which hardly deserved the name. Bulky as an old-fashioned walkie-talkie, it only communicated with home base and the similar devices they all carried. That and the GPS device were the only tech they were allowed out here, for security reasons. “We contact home base. Make sure we’re seeing what we’re supposed to see.”

“I’d say that’s a bit premature,” said Andreas.

“A bit like
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