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Chapter 1

Somewhere in southern North Korea
Sunday, January 13, 1952

 

ICY cold cut to the bone, making cuts, bruises, and broken bones ache all the more. The wet dirt floor under the length of his left side made the cold even more biting. No escape.

Agony, cold, and impenetrable darkness were all the company Marine Lance Corporal Max Johnson had. Preferable to the alternative he’d dealt with over the past several days. Or had it been weeks? No transition of light to dark and back again had existed to count the days by, even if he’d actually been conscious the whole time. There was only pitch black, except when a blinding light appeared and men came to beat on him and bark questions in Korean, Chinese, or broken English.
His stomach had stopped demanding food, though he couldn’t pinpoint when. A bad enough sign, along with gathering weakness. He’d long ago stopped feeling his hands and feet. Shivering hurt a body that had taken too many beatings. The coughing fits and constriction in his chest made things worse. The stink of gangrene and the nauseating illness rapidly taking over assured him death would come soon.
He welcomed it.
He’d told his captors nothing, no matter how much pain they’d inflicted. Death would ensure he didn’t waver. Lord, please, if rescue isn’t coming, let death take me quickly. Don’t allow weakness to overcome me. Don’t let me betray my friends and allies. Please, Lord.
A bout of coughing curled him into a tighter ball on the floor of what he could only assume was a root cellar, or something very much like it. Pain lanced his chest and put pressure on bruised and probably broken ribs, sending flashes of light through the blackness before his eyes.
As he fought for breath, the dampness and stench of his surroundings crept into every nook and cranny of his lungs, making him want to cough and wheeze again. Mold, urine, rotted food, and unwashed body blended into an odor fit to gag anyone. He’d been in the same uniform for over two weeks prior to capture, plus whatever time had passed since.
Light burst into his prison, bringing a different sort of blindness.
He raised mud-and-blood-caked, shaky hands to shield his eyes.
“Max? Thank God. I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”
Max frowned at the distantly familiar voice. “Who—” Still curled up on the floor, he pressed his back to the dirt wall. “Who are you?”
“It’s me. Dakota. I’ve come to get you out of here.”
Hallucination? Some Communist trick to get him to talk? How would they know about Dakota Gentry, the war correspondent assigned to his unit back in the summer? Had they captured someone else? Someone who’d talked? Would that endanger Dakota? Max had befriended the man who’d proven to be as tough as any of the leathernecks he’d fought alongside, possibly even more so.
A hand touched his shoulder. “It’s really me, Max.”
He didn’t hear anyone else. No chatter. No guns. No radio. No movement on the wood floor above their heads. “Where are the others?”
“I’m alone.”
Impossible. Tough or not, a journalist couldn’t have slipped past the enemy to rescue him. Not without help. “My unit’s not with you?”
“Nope, and we need to get moving before some of the enemy turn up. On your feet, marine.”
“My feet... I can’t.”
Strong arms helped him sit up, a shoulder tucked under his armpit, and he was hoisted to his feet without ceremony. Flashes of light and blobs of darkness danced through his field of vision as pain in his chest threatened to rip consciousness from him. Was it as bad as he thought that there was no pain in his lower legs and feet? Maybe the pain elsewhere only silenced it?
In moments, he’d been lifted out of the cellar onto a wood floor. His chest tightened, squeezing lungs that burned for air. Lightning spiked through his vision again. He lay there, panting shallowly, irregularly, trying to quell another coughing fit, afraid of attracting the attention of the enemy.
A firm grip wrapped around his upper arm and hauled him to his feet. Sunlight blinded him as his savior half-dragged, half-carried him out of the hut. He squinted and glanced sideways at the man as they passed under some trees. Dakota, for certain. No mistaking those blue eyes and dark brown hair or the chiseled features. Stern focus hardened the man’s bearded face. His huffing breaths misted the chill air.
Max tried to stay conscious, but agony stole his breath and what little strength remained.

 
* * *
 

A cold drop of water hit Max’s face, startling him awake. He found himself lying on cold, wet ground. Darkness and chill air surrounded him. No! Despair rippled through him. Dakota had been nothing but an hallucination.
A warm hand touched his shoulder. “Easy, Max.”
Relief allowed him to breathe again. Sort of. “Why can’t I see?”
“We’re hiding in a tunnel I found. I apologize for the cold, but I can’t start a fire without alerting the enemy to our location.” Fingers gently squeezed. “We’ll move out come nightfall. In the meantime, I have food and water for you.”
“I don’t think I can sit up.” Max hated to make that admission, but there was no point in lying about how weak and wounded he truly was.
“It’s okay. I’ll help.” True to his word, Dakota carefully helped him sit up.
Pain slashed across Max’s ribcage, making his breath hitch. Something smooth and cool touched his lips.
“Drink.”
He complied. Water slipped past cracked, parched lips. Too fast. He choked. Stars danced through his vision.
“Sorry about that.”
Max shook his head then realized Dakota couldn’t see him. “It’s okay,” he gasped as he managed to catch his breath.
“I have food, too. Nothing great, but it’ll do until I can rustle up something better. At least it’s not C-rations.” Amusement laced the last.
Metal popped, and the unmistakable aroma of SPAM filled Max’s nose.
“Don’t bite my fingers now. It’s not polite to bite the hand that feeds you.” Humor warmed Dakota’s voice, and a cold piece of the canned meat brushed Max’s lips.
He ate slowly, chewing only as much as necessary to swallow. Even that drained energy. “What day is it?”
“Sunday, January thirteenth.”
Over a month then. He’d gotten separated from his unit on December fifth and been captured two days later while trying to find them. He’d spent Christmas, New Years, and his twenty-first birthday in enemy hands. He leaned heavily against the dirt wall beside him. “I’d begun to think I’d die in that hole. Thank you for getting me out. I’d rather die with a friend than amongst enemies.”
“You won’t die. Not if I have anything to say about it.”
“I know how bad a shape I’m in. Even without light, I know I’ve got severe frostbite and gangrene. People die from both, ace.”
A long silence followed, then Dakota took a deep, audible breath. “Maybe you don’t have to.”
“Dakota—”
“No. Hear me out.” Warmth radiated against one side of him as Dakota sat at Max’s side with his back against the wall of the tunnel. “Do you know how I found you and got you out?”
Max took a slow breath. “I wondered about that when you said you were alone.” He resisted the urge to shift into a more comfortable position. Given his injuries, he was pretty sure there wasn’t such a thing.
“I’m not exactly human.”
Okay, so this wasn’t a serious discussion. Dakota had a reputation for making outlandish statements, generally meant to amuse weary marines and get their minds off the ugliness of war. Swallowing a laugh sure to hurt like fire, Max smiled. “Oh?” Death would come, but perhaps Dakota could keep his mind off the pain. “Then... what are you... exactly?”
“Ever heard of werewolves?”
A chuckle slipped out before he could stop it, sending him into a spat of wheezing to catch his breath.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
Once he could breathe again, shallow at least, Max straightened carefully and leaned his head against the wall. “So... you’re a werewolf.”
“Yes.”
“I haven’t seen you eat anyone or heard about villagers being hunted and mauled during the full moons since you arrived.” He cocked a grin despite the fact his friend couldn’t see it. “I’m pretty sure I’d’ve heard about something like that happening. Aren’t werewolves supposed to be rabid and bloodthirsty during the full moon?”
Dakota chuckled. “Only in bad movies and worse dime novels. Although... I suppose those may be based on wolves gone crazy. Hm. I hadn’t thought of that before. I might have to read and watch those, see if that’s the case.”
Max forced himself not to laugh. “Don’t make me laugh right now, ace. It hurts too much. I might pass out on you again.”
A heavy silence descended for a few seconds. If the warmth at his side hadn’t remained, he’d have thought Dakota had abandoned him to the darkness.
“I know how fantastical it sounds.” Dakota sighed. “What I’m telling you is the absolute truth.”
When had the reporter ever sounded so serious? Never? “Let’s say it’s true, for the sake of argument. How’d you become one?”
“I was born this way. My mother, Felicity, is a werewolf.”
“What about your father?”
“He was human.” His shoulder brushed Max’s as he shrugged. “Not that it matters. Only females can pass the wolf directly to their offspring.”
“Was? Your father’s gone?”
“Yes. He died about ten years ago. Heart attack.” Faint sorrow underscored the soft words.
“I’m sorry.”
“Thanks. He was a good man.”
“He didn’t mind that your mother was... not entirely human?” Another thought occurred to him even as the last word left his mouth. “Or... did he not know?”
“He knew and loved her despite it.” Dakota laughed softly. “It’s not exactly something one can hide from a spouse. At least, not unless you’re a traveling salesman or something along those lines.”
“Oh.” Max sighed softly. Man, he was tired. Could sleep for a week and still be exhausted probably. Then again, he’d get plenty of rest when he was dead. Steadily declining energy said he wouldn’t have to wait too long for that. “So, you don’t kill people?”
“Not unless they bug me.” No mistaking the humor in the statement.
Max chuckled then caught his breath and winced. “Ow.”
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. Laughter isn’t always good medicine.” Dakota quieted for a moment, growing so still, Max didn’t even feel him breathe. Then he took a breath. “No, I don’t hunt or eat people. Just the idea is repulsive. A deer or elk, on the other hand, sounds mighty fine to this particular wolf. I met a wolf a couple of years ago that hunted and ate people. Totally crazy.”
“What did you do?”
“Stopped him.” The grim timber of those two words said more clearly than an explanation how that had been accomplished. “Anyway, most of the wolves I’ve known weren’t born. They were Turned. Made wolves by being mauled by one and surviving the ordeal.”
Max shuddered slightly. Growing up, he’d seen a child in his neighborhood mauled by a black bear. The kid had died. “That doesn’t sound pleasant.”
“It’s not. By any stretch of the imagination.”
Silence descended. Max kept his eyes closed and felt
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