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Prologue

 

Behind the wheel of the armored personnel carrier, Mack Walker snarled. Even with plugs the explosion pummeled his eardrums. He swerved, narrowly avoiding a barrel rolling into the road. Snipers’ bullets ripped through the windows. Mack ducked as glass shattered around them. Behind him someone cried out in pain. He didn’t have a chance to find out who—suddenly, a Humvee screeched to a halt crosswise in front of him and three of the Dragon’s men stepped out, assault rifles already firing.

Mack knew he wasn’t going to get out of this alive. The convoy with General Whittaker was due in less than half an hour. Clear the insurgents out, make sure none of the Dragon’s men were there. His orders had been clear. He’d be damned if he failed now.

In the passenger seat, his buddy Sawyer whooped and hollered. Leaning nearly halfway out the window, he aimed his rifle at the men and got off several quick shots. One of the snipers fell. A second staggered against the Humvee.

Nice shooting. More gunfire sounded. Brice and Talon in the back seat fired at insurgents racing toward them from the tall, crumbling buildings by the side of the road. “Hang on,” Mack roared. He cranked the wheel.

The vehicle careened. It tilted onto two wheels, righting itself with a rattle of bolts and steel. Someone leapt into the road, spraying bullets in his wake. A quick shot from Sawyer and another one of the Dragon’s men lay dead in the street. Mack made it to the edge of the road, ready to make a U-turn and take out the remaining enemy.

An explosion destroyed the building behind him. The vehicle flipped up, end over end.

“What was that?” Brice yelled from the back, never one to cuss even in the midst of battle. Pretty boy Talon shouted something incoherent, and Sawyer, who always loved danger and excitement, kept on yelling as if he were on a roller coaster. Mack gripped the wheel. When the vehicle came down, if it came down, he’d have to steer it back into the fray.

Adrenaline pumped through his veins.

The car hovered. Mack’s head slammed into the roof of the Jeep. The impact jarred his teeth and made his eyes close. Then, the vehicle fell from the sky as if someone had dropped it. It landed, bounced, the front axle breaking off. Something snapped. Pain blossomed in his ankle and tore up his leg like a fighter jet down the runway. The nose of the Jeep crumpled and all was still.

Mack sat in deadly silence. He opened his eyes, saw jagged metal and broken bits of plastic. Next to him, Sawyer hung halfway out the window, strung out like a clothesline. Mack glanced behind him. Talon and Brice sat in states of shock. Mute.

His left wrist was bent at an odd angle. Right arm worked. Ribs felt okay. He could breathe. Hell, he was alive! His feet. Oh god, he couldn’t feel his feet. He glanced at the floorboard. His boots were twisted well away from the pedals. He had a sinking feeling his feet were with them. With a strangled cry, he reached for the doorknob. His abused wrist screamed as he tried to force the door open. It wouldn’t budge!

“Sawyer! Talon! Brice! Report!” His voice sounded harsher than usual.

No one answered.

“Soldiers report!” He glanced over his shoulder and stared. White light surrounded them. Distantly he heard crying, felt himself being lifted, the Jeep righted.

“I’m sorry, honey, but they’re gone.” The woman’s voice sounded kind, caring, like somebody’s mother. “You broke them.”

Wails. There was always crying in war. He was used to it, the sounds of glee and adrenaline being replaced by wails of sorrow and frustration. He’d heard it before, usually tuned it out, but one word echoed in his mind. Gone. Darkness surrounded him, and he realized this mission wouldn’t be completed. Ever. He’d failed.

~* * *~

As quickly as the accident happened it was gone. Mack found himself standing in some kind of waiting area, the edges fuzzy gray. Light permeated everything, giving the place a soft glow. He couldn’t see on what he stood, though it felt solid beneath his feet…wait…his feet…they’d been torn from his body. He lifted his leg to check.

“You don’t want to do that,” a deep voice said from somewhere.

Mack looked around. Gingerly, he straightened his leg. What had seemed solid a moment ago was precarious now. He wobbled and hated himself for it. “Who are you? Where are you?”

“I’m The Prime Builder.”

The single statement sent waves of dread through him. The Prime Builder, the great manufacturer in the sky from which they all came. “Then I’m…” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the statement. The memory of his boots several inches from where they should have been haunted him -- as did the image of Sawyer’s body hanging out the window. He’d looked pulled, as if he wouldn’t quite fit together again. Mack staggered.

A chair appeared out of nowhere. Mack sank into it, not looking into the fog obscuring his lower legs and the floor. “What about the others? Sawyer? Brice? Talon? Are they here too?” His men were his responsibility. They were supposed to clear the area for the General’s arrival. It was supposed to have been an easy mission. Apparently not. His lips twisted in a wry grin.

“They will be taken care of.”

Taken care of. The words sounded so final. “So they’re not here?” Mack curled his fingers into a fist. He raised his hand, though what would he hit? Pounding on things might feel mighty damn satisfying at the moment, but it wouldn’t bring his men back. It wouldn’t change the mission’s outcome. “The General,” he croaked. “Tell me the General made it through.”

“The Dragons got him.”

“Fuck,” Mack snarled. He squeezed his eyes closed. A raw growl erupted from his throat. Rising to his feet, he paced. Wait, he didn’t have feet and what the hell was happening here? He whirled, determined to face the source of that disembodied voice.

“Sit.”

Mack knew an order when he heard one. Reflexively, he sat. “Debrief me.”

“Not necessary. You get a second chance, you know. Not many guys get one, but you and your team, you earned it. So we’re sending you back. Dulling your senses, blurring your memories. You won’t remember much until…well, you’ll know it when it happens.” A chuckle followed that damn voice.

“What good am I?” He jerked his leg, not quite able to bring himself to reveal his missing feet. Dragging his fingers through his hair, he leaned back in the chair. Mack closed his eyes, drew the images of his team, of him, as they once were. Whole, healthy, ready for missions. “Why send me back?”

Some of the men spoke about a heaven, a place where The Prime Builder dictated their futures and rewarded those who had done well. He’d never believed in such things. Didn’t matter. If he couldn’t feel it, touch it, then it didn’t exist. In his world, he lived and breathed raw intel. Mission schematics, fighting the Dragon’s men, keeping his own alive. Yeah, that’s all that counted for him.

Yet his gut nagged at him that maybe, just maybe, The Prime Builder was real. Maybe he was in the heaven for broken toys.

Mack pressed his forehead to his palm. Sending him back. In his state, it was akin to a death sentence. No one wanted a broken soldier.

“Because you’re the right man for the mission.”

He straightened at those words. Determination filled him. He sat a little straighter, held his shoulders farther back. Head high, he fixed his attention on a single point in the amorphous mist. “What are my orders, sir?”

“You’ve shown you’re brave in the face of battle. You’ve shown you can take care of your men. This mission involves a single man. Be brave. Be strong. And fight for what you want.”

Mack opened his mouth to object, and white light pierced his eyes. It filled him, fuzzed out his surroundings with a dull roar. The light faded, as did the fog, and for the first time, Mack saw his wounds. His feet were gone. He gaped at the place where his boots should have been, wondering how the hell he’d been pacing earlier. Before he could think about it, everything dropped to familiar darkness. His mission had begun.

 



Chapter One

 

Adrian blinked as the numbers on the spreadsheet blurred. Automatically, he reached for his tepid mug of coffee, wincing at its chill. He’d calculated the numbers backwards and forwards, not liking the decline they showed. Just past January first, he should have shown a boost in fourth quarter sales. After all, they had the holidays, then the week between Christmas and New Year’s Day to spend holiday money. Comics had been flying off the shelves. Several hot new releases had patrons queuing in line even before The Fantastic Five had opened.

Adrian shook his head. He rose to his feet, his gaze catching, as it often did, on the broken action figure sitting on the corner of his desk. The man sat there, his feet lost probably during some child’s “battle”. One hand had been almost torn from its wrist. Looking at it, he couldn’t tell, but Adrian knew if he picked up the figure, started to move the jointed limbs, he’d find the tear. He’d intended to start working on it tonight.

“Sorry, buddy,” he said, then smiled when he realized he spoke to a toy.

Adrian stood. He reached for his mug, not quite able to pull his attention from the figure. Adrian had found this toy in a box at a garage sale a few blocks over while out on his run. Although the figure had a production date in the mid-nineties, something about the toy had drawn Adrian. Normally, he wasn’t overly fond of the modern figures. 

The plastic soldier sat there, stubble covering his cheeks and jaw. It gave him a surly look, as if he




















































































































































































































































Chapter Four
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