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Prologue

 

Getting a good shot off around Sawyer was like working with a fidgety model -- damn exhausting. “Quit showing off, damn it,” Talon growled under his breath. His brother-in-arms hung halfway out the vehicle’s passenger window, whooping and hollering as if this were some kind of amusement park ride. It wasn’t. They were supposed to clear the area for the General’s convoy, and the Dragon’s men weren’t cooperating.

And to think, he’d given up a life as a promising model to do this. All his dreams about patriotism and duty gone up in smoke and punctuated with the rat-a-tat-tat of anti-aircraft gunfire. At least here, as a toy, his battles made someone happy. Or at least he figured there was a child, a kid, someone directing the scenes. Mack and Sawyer walked around as if they were still human, but Talon knew better. He kept his thoughts quiet, but he figured if this were heaven, he wouldn’t have a plastic non-anatomically correct dick.

In the driver’s seat of the armored personnel carrier, Mack swore. He cranked the wheel, pulling the vehicle sharply to the right. Sawyer yelled some more, and Talon wished he’d just shut up. This was serious.

A spray of bullets erupted around them. Glass shattered. A shard cut across Talon’s cheek, and he ducked to avoid further injury. Next to him, Brice yelped. Talon glanced over and saw a large chunk of glass had torn the sleeve of Brice’s uniform and cut into his biceps. Damn, that had to sting.

Tires squealed.

Talon looked up just enough to see a Humvee screech to a halt sideways on the road. Insurgents poured out of the vehicle, and once again he fired out the window at them. At least this time Sawyer seemed to have glued himself to the side of the armored personnel carrier, giving Talon a clear shot.

“Hang on,” Mack yelled. He cranked the wheel again, this time sending the vehicle skittering across the road on two wheels. The smell of burnt rubber filled the air.

The vehicle righted itself with a thud and rattle.

“Yeehaw!” Sawyer yelled, pumping his fist in the air. “Take that, you bastards.”

An explosion rocked the building behind them.

Talon had just enough sense of mind to duck as a wave of heat tossed embers and concrete at them. The force from the blast lifted the back axle. The vehicle tilted onto its front wheels, then up into the air, almost as if it had been lifted by an invisible hand. He thought back to his toy theory, that some child had picked them up and now hurled them through the air.

They hung there.

Talon peered out the window. He’d taken plenty of science to get into the Air Force and knew that gravity worked one hundred percent of the time and right now it wasn’t. What the hell?

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than the vehicle went end over end -- definitely not natural -- and started to fall top down. It dropped to the ground with the sickening crunch of metal on concrete. The impact jolted him, and he felt something break along his ankle. He cried out, the sound lost amid the groaning from his friends and the sound of debris hitting the vehicle.

“Report!” Mack’s voice penetrated the haze of pain threatening to pull him under.

Talon opened his mouth, spitting blood from where he’d bitten his lip. He tried to form words, his tongue feeling thick and heavy from the massive amounts of dust and ashes he’d inhaled while they were falling. He spat again.

“Report!” Mack ordered again.

“Here,” he croaked, but somewhere nearby a building fell, the clatter obscuring his words.

Darkness beckoned. Talon tried to fight it, wanted to remain strong. He reached for Brice, his fingers unhooking the lap belt with a click that nearly went unheard in the commotion. Brice’s hand touched his, a brief moment of contact, before the other man passed out.

“Brice?” Talon touched his friend’s shoulder, not wanting to shake him in case there were internal injuries.

What the hell was he thinking? They were toys! He curled his fingers around his friend’s shoulder and started to shake him.

But what if he were wrong? What if he were the one with delusions and they were real men like the others thought? Except when had a real man had a molded plastic dick? And if he were just a toy, then why did his ankle hurt like a sonofabitch?

Sawyer groaned from the front seat.

“Sawyer?” Not hearing the man’s shouts and war whoops was odd to say the least. “Mack?” His voice sounded rough, his tongue still thick in his mouth. When neither man replied, Talon feared he hadn’t spoken at all.

The blessed darkness still called to him. It sang a siren song of relief and oblivion. He’d given into it once before, only then he’d been in a desert and trapped in the wreckage of a fighter jet. He had to stay strong.

It didn’t matter. Death gave him no choice. The welcoming blackness descended, and all at once, Talon knew nothing at all.

~* * *~

He was right. Talon stared at the rolling fog covering the floor. A quick check of his position found him sitting against the wall, one knee drawn toward his chest and his foot flat on the floor. He couldn’t feel his other foot. He lifted a leg to check on it, but the fog rose with his leg, obscuring the view.

“Just believe that it’s fallen asleep. That’s why you don’t feel it.” An older man suddenly appeared in front of Talon. He wore white robes, his gray hair in a curly riot around his head. A beard and mustache completed the Moses-esque look, and Talon realized he’d been right all along.

“The Toymaker,” he breathed, unable to disguise the awe in his voice. If toy lore were true, and at the moment, Talon had no reason to doubt it, then he was staring at a toy’s equivalent to God.

“You’re smarter than your other friends,” he said with a grin.

“You’ve seen Mack and Sawyer? Is Brice all right?” He started to stand, but then thought better of it. Not only was he in the presence of the deity, but presumably he’d lost a foot. He’d always been rational, logical, and Sawyer had always thought he’d been too serious.

“They are in the same place as you,” the Toymaker replied. Strangely enough, his cryptic words reassured Talon. He’d never been a spiritual man, figuring God had too many problems in the world to deal with an individual. Yet, seeing the Toymaker standing before him made him feel something… a sense that maybe there was some kind of plan, and he had a part in it.

“What’s going to happen to me?” If the Toymaker, like the God he’d known of as a human, were all-knowing, then the Toymaker probably knew that according to that human God, Talon hadn’t been good. He’d simply been a man doing what he needed to do.

“I have a mission, and you’re perfect for it. You’re a bit more astute than your friends, so I’ll let you keep all your memories. Let’s just say that heroic heart of yours is going to be put to the test.” The Toymaker winked.

He’d winked. The teasing gesture in the deity’s face certainly wasn’t something Talon had expected to see. His heart pounded harder in his chest. Except, he was a toy. He shouldn’t have a heart, and he pressed his fingers to his sternum to test that theory.

“So what do you think? Are you up for it?”

When he’d been human, they’d used that term with a far more carnal meaning. The Toymaker couldn’t be suggesting… oh, but from the too-knowing glance in his eye, Talon realized he was suggesting. There was one thing Talon missed being a plastic action figure, and that was sex. “I think I can be persuaded,” he said, answering the Toymaker’s teasing with his own. For a deity, Talon really liked him and wondered if it was blasphemy to think about them going out for beers together.

“Probably so, but I’ll let it slide.”

Talon realized the Toymaker could read his thoughts. “Well, you’re the boss. Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it.”

“Good!” The Toymaker waved his hand in a dramatic gesture, and the welcoming blackness descended again. “Don’t worry. You’ll wake for the good parts,” he chuckled, and those were the last words Talon heard.
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