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DIAMOND’S FIRE

PROLOGUE


A few days at sea would be nice.


Just him and his beautiful wife.  And some stolen coded data.


Alex was glad the mission was near the end. The humidity of the late Florida evening clung like an unwanted heavy woolen jacket.  He stopped for a moment to wipe the sweat from his forehead, then jumped off the boat to wade back to shore.  His commander was already there, along with Winters.  Looking around, he caught his wife’s shadowy figure walking to meet Langley, the last person of their group, coming down the beach.


“Status?” McNeil’s voice came softly through the tiny earpiece.

“All clear,” Alex told him.  He’d spent the last two hours looking through the three boats waiting to transport them to different locations.


“Good.  Number Three, status?”


“A-OK.  I have the e-board and copies of the code disks.”  Langley lifted his duffel bag.  In the gathering darkness, Alex could just make out his friend’s familiar grin in answer to something his wife said to him, before answering her, “Yeah, right, Emma, sure you’re going to beat me at breaking the code.”


Alex smiled.  His wife was an expert at decoding encrypted computer languages.  So was Langley, known as the Programmer in their unit.  They were both chosen for this mission because they were needed to break the stolen encryption board and the hidden codes in the disks as quickly as possible.  The Chinese satellite was going up very soon, and all U.S. military bases must be prepared if that satellite was not ‘just a commercial’ venture between American and Chinese businesses.


He was confident one of them would get the codes.  The most dangerous part of their mission was behind them, and the last leg was to go their separate ways until Number Nine finished up the operation.  Once that was done, they were to return to meet at a specified location.  He was looking forward to spending a few days alone with Emma.  He eyed her feminine silhouette as she approached him.  It had been a tough six weeks.


A few minutes later, they were ready to move on, each group with a copy of the sensitive data.  Winters and Langley’s two boats left first.  Alex was the point man of the group of nine; it was his job to make sure his commander had everything he needed to know before going off to finish the operation.


Giving Emma a quick kiss, he handed her the copy of the disks.  “Get on board.  Be with you in half an hour,” he promised, then frowned when he felt her shiver against him.  It was nearly ninety degrees Fahrenheit.  “What is it?”


Her hand brushed his face in a soft caress.  “Nothing,” she whispered back.  “Just an odd chill from the breeze.  Didn’t you feel it?”


“No.”  He was sweating his ass off.


“See you in a bit.”  She headed off toward the ocean and turned to wave before wading in.


Alex turned back to look at the man who suddenly appeared from nowhere.  “What do you need to know about the targets, Number Nine?”


McNeil’s questions were, as always, thorough.  Alex laid out a map he had drawn on the beach, shining his tiny flashlight on it.   Number of targets.  Point of attack.  Weak openings.  Escape routes.  Plan B.


Except that he never got to discuss about Plan B.  The sudden explosion rocked him forward and without thinking, he was back on his feet running down toward the sea.


There was no boat out there.  Just a huge reflection of death burning a hole in his heart.  He stood there at the water’s edge and registered all this in one terrifying second.


No boat.  No Emma.


And everything went deathly cold inside.


Alex turned away.  There was no Plan B for him.

