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1. Sunset Station Hotel in Henderson. Jose Vigoa’s aborted robbery here serves as a 
dress rehearsal for the onslaught to come.

2. The MGM. The world’s largest hotel and the site of superbly planned robbery that 
nearly became a disaster.

3. The Desert Inn. The crown jewel of Mafia-run Vegas. The occurrence of a robbery here 
symbolized the end of the Mafia’s control of the city.

4. Mandalay Bay. The site of a quick, clean, and profitable robbery and an example of 
Vigoa’s first rule: The gang will have no modus operandi because it will shift tactics with 
every strike.

5. Thrifty Car Rental. The site of a stunningly audacious robbery that left Vigoa’s 
crew with a fleet of getaway cars and told police the worst was yet to come.

6. Ross Dress-for-Less. An unlikely sit for a murderous robbery, but the peace of an upscale 
suburban shopping center was shattered when Vigoa’s crew arrived there.

7. New York-New York. The site of a robbery that exhibited Vigoa’s boldness and ended 
with his crew wheeling a money cart through the lobby and into valet parking.

8. The Venetian. The site of a robbery that never came to be, though the gang did enter the 
hotel before aborting the mission.

9. The Bellagio. Though the heat was on and casino guards were on the alert, Vigoa was 
undaunted. But here be made his first major mistake.

10. Showboat Hotel & Casino. The site of Vigoa’s first employment in the United 
States. The building was imploded in 2006.

11. The Naked City. A rough neighborhood where Vigoa made his reputation as fierce drug 
enforcer.

12. The bar at Jackson and F St. The toughest gin mill in town. Which was visited by 
Detective John Alamshaw and fellow Metro officers.

13. Donna St. and Carey. The intersection where a routine drug bust become a riot, and where 
Alamshaw made his bones.

14. SaharaLamb Storage. It was here that Vigoa and the FBI skirmished during a federal 
raid.

15. Residence at Sandy Slate Way. Although the home was in the name of Oscar Cisneros, this 
was the residence of the Vigoa family after the MGM heist.

16. Residence at 6553 Cordelle Dr. Cisneros’s home, where a startling discovery was 
made.

17. 1685 S. Palm St. Main office and vault of the Armored Transport Company, the employer of 
Gary Dean Prestidge and Richard Sosa.

18. Robbery section offices

19. Task force offices

20. Vigoa’s “roach coach” trailer

21. McCarran International Airport

22. Police headquarters

23. The Clark County Detention Center

24. Henderson, Nevada

25. The Strip: The title is somewhat misleading: The Strip is one entity; downtown, where 
the mayor is trying to rejuvenate a drug-ravaged high-crime area, is another. Downtown is where one 
finds the older hotels with penny slots and locals at the $1 blackjack tables.

26. Nellis Air Force Base and neighborhood. General area where Oscar Cisneros’s Gary 
Prestidge’s families lived.

27. The Spaghetti: A notorious spot where the I-515, 93, 95, I-15, and other roads intersect 
in one ghastly snarl.

28. The Chasemarked in dark gray in Green Valley, Henderson, area.
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Chapter 1

FIRST BLOOD

It is June 28, 1999, 9:52 a.m.

Pedro Sandoval tosses his empty plastic water bottle into the wheel well and double-checks his paperwork as the moving van threads its way down the Strip to the Desert Inn Hotel and Casino at 3145 Las Vegas Boulevard. It’s going to be a long, hard day. The blistering heat rises from the desert, eventually reaching 110 degrees by midday. The crew is scheduled to drop off twenty-four electronic slot machines, each costing $15,000, weighing six hundred pounds, and featuring stars like Pat Sajak whooping and hollering on the sound track. Lots of bells and sirens for the fanny-pack and flip-flop crowd.

At 9:54 the eighteen-wheeler pulls up to the south side of the hotel, next to the Desert Inn Race & Sports Book.

After manhandling five of the machines onto a forklift, Pedro wipes the sweat from his brow and glances toward the Sports entrance as an off-duty showgirl pedals by on her red bicycle. Beyond the casino doors is a strip of landscaping about thirty feet long and twenty feet wide; there, something catches Pedro’s eye. On a morning devoid of breeze, it seems odd that the rosemary plants in the mini-oasis appear to be moving. Pedro looks again. The thick shrubbery shakes vigorously and then, to Pedro’s amazement, expels two dark shapes. Pedro blinks. “What the fuck?”

As a second, smaller truck—gray and boxlike, with blue striping on its side—turns off Spring Mountain Avenue and approaches the casino entrance, the shapes from the shrubbery come into focus: two men dressed in black from head to toe. They are moving, all too quickly, toward Pedro and the eighteen-wheeler. They are armed.

Pedro Sandoval, a former paratrooper, recognizes the firearms and issues new orders to his three-man slot machine crew, perhaps the most prudent and useful instructions he has given in his twelve years as a foreman. “Fuck the slots!” he yells. “Vamonos, vamonos, muchachos! Vete de aquí! Get out of here!”

The movers break and run in the direction of Las Vegas Boulevard.

The gunmen are now within thirty yards of the moving van, but they have no interest in the slot machines or the laborers fleeing the scene. The men in black have been hiding in the bushes since four in the morning, sleeping, fidgeting, quarreling, dreaming of untold riches and pristine beaches in Costa Rica, beautiful women in Spain, oceanfront villas in Portugal, and leggy, bronze women in Rio. Although the desert night is balmy and the early morning uncomfortably warm, the two men wear black fatigue trousers, black boots, black sweatshirts, black hoods, black baseball batting gloves, and black ski masks. The shorter man clutches a white garbage bag. His taller, heavier partner carries a duffel bag containing hand grenades and spare ammunition magazines that rattle. The larger man has a .45-caliber Glock pistol in his right hand.

The squat gray truck that just pulled off Spring Mountain Avenue and rolled to a stop in front of the Desert Inn is the target of the gunmen. Often called an armored car, the vehicle is a 25,500-pound 1994 International Harvester 300 truck with 10-gauge galvanneal zinc-alloy steel plating, level-three window armor capable of stopping a .44 Magnum, five gun ports, and high-security six-pin key-lock cylinders. There is an emblem on the truck and the word BRINK’S spelled out in large blue letters. Inside are a driver and two guards. Each carries a .38-caliber pistol in a holster.

The Brink’s truck, on the road since six in the morning, began the day at the Sahara Hotel and Casino, then picked up cash at hotels along the southern end of the Strip, including Circus Circus, Westward Ho, the Stardust, Treasure Island, the Mirage, Caesars Palace, Harrah’s, and the Venetian. The Desert Inn will be the last stop before the armored car heads for the suburbs to make additional pickups at shopping centers.

The gunmen close in.

Pay attention to the shorter man. There is something different about him. He walks like a prizefighter on his way to the ring, witnesses will later recall. He dances, he bobs, he weaves, he’s ready for action, he’s ready to do damage, but now he is telling us to pay attention. Look at me, he is saying. Look at how nimble I am, how strong and swift and sure. I am the leader. Look at me and do as I say.

The second gunman, taller and heavier, is described by eyewitnesses as “lumbering,” most likely because of the obvious body armor he wears and the spare ammunition and duffel bag he carries.

Now the shorter man reaches into the garbage bag and pulls out a compact black weapon with a long banana clip that curls forward. When compared to a hunter’s .30-30 or a U.S. Army M16, it is stubby and compact. The gun has no wooden stock, a large front sight, and a prominent flash suppressor. Thanks to the hurried, energetic way the gunman approaches the truck, he almost seems like a casino host greeting an important arrival.

The Brink’s truck is now stopped in front of the Desert Inn’s south casino entrance facing Las Vegas Boulevard and the Frontier Hotel and Casino. The engine rumbles. Two thirty-six-inch-wide side doors, with continuous stainless-steel hinges, shock-absorbing nylon-web straps, and nonslip internal steps, swing open.

Chuck Fichter is the designated guard on this run. Randy Easton is the driver, and Donald Bowman will handle the money—the messenger, in Brink’s terminology. Sometimes Fichter drives the truck, but today Chuck will exit the vehicle first, move into a prearranged position by the casino doors, and cover the messenger, who physically transports the money into the casino on a two-wheel metal dolly known as the money cart. At five foot eight, 180 pounds, Fichter is stocky, square jawed, gray haired, and athletic, and although he is fifty-six, he could pass for a man in his mid-forties. Despite degrees from Indiana University and Northern Arizona University, and dual careers as a high-school social studies teacher and a tennis instructor, Fichter considers himself adrift in life. A self-described hedonist, he came to Las Vegas in 1989. But now Fichter has become a drinker, a gambler, a man attracted to any female with a discernible pulse. Fichter admits he is out of control. He was once a devout Catholic, an altar boy at St. Ann’s church back home in Dixon, Illinois. For two years, Fichter worked as a casino supervisor in a sports betting operation, but he grew tired of rousting angry drunks and took the Brink’s job, he says, because it requires absolutely no intellect. He has never fired a gun in anger and, unlike many Brink’s guards, has no military or law enforcement background. He earns $9.50 an hour.

Fichter’s partner is forty-nine-year-old Donald Bowman. Other Brink’s employees marvel that Fichter and Bowman are close friends. Fichter is intense and educated, a talker and a cynic, while Bowman is easygoing, a listener, a man who takes life as it comes. At six foot one and 205 pounds, Bowman has rough, calloused hands from a career in construction. He’s also an ex-marine, having spent two tours in Vietnam as an ammunition handler. As a rifleman, Bowman qualified as a crack shot. Bowman tells Fichter that he was in Vietnam for two Christmases, ’67 and ’68, and his claim to fame was “seeing Bob Hope twice. The second time, he brought Ann-Margret.”

Today the two men, between stops on the Strip before they reach the Desert Inn, talk about the amount of cash aboard the truck. They’ve never seen the truck so filled with money bags, and Fichter is concerned. There are so many stops and pickups now, so much cash to haul back and forth to the casinos—doesn’t anybody ever win in this town?

Bowman grins, but Fichter is not necessarily joking. The local Brink’s manager is bucking for a promotion, and the truck guys get the short end of the stick, Fichter says. He feels the manager is overloading the trucks with too much cash. The two men have picked up so much money today that the cash is stuffed in what the guards call body bags—sacks that when filled come up to the courier’s waist.
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Nearing the end of its route on the Strip, the Brink’s truck on June 28, 1999, contained more than $7 million in cash and coins, according to authorities. COURTESY CLARK COUNTY DISTRICT ATTORNEY.

“People think this is easy work, but it’s not,” Fichter says as the armored vehicle approaches the Desert Inn. “In and out of the trucks, up and down the ramps, working your way through the crowded casinos, pulling heavy loads on carts—this is hard work. If anything goes wrong, God forbid, it’s never Brink’s’ fault.”

Bowman smiles broadly. He’s heard this before.

“The Brink’s mentality is, if there’s a robbery, it must be an inside job,” Fichter continues. “The driver didn’t do the right thing. The messenger didn’t do the right thing. The guard didn’t do the right thing.”

The truck turns off Las Vegas Boulevard and enters the south Desert Inn parking lot. Instead of picking up money, as they have at the other casinos, Fichter and Bowman will deliver cash to the Desert Inn—and a cart loaded with heavy boxes containing $500 in nickels, dimes, and quarters.

The brakes squeal loudly. Bowman starts to load his dolly. “Well, compared to roofing work or what I did in Vietnam, I’ll take this job any day,” he tells his friend.

The former marine ammo loader has one more thing to say to Fichter: “Sure there’s a risk to this job, and I think about it every day. When we go into a bad neighborhood, we yell out loud, ‘Lock and load! Get ready! Don’t be lax at this stop!’ In L.A. we did that plenty of times. Here in Vegas, when we pull up to the check-cashing store over on Rancho, I always yell, ‘Lock and load!’ before we jump out. I try to get everybody fired up because there are certain areas that are dangerous. Of course, you can kick back and get lax in other places. Most places aren’t so bad…” His voice trails off. This is a long speech for Donald Bowman, the quiet Marine.

Fichter reaches for his door handle. Nobody says lock and load. The Brink’s men step out into the bright sunshine and gasp at the heat. “Like stepping into an oven, every fucking time,” Fichter says.

It is 10:02, and the temperature is already 108 degrees.

The robbery that’s about to unfold, unlike the typical Vegas 7-Eleven stickup, has been tirelessly rehearsed for four weeks at an old junkyard south of Las Vegas. It is the end of the financial quarter for casino accountants, and one well-kept Vegas secret is this: To inflate their books and show an abundance of cash, hotels move as much money as possible from the casinos to the local banks in time for the quarter’s end. Once the cash is posted, the accountants return the money to the hotels at the beginning of the new accounting period.

The plan calls for the gunmen to wait until the Brink’s guards exit the vehicle, enter the Desert Inn, and return to the truck an estimated fifteen minutes later, pulling behind them a dolly piled high with cash. The leader of the crew has been following the truck for months on its daily 6:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. route and knows its schedule, the number of stops, and the approximate arrival time at the Desert Inn.

The men in black estimate there will be $10 million in the truck, and they are nearly right. Which is why the stocky, muscular leader of the crew says over and over during the run-throughs that are choreographed like a Balanchine ballet, “We are not after the money from the Desert Inn but the money already in the truck.” Nevertheless, the gunmen plan to attack when the guards return from the casino because that’s when both armored car doors will pop open—and expose the driver, as well as the guards, to gunfire.

“You’ll be fat and happy for the rest of your lives,” the leader told his crew the day before the robbery. “Our children will go to the best schools, we will drive German-made sports cars with giant motors, and we will have houses all over the world.”

“Will the guards shoot back?” one of the crew asked.

“Maybe we don’t kill nobody,” the leader said impatiently. “The guards have little pistols, and we have big guns. I don’t want their fucking wallets or wristwatches or cheap little gold-plated wedding rings, I want the money in the truck. It’s not their money. There’s no reason for any hero bullshit.”

If you want God to laugh out loud, tell him you have great plans.

At four in the morning, precisely on schedule in a robbery that is planned to the second, the gangsters arrive at the south end of the Desert Inn and hide in the rosemary bushes next to the Sports Book side door. At eight, two police cars pull up to the side entrance of the hotel, and the Metro officers enter the casino. The two robbers hiding in the shrubbery considered fleeing, but the police, barely thirty feet away, return and drive away. Later, a large moving van containing slot machines and fork lifts pulls up. Again the gunmen consider aborting. But then the leader realizes that the truck blocks the view of the boulevard, which is to the benefit of the robbery crew. The movers will force the armored truck to park closer to where the gangsters are hiding.

But the wait is long, and the gunmen have grown impatient. Even as the Brink’s armored car comes to a stop before the casino doors, the leader of the crew, anxious to spring his ambush, calls the criminal equivalent of a quarterback’s audible. Reeking of rosemary and weary from more than six hours spent crouched in the shrubbery listening to his partner belch, pass gas, and snore—and perhaps unable to delay those extravagant fantasies of wealth and travel dreamed during those long hours in the dark—the leader springs out of the bushes, followed by his confederate.

A third gunman, who serves as the getaway driver, waits in the parking lot in a bronze Isuzu Rodeo. The new plan is to take the Brink’s guards as they exit the truck, and while the truck doors are still open, penetrate the interior of the vehicle and either disarm or kill the driver. Access to the truck’s interior is essential to the heist in any case, but the new tactic requires two things to happen almost simultaneously: The gunmen must attack the guards before the side door closes, and they must kill or disable the guards at precisely the right instant. Too soon, and the Brink’s men will reenter the armored truck, button up, and drive off. Too late, and the doors will close, with guards left outside to fire upon the robbery gang.

It is 10:03.

Swiftly, the gunmen advance to within thirty yards of the Brink’s truck. The leader with the rifle approaches the right side of the truck, now parked parallel to the curb in front of the Sports Book, while the other gunman, the Glock .45 semiautomatic pistol dangling by his side, moves to the rear of the vehicle.

Time slows.

Chuck Fichter is now stepping out of the truck. He closes his front passenger door and starts to move into position in front of the casino doors. He takes three steps from the truck in the direction of the hotel doors. The Brink’s vehicle is behind him, the casino doors about fifteen yards away. Fichter’s pistol, a four-inch Smith & Wesson revolver with six rounds in its cylinder, is in its holster. This is casino policy.

The robbers are now within fifteen yards and advancing from Fichter’s right. The second gunman, with the heavy pistol and the duffel bag, is circling behind the truck. The leader, now between the truck and casino doors, stops his advance. “Don’t fucking move, or I will blow you up!”

Bowman, the former marine, is out of the truck now. His back is turned while he reaches for the money cart inside the vehicle, and he doesn’t hear the gangster’s command. He struggles with the money cart burdened with the heavy coins. Watch out for those heavy wheels, Bowman reminds himself, or they’ll be calling me Stumpy.

Time stops.

Fichter, his pistol still in his holster, looks blankly at the rifleman and then smiles. They’re making another movie. Nobody told me.

It is 10:03:27. On the boulevard, traffic is picking up.

See the rifleman. He holds his weapon casually on his right hip, almost jauntily, leaning into the weapon and bracing for the heavy recoil. Only this is not a shotgun but a high-powered military assault weapon capable of automatic fire. In a single brisk motion, the rifleman flips down the safety on the right side of the long gun, pulls back the charging lever, and lets it fly backward like an unwound slingshot. Now the weapon is live and hot.

The rifle is a short-stock Norinco 90, a Chinese-made copy of the legendary AK-47 combat rifle designed by Mikhail Kalashnikov. An unrefined but durable weapon with loose tolerances designed to survive battlefield conditions—it can be dropped in water, mud, and sand, and still operate—the AK-47 and its replicas fire a heavy 7.62 mm × 39 mm round with a practical rate of about one hundred rounds per minute automatic and sixty rounds per minute semiautomatic. In the hands of the average marksman, it is accurate up to two hundred yards. When fired, the AK-47 makes a distinctive clattering sound because of its coarse design, often described as a clackety-clack noise, like a train traveling on old rails and ties. Also, it is common knowledge among professional soldiers that when the enemy fires an AK-47 nearby, and you see a narrow plume of fire, the enemy is firing at someone else. But when the AK-47’s fiery discharge is wide and flat, the enemy is firing at you.

As Chuck Fichter stares at the man in black, wondering if he too might work as an extra in a Hollywood action flick, the Brink’s guard is startled to see a broad, flat flame coming from the barrel of a squat, short rifle, accompanied by a distinctive sound known on battlefields from Mozambique to Mosul.

Boom!

Clackety-clack!

There is more firing, more broad, flat bursts of flame, more sparks from the flash suppressor, more angry hornets buzzing by, the firecracker odor of cordite, the dainty tinkle of expended shell casings, and now Fichter is focused for the first time in years. The altar boy, schoolteacher, tennis pro, good student, bad husband, party animal, gambling dude, lover of all women fair and foul, proud recipient of a master’s degree cum laude, middle-aged crazy, sports fan, and lapsed Catholic with tarnished dreams and no place to go but a lousy $8-to $12-an-hour job as a security guard in a money-grabbing town of exploding volcanoes, jousting knights, a fake Times Square, and a phony Eiffel Tower, where you can whistle up a $300 hooker faster than you can a Domino’s pizza and play the slots for $500 a pull—well, Fichter is paying attention. He lives in a noisy 800-square-foot one-bedroom apartment without basic cable and spends his days lugging heavy bags of someone else’s money in and out of casinos in 110-degree heat. Now some lunatic in a movie costume is firing a machine gun at him. Some lunatic is trying to kill Charles Leon Fichter, son of Bob and Irene Fichter of Dixon, Illinois.

The man with the smoking Chinese-made AK-47 replica moves closer.

“Welcome to the Desert Inn with five world-class restaurants,” the gunman says with a Latin accent.

Fichter is amazed: Not only is this total stranger shooting at me, he’s talking to me!

The gunman fires another volley.

By any measurement, this is not a fair fight. Fichter has no firearms training. There are fifty thousand Brink’s employees, and Chuck Fichter, who used to teach American history at Lake Havasu High School in Arizona, is possibly the least qualified of all of them to be frozen in the crosshairs of a Chinese-made assault rifle. By most accounts, Fichter is a gentle man, with a dash of education and the look of a drugstore pharmacist, who is admired even by his ex-wife and former pupils. But he is so absurdly outgunned, we expect the gunman to laugh and to tell the stunned Brink’s guards it’s all a prank cooked up by the boys in the Race & Sports Book.

But it is not a prank. Fichter is fighting for his life and would scream in fright or panic, except there is no time. Surprising even himself, the gray-haired guard in the navy blue polyester slacks and the sky blue shirt does not lose control. As of this moment, he is no longer bored, listless, jaded, tuned out. He is fully engaged—“firing on all cylinders,” as Dad used to say—and what Chuck Fichter does next would impress even a battle-hardened infantryman.

Fichter dives to the pavement on his stomach, rolls on his side, pulls his four-inch Smith & Wesson .38 from its holster in one fluid motion as though he has done so all his life, and, with more 7.62 rounds buzzing overhead and the hot concrete burning his knees and hands, Fichter rolls again, then again, and finally half-crawls, half-scampers toward the front of the armored truck.

High-velocity rounds stalk Fichter at 2,100 feet per second as he moves around the hood to the left front tire, using the armored truck as a shield even as the slugs slam into it and explode, sending slivers of metal into the air and pieces of chrome and glass flying. Other bullets ricochet across the sidewalk into the casino wall, then bounce back into the truck.

Fichter contemplates the righteousness of returning fire. He concludes that somebody is trying to kill him, so maybe he “ought to go ahead and shoot back at them.” One elbow resting on the hood of the truck—Fichter notices with alarm that the engine is still running, as though the driver were ready to flee—the Brink’s guard takes aim at the rifleman.

In this instinctive reaction to a professionally mounted ambush from men with superior firepower, Fichter somehow does everything right. He hits the deck, limiting his exposure from the deadly barrage of automatic gunfire. He seeks cover while drawing his weapon and preparing to fire, conserving his ammunition until he reaches a safer and more stable firing position. After all, Fichter has only twelve bullets—six in the revolver, six in his pocket. He must wait until he has a clear shot.

An army ranger, force recon marine, or navy SEAL could not have done better.

It is 10:04.

Donald Bowman is manhandling a heavy money cart at the open side door of the armored car. When Bowman hears the sharp snap of the AK-47 charging lever, he glances sideways and spots the gunman as he opens fire on Chuck Fichter. Then the gunman swivels his weapon and faces Bowman, who is close to the truck, a mere yard from the door, but in the open and completely exposed. The rifle is still smoking from the volley fired at Fichter.

The next ten seconds will decide the outcome of this battle off Las Vegas Boulevard. The robbers must keep the truck door open if they are to take the money. Bowman is in the way.

Bowman moves first. Unlike his partner, now crouched behind the left front fender of the armored car, Bowman has been under fire in combat, having survived rocket and mortar attacks while working at the Ammunition Supply Point-1 (ASP-1) near Da Nang, Vietnam. Every marine is a rifleman, and Bowman was a good one—he earned an expert badge, the highest marksmanship rating in the corps. A marine for five years, a security guard for sixteen, six with Brink’s, Donald Bowman, easygoing and laid back, has been waiting for this moment all his life.

Bowman sizes up his opponent: He’s got a shotgun—at least he’s holding it like a shotgun—down at his waist, not up on his shoulder. If he holds the weapon up on the shoulder and starts to sight it, I am dead. But now he’s leaning into the gun as if it was going to go off. Bowman’s mind is racing. The gunman doesn’t want to fire for some reason. I may have a chance.

The marine, like his buddy Chuck, does something entirely out of character. His body wilts. He bows his head, almost like a shy child. His body signals surrender.

But he has a plan. I don’t want to make any quick moves. I’m relaxed, Mr. Gunman, now you relax. I’m not a threat, so don’t fire your weapon. He is playing a part, and he hopes the gunman buys it.

Snipers talk about looking through the keyhole before pulling the trigger, going deaf at the moment of execution, surrendering every brain cell, synapse, chemical, electrical, and mechanical function to that one pure and perfect act. Bowman, right now, is looking through the keyhole.

The gunman, sensing Bowman is about to give up, hesitates. Bowman dives into the doorway, sideswiping the coin cart and falling onto the floor. “Robbery!” he shouts at the driver, Randy Easton.

Now, finally, the rifleman opens fire.

Boom!

Clackety-clack!

The first round hits the door dead center and shatters. The bullet fragments shower the interior of the truck. They rattle like small stones.

Bowman is now in the vehicle. He is euphoric. He looks out the door. Man, why aren’t you shooting more? Why aren’t you charging? What’s wrong? Are you afraid to make some noise? Okay, now I have to close the door. I’ve got two arms, two hands, two chances to get that door closed. Bowman reaches for the door with his right arm. He tugs hard on the heavy door, and it begins to swing shut, but just before it closes, a second round hits the edge of the armored door and explodes like an artillery shell. Though the momentum of the pull will shut the door, four bullet fragments tear into Bowman’s outstretched arm.

Bee stings, Bowman thinks. My arm feels like a bunch of bee stings. He got me. A deep, sharp pain radiates from Bowman’s arm, but he still believes he has been hit by slugs from a shotgun. His arm near the elbow swells up immediately. There is heavy bleeding from the entry wounds.

The driver stares at the arm. “Your elbow! They shot off your elbow!” Easton is on the edge of panic, his face turning pale as he watches the blood drip onto the plastic money bags.

Then Bowman remembers. Chuck is still outside. We’re buttoned up here, but he’s out there.

“Let’s get these guys off Chuck!” Bowman yells to the driver. Easton nods. After broadcasting a brief Mayday to the Brink’s dispatcher, Easton puts down the radio microphone and looks frantically for the missing guard. “I can’t see him! Where is he?”

Thirty-six years earlier, a younger, leaner Donald Bowman, a raw kid from Oregon, a marine recruit, learned how to survive what is perhaps the most shocking of all combat action: the ambush. Again and again, in marine exercises from Camp Pendleton, California, to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, Bowman’s rifle company was marched into the field and surprised by an “enemy” force. The exercises were lifelike, and the marines were taught an important small-unit tactic: In such moments, no matter how great the shock and how strong the enemy, even a lowly private must know what to do, because lieutenants, the first to stick up their heads when the shooting erupts, are likely to be killed. Squad leaders may not survive the first fusillade in an ambush. Every marine is a small independent force. What do you do in an ambush? Seek cover. Maintain a line of fire. Establish fire superiority. Find a weak point. Summon help. Break out.

Randy Easton, who was in the U.S. Army, understands that doctrine but also recognizes the familiar sound of an AK-47. Then, too, he is shocked by the sight of Bowman’s bloody arm and considers pulling away. Brink’s teaches that in the event of an ambush, if guards are trapped outside the truck, or even wounded, the driver may choose to drive off to safety or even use the vehicle as a weapon.

The truck is a fortress. It must not be breached. The mission is to save the money.

The engine is still idling. Easton begins to push in the clutch, as if to drive away. The tempo of the motor changes. It appears that Easton intends to flee the shooting scene.

However, the marines have one other battlefield rule: Never leave your wounded or dead behind. Bowman looks up and glares at Easton, shaking his head. Despite four fragment holes in his arm—the floor now slippery with bright red blood—Bowman is in fighting mode. The firing angle is wrong through the gun port. I shouldn’t open the door, but this is the only way to take the heat off Chuck. To the driver’s dismay, Bowman pushes open the door. Now the firing angle is right. Bowman empties his pistol at the rifleman.

Crack! A loud, sharp sound inside the truck, like the sound of a bullwhip. Crack-crack-crack! A pause. Then, crack-crack! Bowman turns his revolver sideways, flipping out the cylinder and dumping spent casings into the truck’s wheel well.

Outside, Fichter wonders if he will survive. The rumbling engine is ominous. Will his colleagues drive off and leave him to die?

His .38 pistol now drawn, Fichter crouches in front of the right front bumper of the armored car, takes aim, and opens fire at the rifleman just as Bowman empties his revolver at the assailant. Four shots are fired by Fichter, six more by Bowman. Now taking heavy fire himself, the first gunman walks backward and returns the fire as bullets whiz by his head. The AK-47 clatter is now constant.

The rifleman is a Cuban named Jose Manuel Vigoa Perez, and he too has seen combat before. An ex-convict who served more than seven years in a succession of U.S. federal prisons for assaulting two FBI agents, and for drug and weapons offenses, Vigoa has sprung his trap prematurely by mere seconds. By appearing at the truck too soon, and by not giving Bowman enough time to move away from the truck with the money cart, Vigoa has made a significant error. Instead of trapping Bowman in the clear on the sidewalk between the truck and the south doors of the Desert Inn Race & Sports Book, Vigoa has commenced the attack with Bowman standing mere feet from the open hatchway of the armored truck.

If Vigoa waits ten more seconds before confronting the guards, then Bowman will be cut off from the truck and cut to pieces if he resists. But the volatile, impatient Vigoa, anxious to leave the foul-smelling bushes and glimpsing stacks of currency inside the armored car door, cannot wait. Bowman leaps into the truck. And once Bowman is secure behind the steel-armored plates, with Fichter blazing away from behind the engine block, the caper quickly unravels. There’s no way to get to the money even if Fichter, still trapped outside the vehicle, is eliminated.

The robbery has failed. There are no bugles on this battlefield to sound retreat, so the Cuban, enjoying the rattle of heavy gunfire and the thrill of the firefight, walks backward. The ten-shot barrage from the Brink’s guards reminds Vigoa, too, of a swarm of “angry African bees.”

Not that Jose Vigoa thinks well of the determined Brink’s guards as they spoil what could have been his retirement heist. Stupid hero bullshit! thinks Vigoa as he takes heavy fire from the two guards and retreats to the waiting Rodeo. Vigoa is amazed that the low-paid Brink’s men fight back. If not for the heavy fire now streaming toward him and the crazy American blazing away over the hood of the truck, Vigoa would tell the guards to their faces how foolish they are: I’m not trying to take the money away from you, or disrespect you, or steal anything from your families. I want to take the money from the fat pig casino owners who have millions and millions and exploit their employees with peanut wages.

A bullet snaps by, and Vigoa scowls. I don’t have nothing against you guards, but you’re not going to shoot at me. Now you are disrespecting me. I could have killed you all.

It is 10:05:01.

As Vigoa withdraws and moves out of visual range, Fichter senses movement to his right. The second gangster, with the .45, has circled behind the truck and is now standing about twenty yards off the left rear bumper, catching Fichter, who is crouched by the driver’s door, in a crossfire. Fichter’s luck holds again: The second robber is not a good shot. Glock .45s in general have a strong recoil and tend to be inaccurate. But when the second gunman empties his magazine at Fichter, the rounds chew up the truck, plow up the street, and ricochet under the vehicle itself. The bullet fragments rip into Fichter’s right leg, striking the calf and puncturing the thigh. As he falls to the street, Fichter sees the rifleman on the other side of the truck reloading. The second gunman, with the .45, has a fresh magazine in his pistol and is aiming at Fichter again.

His heart closed to God for nearly forty years, Chuck Fichter believes his soul is no longer in a state of grace. The thought is jarring: If I die now, I will not go to heaven. He offers the Catholic Act of Contrition: O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee, and I detest all my sins, because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell… The oldest of the three Brink’s guards is once again taking fire from two gunmen, and there is no place to go…. I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to sin no more and avoid nearoccasions of sin. On his knees, Fichter crawls along the front bumper of the truck as more pistol rounds bounce off the vehicle, sending debris into the air. We glory in tribulation because tribulation worketh perseverance and perseverance worketh trial and trial worketh hope. For one brief instant, there is despair: So tired…God, need some help down here…

At this moment, there is a change within Chuck Fichter. Vigoa is wrong. It’s not about hero bullshit antics or protecting fat cats who exploit poor people. Fichter does not admire Brink’s management and what he considers the company’s harsh policies toward its men on the front lines. But suddenly he is willing to give his life to protect the Brink’s cargo. The gentle schoolteacher who wants no commitments, the lost soul who disengaged from life and shunned responsibility years ago, is now undergoing a metamorphosis in the middle of a blistering firefight. He will risk his life because of duty and pride and his own sense of honor.

He takes aim at the second gunman. You’re not getting the fucking money. Not today. And not from me.

The second gunman is Oscar Cisneros, six foot one, two hundred pounds, a twenty-three-year-old Mexican national who will participate in every crime committed by the Vigoa crew in the years to come. Cisneros is the only non-Cuban in the gang and has no criminal history other than drunk driving and buying liquor while under age. After circling behind the armored truck, Cisneros squats behind a gray Toyota van in the parking lot. He is determined to prove himself to his older, harder associates. He fires again at Fichter.

With rounds coming from two directions, and splinters and fragments from just about everywhere, Fichter pulls himself up, hanging on to the right fender, and edges toward the front passenger door, which is now closed. He fumbles for a key. Don’t drop it, or you may die right here. Fichter sticks the key in the door, but before he can turn it, another round hits a tire, and the door trembles. Suddenly the door pops open, and Randy Easton is there, grabbing Fichter by his shirt collar and pulling him, dragging him into the truck. Fichter closes the door. His right leg is all lumpy and mushy; his work shoes are squishy with blood.

There is absolute silence in the truck. The firing stops. Easton renews his call for help on the radio. “I say again: Robbery in progress…Desert Inn south parking lot…Sports Book…Shots fired…Chuck and Don are hit, in the arm and legs…We’re all in the truck and will attempt to leave the area…I’m heading for Valley Hospital; better have some people waiting for us. I think the suspects are leaving too.”

Well, almost. The gunfire from outside the truck resumes with a fury. The guards can feel the rage of the frustrated gangsters, who pour fire onto the Brink’s truck.

Bowman counts his ammunition—twelve shells left. Fichter, barely conscious, has two rounds in his revolver. The guards locked in the truck are certain that the gangsters are trying to blow open the vehicle. The truck shudders from the intense barrage. The glass on Easton’s side begins to crack.

It’s like a hammer hitting the side of the truck over and over, Bowman thinks. He yells above the din to his fellow guards: “We’ve pissed these guys off, and now they’re coming through the windows. They’re putting rounds into the tires.”


[image: image]

Brink’s guard Chuck Fichter recovering from his gunshot wounds at Las Vegas’s Valley Hospital the afternoon following the robbery. COURTESY CLARK COUNTY DISTRICT ATTORNEY.
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Donald Bowman, the Brink’s messenger who initially retreated to the armored truck but then reopened the door to engage Jose Vigoa, was photographed by Metro Crime Scene Analysts (CSA) in the hospital emergency room. COURTESY CLARK COUNTY DISTRICT ATTORNEY.

“Are they trying to test the truck?” Fichter shouts. “Do they have armor-piercing rounds?”

“If they do,” Bowman says. “They’ll cut through these windows like butter.”

It is 10:06:08.

In fact, the gunmen are retreating to a bronze-colored Isuzu Rodeo that will serve as the first of three cars used by the robbery gang in its escape. They are indeed furious, but they break off the attack and don’t look back when the Brink’s truck roars out of the south parking lot, squeals onto Las Vegas Boulevard, and heads for the Valley Hospital trauma center. Bowman and Fichter, who will be hospitalized with multiple gunshot wounds, recover fully.

The gunmen scramble aboard the Isuzu. One of Vigoa’s more unusual innovations in planning his robberies is to place the second getaway car close to the crime scene, a practice that pays off today. Hearing police sirens approaching the Desert Inn, an excited Pedro Duarte, the third member of the gang, floors the accelerator and promptly loses control of the sport utility vehicle. At sixty-eight miles an hour, the vehicle hits a speed bump and goes airborne. “What the fuck you doing? This no fucking airplane!” Vigoa yells as his head bounces off the truck roof.

Crunch! The Rodeo returns to earth, shedding transmission parts a quarter-mile from the robbery scene. The SUV’s transmission has been destroyed by the Rodeo’s unexpected flight, and power can no longer be transmitted to the drive shaft. Duarte pumps the accelerator frantically but to no avail. Although the truck is effectively without power, the momentum of the high-speed escape propels the SUV across Spring Mountain Avenue, over a median, past a sidewalk, and into the Vagabond Motel parking lot. Incredibly, there’s no traffic. The SUV bucks its way into a parking stall.

The sirens grow louder, and the gang scrambles to switch from the Rodeo to a cherry red 2000 Nissan pickup truck in the next parking slot. Cisneros slides behind the wheel. Duarte and Vigoa ride in the open truck bed of the pickup, gripping AK-47s and lying flat. In a near disaster, one of the spare rifles slides to the rear of the truck bed as the Nissan pulls away from the Vagabond lot. When the Nissan brakes abruptly at a stop sign, the AK-47 slams into the tailgate and discharges. A round burrows through the truck’s cab, grazing the hand of Cisneros, who yelps but continues driving.

There is a second red pickup truck in the parking garage that initially will confuse the police but later will provide a forensic breakthrough.

“When I was planning our escape route, I decided to put getaway car number two, the red Nissan 2000 compact truck, in the motel parking lot,” Vigoa explains. “At this point, ‘Mr. X,’ one of my crew, says he wants to have his own red truck there too and drive away in his truck after the robbery. ‘I go separate,’ Mr. X says, meaning he’s going to bring his truck to the Vagabond and take off by himself after the robbery. I warned him not to do it.

“‘You know what, Mr. X? You should never involve your own car, your real car, in this stuff.’ But Mr. X wants to play his way. Coño!1 I say, ‘Well, Mr. X, you want to play your way, go ahead, fuck you, go ahead and use your own truck.’ So Mr. X steals a license plate and sticks it on his truck with rubber bands and puts it over his real license plate. Stupid!

“Only, as it turns out, he doesn’t leave the parking lot in his own car. As we pull into the Vagabond, there’s a man walking his dog close to Mr. X’s truck. He was a tourist, and later I find out he is a correctional officer from California. Mr. X was scared, so he winds up jumping in the back of our truck, and we take off. He leaves behind his truck, also painted red like our number two getaway vehicle. After we escape, the police come to the Vagabond and notice Mr. X’s truck, the stolen license plate, and his real license plate under the stolen tag. That’s right! He leaves his own plate underneath the stolen plate!”

At first police suspect that the gang, in its haste, took the wrong getaway vehicle. Not true, says Vigoa.

“We took our own getaway car as planned. It wasn’t hot-wired. I had the keys. The DA [district attorney] said we tried to hot-wire the car and we forgot which one it was. We were not that stupid. We did not want to take the truck of Mr. X, and, as I said all along, it should not have been there to begin with. You don’t use your personal car as your getaway car—it defeats the whole fucking purpose! So the Desert Inn was important for the police, and even though the police got everything wrong—so wrong I am still laughing—they managed to find and interview our getaway driver. But Mr. X don’t tell them nothing, and they let him go. That’s how Mr. X gets into trouble, and eventually someone notices that he is married to my sister-in-law, and now I am a suspect too.”2 

         

MAKING ITS GETAWAY, the bright red Nissan pickup slowly turns left onto Las Vegas Boulevard and heads north to the I-15 freeway at the speed limit. There is one more close call: A Nevada State Police car, its siren wailing and lights flashing, comes up fast behind the Nissan. It passes the truck.

Police estimate that more than fifty rounds were fired during the four-way gun battle. A second-floor Desert Inn conference room was laced with bullet holes, and room 4019 of the Frontier Hotel, across the boulevard, was riddled with stray rounds from the firefight. Fortunately, the fourth-floor suite was unoccupied. Pedro Duarte, who is married to Jose Vigoa’s sister-in-law, decides to take up new employment and leaves the gang. Three slot machines, caught in the crossfire, were dead at the scene. It is later confirmed that more than $7 million in currency was aboard the Brink’s truck.

Undaunted, Vigoa conducts a debriefing and announces a new policy: “Next time we shoot first and ask no questions of nobody. I didn’t ask the guards for their fucking wristwatches and wallets. Everybody wants to be a hero in this country.” Vigoa later writes in his journal: “In my world, you are either the hunter or the hunted. Vegas makes it, Vigoa takes it.”



Chapter 2

VEGAS DISARMED

There was a great hue and cry after the Desert Inn shoot-out. A four-way gun battle on the Strip! How could this happen? Mayor Oscar Goodman took notice: Maybe this kind of violence happened in Los Angeles—as had happened two years earlier in the famous North Hollywood bank shoot-out—but not on the Strip, for God’s sake.1 The two wounded guards survived the firefight, but the Vegas myth of invincibility was shattered.

The storming of Las Vegas lasts twenty-four months and nine days. Six (and nearly seven) world-class hotels are hit, including the Desert Inn, which is targeted a year into the crime spree. Unlike the DI, as the hotel is called by locals, the other casinos, armored car companies, and businesses suffer losses exceeding $3 million. The Vigoa crew learns quickly from the Desert Inn firefight, changes its tactics, and grows more violent. The precision raids will stun the Fortune 500 owners of the luxury hotels, threaten the resort’s reputation for tourist safety, introduce a colorful new crime family to the city, and signal the end of mob-enforced order on the storied Vegas Strip. An undermanned police department, with twenty-three detectives handling more than three thousand robberies a year, will come of age as it scrambles to defend the city from well-organized, high-velocity gunmen as hard and dangerous as the mobsters ever were. Unpleasant surprises lie ahead: Las Vegas, the tough little town that grew up to be the tough big city, always thought itself immune to this kind of criminal violence and casino mayhem. But the Strip’s vaunted casino security force, more than six thousand strong, turns out to be as formidable as a snoozing seventy-year-old bank guard with a pacemaker, dead batteries, and an empty holster.

There are other gaping holes in the defenses: In the new hotels such as the Bellagio, MGM, New York–New York, and the Mandalay Bay, architects create a more “friendly” environment by building cashier windows without bars or bulletproof glass. Throughout the city, lawyers order casino managers to disarm their private security force to reduce liability in the event of a robbery. Brink’s guards are prohibited from drawing their weapons on casino property even while hauling millions in cash on open dollies.

In military terms, Las Vegas is a soft target.

Lieutenant John Alamshaw, commander of the robbery section of the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, warns his men: “These are the most dangerous criminals we have yet to encounter. They are heavily armed. They plan the robberies with skill, timing, and precision. From their initial ambush to the gang’s escape, the robberies are carefully rehearsed. It’s no coincidence that the robbery took place at the end of the armored car’s route on the Strip, when the truck was loaded with cash. And the Desert Inn caper proves this crew is willing to kill.”

What Alamshaw doesn’t know at the time of the Desert Inn shoot-out is that the gangsters have a large cache of Russian-made ammunition, assault rifles, and hand grenades. The detective doesn’t know that the Vigoa crew has acquired C-4 explosives and intends to use them in future heists. Alamshaw is correct when he says they have inside information and employ sophisticated planning. It will be years, however, before the police and FBI discover Vigoa’s secret: The Cuban has planted electronic listening devices in the targeted armored cars, has inspected the trucks from within in search of weak points, and has followed the vehicles for weeks before striking.

Jose Vigoa, when not using an assault rifle, brandishes a heavy-caliber pistol in each hand like a nineteenth-century train robber in the Wild West. No matter how many black-and-white sector cars race to the scene after the initial 911 call, no matter how fast the first-response uniformed cops get there, the gunmen are inevitably gone, melting into the city like phantoms—all of this taking place in broad daylight before scores of witnesses who describe the men as white, black, Hispanic, short, tall, and varying sizes and shades in between.

The Metro police, the FBI, and the Henderson Police Department belatedly form a task force; it is discovered that important leads have been neglected during the first months of the investigation. Gordon Martines, the primary detective on the case, is “flopped”—police jargon for reassigned under a cloud. He later will run for sheriff and attack the department as mismanaged.

The robberies and the small-unit tactics used by the gang remind police of their own SWAT training. Marine and army veterans recognize Special Forces guerrilla warfare tactics. Special Agent Brett W. Shields of the FBI realizes that the gang uses classic commando doctrines: (1) clandestine insertion, (2) brief, violent combat, (3) rapid disengagement, and(4) swift, deceptive withdrawal. The cops realize they are up against an organized criminal as colorful and lethal as any old-school hoodlum, but one in possession of exceptional battlefield intelligence, modern-day firepower, and sophisticated small-unit tactics.

The question, then, is who are these men? And who is their leader? There are whispered theories about disaffected former police SWAT team members from other cities or rogue Arab terrorists using casino heists to build a war chest. They are dismissed by senior police officials as preposterous.

In the end, however, the wildest of speculation, the most fanciful of fantasies, do not do justice to Jose Vigoa, a Cuban defector who admires Tony Montana, the fictional Cuban portrayed by Al Pacino in the 1983 movie Scarface. Like Montana, Jose Vigoa comes to America on the Mariel boatlift in 1980. Like Montana, Vigoa becomes a drug lord before going to prison. But Vigoa’s story will have no equal in the long and colorful history of the onetime railroad water stop in southwest Nevada. And after the Desert Inn, Vigoa will shoot to kill, something he says he has done many, many times before on battlefields far, far away.
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Chapter 3

JOSE

My name is Jose Manuel Vigoa Perez. Some people call me Manolo. So, you want to know what I am doing in Las Vegas, Nevada? You want to know why. Why the shootings, the robberies, the raids on the famous American hotels? And where. Where did I get my guns, my AK-47s and Chinese copies, the hand grenades, the explosives, sniper rifles, and all of those things? Where did I come from? Where would I strike next? Where did I get my intelligence about the truck and its wonderful money?

You want to know my secrets, do you not? And you want to know who I really am?

I am Cuban. I am born a few hours before the birthday of Jesus Christ. I am a former Marxist who was trained by the communists. I am a killer, more than the police know, more than the federals1 know. I have other secrets, but you must be patient. My story is not about one man, it is about the world and the times we live in. You should know me well and understand who I am, because there are others like me, and they will be coming soon to visit, of this I am certain. Some will be Cuban. Or Russian. Or Israeli. Or Chinese. Or Arabs. We are children not only of revolutions and violence but of history you have made yourself. It is true I organized, trained, and led the gang that robbed many hotels and many cash-filled armored trucks serving the rich casinos and the wealthy suburbs. After the Desert Inn—and especially after some of my more exciting withdrawals from the fat-cat casinos and the money I take from the homo-faced rich people—I thought about returning home to my beloved Cuba. I have so much cash, maybe I buy a hotel on the beach if they let me. Or maybe I buy a whole town. Cuba is like the first woman you ever love. She may have a fiery temper, she may be wild and difficult, she may be flawed, she may lie, she may cheat on you, and you may lose her—but you can never forget her.

I remember my little town, Caimito del Guayabal, surrounded by beautiful green mountains, rivers, natural lakes, and the Gulf of Mexico. A paradise of flowers, fruits, sugarcane, tobacco, citrus trees of every imaginable variety—and some fruits you have never heard of but are delicious all the same. Wild, tropical birds like the tiny hummingbird, the tocororo, and the woodpecker fly everywhere in the most amazing colors. Why, you can live off the land your entire life where I grew up. It rains almost every day, and then the sun comes out brighter than ever. The air is fresh, there is no pollution, nothing is artificial, and the people are the most friendly in the world.

Cubans also are a strong and enduring people. We have to be that way after a century of colonialism, imperialism, Yanqui dictatorship, military dictatorship, fascist dictatorship, communist dictatorship, and Russian occupation. Some very bad people have ruled Cuba, and not just the communists. I do not hate Fidel. He did good things for the Cuban people. He made big mistakes, too. I have been away from Cuba for many years now. The American embargo is still in force, the people are still poor—but are they worse off than before?

My story really begins the year before Fidel Castro rolled into Havana with his bearded guerrillas from the mountains. The people were overjoyed. My mother, soon to be pregnant with me, was happy. Fidel had driven out one of the most evil men who ever lived, in Cuba or anywhere else: the worst tyrant in the hemisphere, Fulgencio Batista. Without this man, there would have been no Fidel, no revolution, no Soviet missiles, no Russians in the Caribbean, no Cuban army in Angola, Afghanistan, and elsewhere—and maybe no Jose Manuel Vigoa Perez in Las Vegas.

I think Batista was not only a very bad man, with his torture chambers and death squads, and the way he stole from everybody, Cubans and Yanquis alike, but I think he was a little bit crazy even by Cuban standards. Batista started out as a clerk in the Cuban army, and twice he overthrew our government with America’s approval. You have to understand: Batista was made in the USA. Financed by the Americans. Armed by the Americans. Praised by the Americans. Condoned by the Americans.

That’s part of my story too.
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We called him the Angry Man, the victim of a random shooting in traffic when gang members sprayed his car, wife, and two young daughters with 9 mm submachine gun fire. It was the summer of 2001 in Las Vegas, the temperature was 100 degrees at midnight, and the powerfully built young father tore at his shirt as he walked in circles in the street. “My babies, my babies, the motherfuckers tried to kill my babies, tried to kill my babies!” he raged in the glow of flashing police lights, referring to the children who had been showered with glass shards but survived the unprovoked attack. Then the Angry Man, by this time bare chested and drenched in sweat, slumped to the pavement on his knees, wiped away a trickle of blood from his forehead, and began to sob.

I was directing and producing a documentary called Vegas Cops for the Discovery Channel and the Travel Channel. I turned to my cameraman. “Did you get that?” He shrugged. “Some of it.”

“What?”

“Sorry, we ran out of tape.”

“You ran out of tape?”

I was about to have my own moment of spontaneous combustion, when my cell phone rang. I would soon forget the Angry Man and the great shot we just missed and the insanity of directing a film in the middle of the summer in the brutal heat of Las Vegas, and the fact that some numb-nuts assistant forgot to load tape in the truck. Detective Sergeant Timothy Shalhoob of the police department’s tourist safety unit was calling with a tip. Tim was about to open a door to a journalistic pursuit that would begin in a small village in western Cuba, move to the stark mountains of Afghanistan, then the historic Mariel boatlift, and finally the neon-lit Strip of Las Vegas.

“You gotta talk to John Alamshaw in the robbery section,” Sergeant Shalhoob said. “Forget the gangbangers, pickpockets, hookers, and hustlers. John has got the goddamnedest story you’ll ever hear—if he’ll talk to you.” I thought I detected something in the sergeant’s voice that you don’t normally hear when macho cops talk about crime sprees and bad guys and major investigations. Was it awe? Fear? Anxiety? Or maybe the sense that even the modernized, computerized, and proper-copper Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department had encountered something unexpectedly dark, disturbing, and perhaps, as one senior commander later suggested, a dangerous new threat almost out of its league.

Lieutenant Alamshaw did agree to see me. During the next three years, he told his remarkable story with patience and self-deprecating humor. The eerie rumors about an alarming new threat to the peace and order of Las Vegas, gleaned not only from Shalhoob but from a police captain at the training academy, various detectives, and the sheriff himself, turned out to be largely true. Thank you, Lieutenant.

Likewise, Jose Manuel Vigoa, the lieutenant’s antagonist, cooperated fully and beyond my expectations. Vigoa consented not only to multiple in-person interviews, but later wrote detailed reports, complete with color sketches and blueprints, chronicling his life story, foreign adventures, arrival in the U.S., family life, and the eventual (and literal) storming of Las Vegas. Vigoa also permitted me to interview his former wife and three daughters, and authorized me, without restrictions, to view his legal records.

I am also grateful to Sheriff Bill Young and his successor, Sheriff Doug Gillespie (who originally approved the project while under sheriff ), for green-lighting Metro’s approval; and to Carla Alston, the department’s head of public information, for her professional follow-through. Thanks as well to FBI Special Agent Brett W. Shields and his colleagues, including the legendary undercover agent Larry Brito in El Paso, Texas; Angela Bell, the FBI public information officer at headquarters; then-lieutenant Jutta Chambers of the Henderson Police Department; Al Cabrales and his crack crime scene analysis crew; Captain Leroy Kirkegard and the correctional officers at the Clark County Detention Center; Pedro Durazo of the U.S. Probation Office; Clark County Coroner P. Michael Murphy; and the firefighters and paramedics of the Henderson Fire Department.

David Roger, the Clark County district attorney, was the first senior official I met at the outset of the project. At breakfast, Roger promised his assistance. He proved to be a man of his word. The DA and his staff were unfailingly helpful and courteous. Jay Angelo, who prosecuted Vigoa during the “Tony Montana era,” went above and beyond in helping me re-create the drug lord phase in the 1980s, when, as the saying went at the time, it was snowing all year long in Sin City.

I owe much to Drew Christensen, the attorney who introduced me to Vigoa. Christensen gave me fascinating and nuanced insights during our long drives to meet his client. Certainly the attorney’s cache of confidential files fleshed out the reporting of Storming Las Vegas. Thanks, too, to E. K. McDaniel, a Nevada state official who must have winced when I first appeared on his doorstep asking for the impossible. In the end, I could not have proceeded without his help, and for that I am grateful. Vegas hotel executives are loath to talk about casino crime, especially successful robberies accompanied by gunfire. However, Yvette Monet of the MGM Mirage public relations staff, and Stephen G. Koenig, the chain’s security chief, cooperated fully. Koenig and Bellagio security supervisor Brian Zinke not only consented to interviews but gave me tours of the Bellagio’s gaming surveillance room and a replay of what happened the morning of June 3, 2000.

I am also grateful to the families of the victims, Gary Dean Prestidge and Richard Sosa, and to the guards who were shot but survived during one of the hotel gunfights. Thanks to Gary Prestidge Sr., Shala Premack, Norma Sosa and her children, Donald Bowman, and Chuck Fichter. Thanks also to the management of Brink’s Incorporated in Las Vegas for permitting the wounded guards to talk to me.

Peggy Noonan once described an author’s first book as an “exciting trauma.” It is. But I had many wonderfully bright and loyal supporters to turn to during the more challenging moments, when a big story seemed almost too sprawling, and they kept me on course. Thanks to my bride of thirty-three years, Erica Trevor Huddy, who told me twenty years ago that I would someday write a book (but first I had to clean up my room). Also, thanks to Roger Ailes, William Shine, Christina Bertuca, Van Gordon Sauter, John Burrud (my original partner in the Vegas Cops series), Sandy Spooner, the late Gene Miller of the Miami Herald, other Herald reporters, the management of KVVU-TV, the Fox affiliate in Las Vegas, the Las Vegas Review-Journal, and a who’s who of former CIA agents, including Peter Brookes, Brian Latell, and Robert Baer, who helped me analyze Vigoa’s professed military background in the absence of official Cuban confirmation. Wayne Smith, the former U.S. Mission chief in Havana, provided keen insight into Cuban affairs and the plausibility of Vigoa’s claims. Also, I appreciate the help given by Captain Ted Rose, a veteran Oxnard, California, charter boat owner; attorney Anson Whitfield; Range Master Raymond Witham Jr. of the American Shooters Gun Club in Las Vegas (who checked me out in an AK-47); and Jules Harding, the actress and motivational therapist.

And then there were those who had to put up with me, who helped turn a rambling initial proposal into a published work and who did so with finesse and style. Simon Green, of the POM Agency, proved smart, funny, and tough on many levels. He’s as proficient at steering a paranoid, insecure writer through rough creative shoals as he is marketing the product. CAA’s Matthew Snyder, unflappable and savvy, was brought into the project by fellow agent Martin Spencer and managed to option the book rights to a major studio a full eighteen months before its publication.

Mark Tavani of Ballantine Books, of The Random House Publishing Group, edited this book. In a thirty-year media career, I’ve worked with some of the best in the business, and even in that august company, Mark stands apart. He took an oversized first draft and with patience and care (and with occasional steel behind his courteous, encouraging e-mails), guided the author to the finish line—and we both lived to tell the tale.

There are two others close to me who contributed immensely to the book. My son, John Trevor Huddy, did the reporting relating to Vigoa’s Tony Montana–like drug career, tracking down long-retired FBI agents and conducting many of the key interviews. A prize-winning newspaper-man before joining WNYW-TV, the Fox flagship station in New York, John spent days sifting through old files at the FBI archives in Perris, California, and returned with invaluable grand jury records, trial transcripts, and even long-forgotten FBI wiretap material. Good job, Mr. Huddy.

And finally, a deep bow to my multitalented researcher and transcriber, Donna Jo Shatters-Pimentel. Donna was with me from the beginning, transcribed hundreds of hours of interviews, and, through a savantlike memory, kept track of thousands of details. As good hearted as she is talented, Donna Jo was the glue that held the team together, and I will be forever grateful for this young woman’s loyalty, hard work, and good cheer. Hector, her massive and handsome pit bull companion, although often asleep on the job, was appreciated too.
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