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Authors’ Notes

Although the Nevada Nuclear Test Site, the Device Assembly Facility, Nellis Air Force Range, Groom Lake, and other places in this novel actually exist, the authors have taken liberty in detailing the descriptions, not only to add to this story, but to prevent any unwarranted breaches of national security. No nuclear storage compound exists at Omega Mountain. The authors have never had actual access to the Device Assembly Facility or the supposed Groom Lake installation known as Area 51, and all characters and circumstances depicted herein are purely the product of the authors’ imaginations. All details involving security, nuclear weapons, and other devices can readily be found in declassified public sources.

All circumstances and characters in this novel are fictional. The views and opinions, expressed or implied, are solely those of the authors and are not meant to reflect the views of the Department of Defense, the Department of Energy, the Nevada Test Site, the U.S. Air Force, the FBI, or the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory.

“Nuclear weapons and nuclear weapon systems require special consideration because of their policy implications and military importance, their destructive power, as well as the potential consequences of an accident or unauthorized act. Therefore, safety, security, control, and effectiveness of nuclear weapons are of paramount importance to the security of the United States.”

—from “Joint Policy Statement
on Nuclear Weapons Surety”
Dick Cheney, Secretary of Defense
James D. Watkins, Secretary of Energy
June, 1991

“Seven hundred of the eight hundred pages of the START agreement deal with verification are a waste of money.”

—Vadim G. Osinin, staff expert,
Supreme Soviet Committee on Defense and Security.

“The person who survives the first year in [the nuclear test program] is probably going to be here for the rest of his career.”

—Robert W. Kuckuck,
Deputy Associate Director for Nuclear Testing,
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory.


Prologue

Monday, October 20
8:10 PM

Device Assembly Facility
Nevada Nuclear Test Site

Alone in a highly secure facility deep inside the Nevada Nuclear Test Site, inspector Kosimo Nevsky stood over the deadly radioactive material that had fueled the Cold War.

The vast warehouselike Device Assembly Facility was dark, quiet. This late at night most of the workers had gone to their cozy American homes, while the rest of the Russian disarmament team had been shuttled to their Las Vegas hotel to gamble in the casinos. Some team members viewed the expedition to the United States as a holiday, rather than treaty-mandated work. But they had to wrap everything up, nice and tidy, by Friday for the summit meeting between the American and Russian presidents.

For now, that meant Academician Nevsky had to put in the extra hours to double-check what appeared to be a serious discrepancy. Yes, he would have a surprise for the American president. Besides, he didn’t mind the opportunity to be alone.

His own security escort, PK Dirks, had wandered off with typical lack of attention to his job. Appalling, given the sensitivity of the information in the warhead-dismantling section of the facility. The Americans relied too much on their badges and fences and sleepy guards.

With no one around, Nevsky slipped a small flask from his front pants pocket and gulped two long swigs of the smooth bourbon. Kentucky bourbon. Another interesting experience. During his evenings in Las Vegas, he had grown quite fond of it, and he intended to consume as much as possible before he returned home to the traditional, but still effective, bottles of vodka he kept in the freezer compartment of his refrigerator in Moscow.

Feeling the sour-mash bourbon burn down his throat, Nevsky stashed the flask again and used a pudgy hand to caress the metal-walled glovebox containing the radioactive plutonium cores, or pits—components of a disassembled U.S. nuclear weapon, now lying in front of him behind a protective glass plate.

Another warhead dismantled, destroyed, awaiting verification. Part of the upcoming international show, so the two presidents could clasp hands and celebrate a safer world in front of swarms of paparazzi, flashing cameras, rolling videotape. Politicians would claim all the credit, while Nevsky and his seven companions would do all the work. He hoped someone bothered to give them a medal at least, a trinket he could wear.

In the harsh lights, Nevsky’s reflection glinted off of the glovebox, distorted from the safety glass. He saw unruly white hair like a corona surrounding a bald spot above a fleshy face.

In front of him the nondescript weapon cores were warm, gray metal spheres the size of Ping-Pong balls. But when inserted into a critical weapon assembly, surrounded by high-explosive implosion lenses and precisely machined beryllium metal casings, each little sphere became a seed of Armageddon, no longer needed in a post-Cold War world.

The three gloveboxes sat within white-painted fortress walls formed by stacked concrete blocks, creating a secure corner of the Device Assembly Facility, which the Americans—loving their acronyms—called the DAF. Security cameras hung from the metal rafters, but they did not track his movements. Deactivated? Budget cuts, perhaps? This “Pit Assembly Area” had originally been built to build nuclear weapons, but with the downsizing of the global stockpile, it now provided a natural place to disassemble warheads. With proper international oversight.

The KGB had once expended enormous effort to gain any detail about these weapons. Yet here he was, Ambassador Kosimo Nevsky, former director of the prestigious Lebedev Institute and now leader of the disarmament team, given total access—alone!—to the heart of the U.S. nuclear arsenal.

But then, when the Americans spent all day displaying their every secret inside the Nuclear Test Site, what was left for a spy to discover? It would have been superfluous. Or was the very openness a clever distraction?

These plutonium pits had been salvaged from weapons decommissioned from the active nuclear stockpile. That stockpile still threatened Russia and the rest of the “near abroad”—which was why Nevsky had to be absolutely certain that each of the serial numbers and entries corresponded to their appropriate components on the voluminous list.

The other inspectors had snickered at him for doing the work of a mere clerk. But he had been chosen as team leader and had been given ambassadorial rank for this assignment—and he had decided to work late to complete this random check, rather than running off to drink and gamble with the rest of the Russians. Nevsky had been criticized for his frequent drinking, and his deputy, General Ursov, bristled at the mere thought of being subordinate to a civilian leader, but Nevsky did take his work seriously.

Scratching the rounded skin of his neck, which was just starting to develop into jowls, he stepped back from the glovebox and frowned, looking around again for his escort, PK Dirks. Until now, most of the Americans—especially their beautiful and wonderfully competent protocol escort, Paige Mitchell—had insisted that the Russian delegation follow strict rules to the smallest detail. But fifteen minutes earlier, Mr. Dirks had been most anxious to leave Nevsky, claiming pressing business of his own—probably off taking a pee.

Nevsky turned impatiently; he did not wish to continue the tedious work without the American oversight, in case any questions or accusations were raised later. He liked being alone, but he had to follow protocol. He called, “Mr. Dirks! Hurry up, please? Where are you?”

No reply. No sound came inside the DAF except for the distant growling of forklift trucks and machinery in the cargo-crowded high bay on the other side of the Pit Assembly Area.

Scowling, Nevsky turned back to the glovebox, wanting to take another gulp of the delicious bourbon, but he decided not to. The flask would have to last him for another hour or so. For now he had to complete his work, official escorts be damned. He had not flown all the way from Russia for an unreliable technician to delay him.

On a table piled with documents, he pulled out a red notebook, fumbling through pages of handwritten notes until he came to Decommissioned Serial Numbers. Placing the notebook on the top of the glovebox so he could read it, Nevsky plunged his hands into the thick rubber gloves in front of the unit. Reaching inside, separated from the radioactive material by only the thickness of a glove, he flexed his fingers. The black gloves felt remarkably more flexible than the unwieldy ones he had used for training back at Lebedev.

Grunting, Nevsky peered at the serial numbers he had recorded in his notebook. He carefully picked up one of the three plutonium pits and brought it close to the glass. The number matched. He moved it to a mass balance inside the glovebox, powered up the electronic scale, and waited as it found a fiducial, the zero point reading.

Placing the pit on the scale, the red digital numbers flickered, finally matching the mass he had written down. He expected no surprises, but it had to be done. Nevsky wasn’t tired. If he wished, he had all night to verify the other pits. Earlier today he had felt too rushed, with the other team members anxious for more tours, more food, more fun. If mistakes were found later, Nevsky’s head would be on a platter.

Painstakingly, he verified each serial number and carefully weighed each pit. Finished, he moved to the second of the three gloveboxes in the Pit Assembly Area, carrying his notebook with him. As a reward to himself for his efforts, he took another drink of bourbon from his flask.

Still no sign of PK Dirks. Perhaps the technician had abandoned him intentionally to tempt him, trying to provoke an international incident. Some of the Test Site workers would welcome a return to Cold War days, as would some of his own colleagues.

Inside the second glovebox, the weapon cores were again warm to the touch, even through the rubber gloves. Nevsky wondered where this particular warhead had been targeted. Had the Americans planned to vaporize my beloved Lebedev with one of these finely machined spheres? The thought sickened him.

With his musing, he almost missed the mass inconsistency.

Nevsky stopped and returned the pit to the scale. The reading was low, only by a fraction, but too low for the amount of plutonium that should have been present. The gray metal seemed a different color, its temperature cooler than the others.

“Ah! What is this?” He picked up the pit and squinted at the serial number. Yes, two numbers transposed in the middle—and he had nearly misread the code. Placing the sphere back on the electronic mass balance, the number jumped on the LED, then stabilized—again, at the wrong value.

“Do you think you can squirm out of treaty obligations? This is a mock pit—what have you done with the real thing?”

He decided to call the team in immediately, dragging the other inspectors from the casino floors. He would waken General Ursov in his hotel. As military liaison to the disarmament team, Ursov would immediately send an encoded message to Moscow.

A sound came behind him. Dirks must have returned at last! Nevsky placed the mock pit back inside the yellow safe circle. His hands still thrust inside the glovebox, he half-turned to look behind him, ready to confront the technician escort with what he had found.

He caught only a glimpse of the raised crowbar—

Nevsky tried to jerk his hands free, but the gloves were too tight, holding him like a straightjacket. Jerking, he managed to slip his right hand out, lifting his arm to protect himself.

The first blow from the crowbar broke his wrist. Nevsky cried out, but the second blow caved in his skull, squelching any further shout.

Then silence returned to the Device Assembly Facility.


Chapter One

Tuesday, October 21
6:38 AM

Hoover Dam
Boulder City, Nevada

As dawn spilled through the tan rock canyons, Agent Craig Kreident rode in the front seat of the FBI rental car, buckled in and holding on tight as Jackson took the corners significantly faster than the maximum safe speed.

In back, dark-haired agent Ben Goldfarb had stopped his usual banter, leaving quiet and intense Jackson to concentrate on driving. Craig glanced at his watch, seeing the second hand sweep around.

As Jackson curled around another hairpin curve, Craig slid sunglasses firmly in place through his chestnut hair. Tapping his fingers on the seat, he stared out the passenger window beyond the guard rail, seeing the long drop down. The sun grew brighter, funneled through the narrow canyon cut by the Colorado River on the Nevada-Arizona border.

Ahead, Hoover Dam formed a cliff of concrete, a wonder of engineering that held back the waters of Lake Mead. The dam was a popular tourist spot, and Highway 93 across it was a vital lifeline between Nevada and Arizona.

If the radical militia group, the Eagle’s Claw, succeeded in blowing up the dam, repercussions from the resulting disaster would approach biblical proportions.

Craig tapped his fingers again, swallowing in a dry throat. He looked at his watch once more. The second hand still hadn’t completed a full circuit of the dial. The worst part was not knowing how much time they had.

Reaching the bottom of the grade where the road and Hoover Dam spanned the canyon, Jackson pulled smoothly into the empty visitor’s parking lot next to an old exhibit hall. He jammed the shift lever into park, lurching to such a sudden stop that Craig jerked against his seat belt.

Goldfarb popped open the back door, sliding out. Craig unbuckled, grabbed the small walkie-talkie on the seat, then pushed open the passenger side door. He reached in his jacket for his FBI badge and ID. “Let’s go!”

Two law-enforcement vehicles marked with Hoover Dam Police and one National Park Service jeep waited there. Three policemen and a park ranger stepped forward, ready for action. They seemed relieved to see the FBI. One policeman wiped a hand across his forehead.

While the spotty early morning traffic continued to drive by, curious onlookers turned their heads. Craig pushed his sunglasses against his face, adjusting the shoulder holster beneath his dark suit jacket. “I’m Special Agent Craig Kreident,” he said, “in charge of this operation.” Exchanging names like rapid gunfire, Craig introduced Ben Goldfarb and Randall Jackson, while the two policemen and the park ranger gave their own names.

“Is this all the backup we’ve got?” Jackson asked, shading his dark eyes and scanning the canyon walls as if searching for hidden snipers.

“For now,” one of the Hoover Dam policemen said. “More on their way, another dozen park rangers, plus three Boulder City police officers.”

“Park rangers?” Goldfarb raised an eyebrow.

The ranger settled his hat firmly on his gray-streaked dark hair. His face was tanned and leathery, as if he had spent his entire life under the desert sun. “We have minimal law enforcement at the dam itself, especially before the Visitor’s Center opens and the tours start. The National Park Service representatives at Lake Mead, Grand Canyon, and Death Valley are the closest Federal law-enforcement agents.”

“Good enough,” Craig said, fidgeting, anxious to get moving. “We’ll take all the help we can get, sir.”

“We’ve been here and vigilant since we received your message an hour and a half ago,” said the second policeman, flushing beneath his freckled skin, “but we don’t know exactly what we’re looking for.”

The other policeman looked more bothered by Craig himself than the threat of the explosives. “Agent Kreident, the Eagle’s Claw and their militia counterparts have been blabbing to the newspapers and radio stations for months. What makes you believe this one’s not just another false alarm?”

Craig frowned. “Because this one’s real in my opinion, sir.”

Goldfarb smiled and stepped into the conversation. He was a head shorter than Craig with deep brown eyes and a sunny smile; he used the smile as a weapon more often than his own handgun.

“I’ve checked up on the Eagle’s Claw,” Goldfarb said, “and I’ve read their collected letters in the evidence file—cheery reading, let me tell you. Typical right-wing militia organization, so patriotic they’re bloodthirsty. America for Americans and none of this ‘world policemen’ crap—that’s their own words. They want no more foreign aid, closed borders, protectionist trade policies. They hate the United Nations with a passion, because it ‘waters down American ideals and dilutes the sovereignty of our nation.’”

Robbins, the skeptical policeman, took off his wire-rim glasses and swiped them across the front of his shirt. Craig noticed beads of sweat on his forehead. “People around here are a bit more conservative than in San Francisco,” he said. “Isn’t that where you’re stationed, Agent Kreident?”

“I’ve been assigned to this case, sir,” Craig said firmly. “Where I live has nothing to do with this morning’s operation. Even militia members are entitled to their own opinions, so long as it doesn’t spur them to violence. I think that’s what’s going to happen this morning—violence, and a lot of it.”

“But what evidence do you have?” Robbins said, hooking his eyeglasses over his ears and straightening them. He squinted toward the dam’s broad expanse of gray-white cement. The waters of the river far below and the Lake Mead reservoir above looked deep blue, peaceful in the morning.

Craig responded matter-of-factly, forcing himself to stop fidgeting for just a moment. “We … received a note.”

The FBI had been keeping tabs on various militia groups, especially since the Oklahoma City bombing and the Freemen standoff in Montana. During their investigations, they had increased surveillance on certain ones they considered most dangerous. Though the Eagle’s Claw spent most of its time on propaganda and misinformation, the FBI had sent an undercover agent, William Maguire, to join the militia and investigate their activities. For two years Maguire had submitted regular reports, which grew sparser but grimmer in the recent six months.

Unlike their frequent letters full of empty threats, the Eagle’s Claw had issued no warning, promised no action against Hoover Dam or the hydroelectric generating station. But yesterday Maguire had been found dead in his house trailer on the outskirts of Boulder City.

It might have appeared to be a simple heart attack—though Maguire submitted himself to regular physical exams, and no prior inkling of a health problem had ever been found. But then a hidden note had been discovered next to the phone on an innocuous-looking pad of message paper, five sheets down. Maguire’s house cleaner, also an FBI courier, knew where to look.

According to the scribbled message, the Eagle’s Claw intended to strike Hoover Dam this morning, planting explosives in strategic positions. Maguire had been prepared to call in a full-fledged FBI assault—but he had died of his convenient “heart attack” the same evening.

“What’s so special about another note?” Robbins said sourly. Craig could see that the man liked wearing his uniform but didn’t like to be called upon to do his duty.

“I’m inclined to believe this one, sir,” Craig said, then turned smartly, cutting off further conversation. “We don’t have many men, but we have to act now. Have we contacted the foreman of the redeye shift?”

The second policeman nodded. “Yeah, a man named García. He’s standing by for further instructions from you.”

The park ranger looked up as a heavy truck crossed the dam and rattled past, heading up into the hills toward Las Vegas. “I hope we don’t have to blockade this highway. This’ll be a monumental mess if we can’t wrap it up before the Visitor’s Center opens at nine.”

“We’ll take care of it,” Jackson agreed tersely, standing tall and dark under the morning sun, not sweating a bit.

Seeing a gap in traffic, Craig jogged across the narrow highway and looked down to the generating stations, the heavy transformers and turbines far below at the bottom of the dam next to a set of administrative buildings.

“All the hydroelectric machinery’s down there, Agent Kreident,” the ranger said as he approached. “If somebody wants to cause mischief, there’s your best bet. They can’t do much to damage the dam itself. It was designed to withstand a 6.9 earthquake and made with enough concrete to construct a highway from San Francisco to New York and still have some left over.”

“It would take an atom bomb to wreck that,” Goldfarb said.

“Be thankful the Eagle’s Claw doesn’t have one of those,” Craig said. He pointed to the generating station and a single-lane roadway on the Nevada side of the river. “How do we get down there?”

*    *    * 

Silver-painted Frankenstein machinery hugged the canyon wall—conversion transformers that took the power from hydroelectric turbines and changed it to alternating current, sending it through high-tension electric wires that ran across the river up to naked trestles on the canyon rim above.

On the opposite side of the river, rock alcoves contained more heavy machinery, needle valves that had once been used to shunt the flow of the river during the construction of Hoover Dam. From beneath the dam and the hydroelectric generators, the swirling cold currents of the tailrace eddied where water sloshed out from the churning turbines.

The shift supervisor came out to meet them, moving furtively, as if he didn’t want anyone to see him there with three FBI agents. Craig took the initiative and stepped forward. “You’re Mr. García?” He extended a hand.

The compact man had wiry gray hair beneath a yellow hardhat. His face wore a wizened expression, and his brown eyes flickered between fear and indignance at the suggestion that one of his workers might be involved in a conspiracy to destroy the dam.

“I’m not keen on the idea of accusing my crew,” he said. “I like to think they’re trustworthy enough to hold their responsibilities, or they shouldn’t be working here in the first place.”

“I’d like nothing more than to be proven wrong, sir,” Craig said, brushing his suit jacket, glancing at the dam, adjusting his shoulder holster. “But unfortunately we must take precautions. Can we get everyone into a secure area without arousing their suspicions? That’ll give us the freedom to inspect for sabotage quietly. At the moment, they don’t know we know.”

García nodded. “I’ve called a meeting of Team B. They should be waiting for me in our conference room, and I’ve telephoned the five maintenance and support workers. They’ll be in my office and not at their stations. The other workers are all in the administration structure beneath the main dam, where it’ll be easy to keep track of them.”

“Excellent, Mr. García,” Craig said, trying to be firm, yet supportive, thankful that the supervisor hadn’t lost his cool. “Keep your people busy, hold your meeting, tell the others to wait. We’ll search for evidence of explosives or any other kind of sabotage.”

García bolted to do as he had been ordered, holding his yellow hard hat. Craig gestured to the others. “Jackson, Goldfarb, go take the admin offices, make sure somebody’s in every room. Keep a tally.” He directed the three policemen and the park ranger to take other levels inside the warren of tunnels within the dam and the cliffside, the upper machinery rooms and the hydroelectric stations.

Craig himself took the main generating floor. The echoing chamber was like an enclosed football stadium, an airplane hangar filled with horizontal turbines each the size of a circus tent, thrumming and whirring. The Colorado River poured through spiral intake pipes that spun flywheels. Atop each generator, a white light indicated which turbines operated and which ones sat idle.

Craig moved uneasily, walking across the sealed cement floor. The sound of his footsteps vanished in the throbbing vibration of the turbine generators. The vast room had the atmosphere of a high-tech haunted house. He felt as if someone might be there, watching him, though García claimed to have accounted for all of his employees.

Craig crept slowly around, studying the turbines, looking for any sign of tampering, loose access plates, boxes or packages that could have been explosives. He didn’t know what he expected to find, but he had to keep moving. He glanced at his watch once more.

After he had circled the third generator and bent toward the fourth, he saw a man emerge from one of the many tunnels that connected elevator shafts, access halls, and river bypass tubes. The stranger wore the jumpsuit and hardhat of a dam worker, but he moved with a furtiveness and quickness of purpose that did not mesh with someone just going about his daily duties.

Craig stepped out of his hiding place, withdrawing his 9-mm handgun and his badge. “Federal agent,” he shouted. “FBI. Remain where you are, sir.”

The stranger stepped backward and froze, then he spun into action. Though Craig had been prepared, he didn’t react fast enough when the stranger snatched a small revolver from inside his overalls, cocked it, and fired in a single swift motion.

Craig dove behind the shelter of the turbine. He heard the man running, heavy work boots echoing in a humming background of main generators.

Pulse pounding, Craig snapped up his own Beretta, but the stranger fired quickly three times in succession. Bullets ricocheted off the curved metal hulls of the hydroelectric turbines; one bounced with a high-pitched whine from the solid stone wall.

Craig cautiously peered around the curve of the tall turbine, ready to jerk back, hoping he could react fast enough the moment he saw a muzzle flash. The terrorist knew his location, but Craig had lost track of where the stranger had fled, where he might be hiding. He yanked out his walkie-talkie. “Goldfarb, Jackson, all officers—I need backup down at the main generator room. I’ve found our customer.”

As the others rapidly acknowledged, Craig switched off the speaker; it wouldn’t do to have a squelch of static or an unwelcome voice coming at the wrong time.

The tunnel was empty now, and Craig couldn’t tell if the terrorist had ducked back through the labyrinth of passages, or if he had hidden himself somewhere in the cavernous main generator room.

Craig hustled cautiously, keeping low. By the book, he should have called out and demanded that the man surrender—but those procedures were better left for fairy tales. This man wouldn’t surrender unless he had absolutely no other chance. Fanatics were fanatics, whatever the motivation.

He heard a scuffed footstep, saw a steel-toed work boot—then the man sprinted out the open doorway to the outside at the base of the dam, by the spillway and the turbine outflow that became the churning tailrace beyond the generators. Perhaps the terrorist had a getaway vehicle among those parked on the narrow access road.

Craig ran after him, dumping caution now that the suspect had fled outside. He did not dare let the militiaman slip away.

Sunshine dazzled him for a moment, but Craig didn’t waste time with sunglasses. He blinked repeatedly, trying to focus as he rushed blindly forward. The militiaman had turned right, racing down the asphalt access way. As Craig rounded the corner, he saw the suspect duck behind a twelve-foot-high transformer.

The terrorist popped out from cover again and fired. Craig shot back, but both bullets missed. He dove behind one of the generators, spooked by DANGER—HIGH VOLTAGE signs mounted on the machinery. The high-tension wires suspended across the canyon contained more electricity than he ever wanted to touch.…

Craig glanced between the steel tie-downs that held the transformer machinery in place against the canyon wall. He debated waiting for his backup—but by that time the man might have slipped away. He clicked his walkie-talkie. “This is Kreident. I’ve got him at the transformers. Hurry.”

Craig dashed away from the big transformer and slipped between the next two, advancing on his quarry. He made another jump and scrambled behind the transformer.

The militiaman fired once at him as he peered out, but Craig waited an extra second. He knew he was getting closer. His own handgun remained drawn. He took the time to put his sunglasses on now, so the light would not dazzle him when he leaped back out of the shadows.

“You can’t get away, sir!” Craig shouted, his words carrying above the loud buzz of the transformers and the vibration communicated through the rock wall from the spinning turbines.

The militiaman didn’t answer. After what Craig hoped was an unexpected interval, he bolted out again, trying to go around two more stations in the row of transformers—but the terrorist had been waiting for him, taking no cover whatsoever, standing out in broad daylight, his revolver pointed directly at Craig’s chest.

Craig dove to one side as the man shot once. The bullet came close enough to burn through the sleeve of his jacket. He felt a sting, but didn’t think he had been seriously injured. But he was totally vulnerable, dead in the man’s sights … and the terrorist did not hesitate. The man followed him with his weapon—

Craig shot while rolling on the ground. His bullet spanged off the metal transformer behind the terrorist, causing him to spin about, smacking his wrist into the machinery. The weapon clattered to the ground, and the militiaman scrambled for it as Craig fired again at his feet. A white starburst of ricochet blossomed on the concrete by the scuffed work boots.

Craig steadied his own Beretta. “Hands up! Move it!” He had the man helpless, unable to do anything … except surrender.

“Let’s just take this from the top, sir,” Craig said. His voice was even, professional, uninflected. He had learned to be calm, never to lose his cool even in a standoff such as this. “You are under arrest—and you, are going to tell me exactly what you’ve done to sabotage the dam.”

The militiaman looked at him with an astonished expression. Craig was amazed at how … average the man looked. Medium height, medium build, mousy brown hair, plain features—not handsome, but not ugly. He was the sort of man who worked in every out-of-the-way gas station, in every hardware store, any service industry where the customers forgot their helpers moments after leaving the store. He could move about anywhere without being noticed. No doubt that was just what the Eagle’s Claw had intended.

Except now this man had been caught in the main generator room of Hoover Dam, shooting at an FBI agent. The terrorist’s eyes took on a glazed look as if he had somehow been programmed with a different routine. “It’s too late. The bomb’s already set and ticking. You’ll never find it in time.”

“Yes, I will,” Craig said, striding forward and extending his gun, “because you’re going to tell me where it is.”

The militiaman took a step backward, blocked by the deep river channel and churning cold water pouring through the bottom of the dam. Across the canyon Craig saw the concave plane of concrete, a barrier holding back Lake Mead. If that dam broke in an explosion, the stampede of water would reach all the way to Mexico in a few hours. Hundreds of thousands of people could die—and Craig had no time for kid gloves.

“You’re going to tell me, and you’re going to tell me now.” Craig’s voice carried sufficient threat and absolute certainty—but the man took another step backward. His face turned grayish, resigned.

“You’re already in dreamland, man, if you think I’m going to tell you squat.” He glanced over his shoulder and saw the churning water below, the rushing Colorado River that swept through the canyon.

“You’ve got no place to go,” Craig said.

“I can go to Heaven,” he answered.

Craig lunged for the terrorist, but the man leaped backward over the edge, falling down. He struck the rocky wall once, leaving a reddish stain, and then plunged into the rushing tailrace, which sucked him under before sweeping him downstream.

Finally, moments too late, Jackson, Goldfarb and the others charged out onto the service road next to the conversion transformers.

Craig stared over the edge at the roiling water, gaping in disbelief at what the terrorist had just done. But the shock paralyzed him for only a few seconds before a greater horror struck. He turned and ran toward the others.

Now he knew the bomb was ticking. And with the militiaman dead, they had very little chance of finding it in time.


Chapter Two

Tuesday, October 21
6:45 AM

Rio Hotel and Casino
Las Vegas

Swiping groggily with her left hand, Paige Mitchell missed turning off the alarm on her first two attempts. The room was dark, and she knocked over the glass she kept on the nightstand, spilling lukewarm water on the bedspread, the floor. That, if nothing else, woke her up.

Pushing aside the tropical bedspread, she leaned over and fumbled with the clock radio, finally clicking off the music. Red numbers blinked 6:45 as she turned on the light in the unfamiliar bedroom. Another hotel, another bed far from her home in Livermore, California. This was Las Vegas, at the Rio. Her bed sat on an oval pedestal; jungle-patterned curtains hung in front of a window that covered one entire wall.

Paige ran a hand through her mussed blond hair and made her way to the bathroom. Frequent travel was the price of her job working for the Department of Energy’s protocol office, a job that often didn’t seem like work at all, even if she had to walk on eggshells every day to keep the team of sometimes volatile Russian disarmament inspectors on track, to soothe their indignant threats of pulling out.

Only a few more days, though. By the end of this week, the team would have gone through their paces, filled out the forms, and completed the treaty-mandated disarmament inspections, just in time for the international nuclear downscaling summit. The eight inspectors were scheduled to meet with the U.S. President late on Friday, when he made a quick stopover in Las Vegas, then depart on Saturday morning, when everybody could go home. Mission accomplished, the world saved once again.…

Last night, DAF manager Mike Waterloo, whom she’d known as “Uncle Mike” since she was a little girl, offered to help Ambassador Nevsky at the facility after hours, leaving her to babysit the remaining Russians. Once they got away from the bleak Test Site, the seven stuffy men had consumed their comrade’s share of alcohol, feeling no guilt about leaving their team leader behind to keep working. Paige had left the men to their own celebrations, returning to her room for a long hot bath and a good night’s sleep.

Still trying to wake up, she rummaged through the drawer and pulled out a sleek black one-piece swimming suit. Even with her frenzied schedule, Paige insisted on maintaining her own routines. She’d have time for a brief swim down in the pool, then she could pick up coffee and a bagel to take back to her room while she changed for another day at the Nevada Test Site, or NTS.

She eased to the floor and started her stretching exercises, taking long, deep breaths. Paige held a hand over her head and slowly extended it until she could grasp her foot. She’d put up with the hectic schedule for four more days, then she would be glad to see the Russians off.

The phone rang just as she switched to stretching her left leg. The clock blinked 6:53 AM. Had she ordered a wake-up call? But when she answered the phone, the voice on the line sounded worried. “Paige?”

“Yes,” she said, initially startled.  “Uncle Mike? What’s wrong?”

“Please come out to the DAF as soon as possible” He sounded grim. “There’s been an … accident. Last night.”

“An accident? What is it? Is everyone OK?”

“Ambassador Nevsky—he’s dead. As the DOE representative, please get over here as soon as you can. I need … I need your help, Paige.”

Shocked, she gripped the phone tightly. “I’ll be there within the hour.”

Before she hung up, he spoke in a voice that seemed stronger, as if he took heart just from knowing she was on her way. “We’ve got an international incident on our hands, and we need to move quickly—otherwise the whole disarmament process might blow up in our face.”


Chapter Three

Tuesday, October 21
7:15 AM

Hoover Dam

Take charge. Think fast.

Craig Kreident couldn’t spend days pondering the ramifications of his decisions. Too many lives depended on his reaction time for him to hesitate. And he had to get it right the first time.

He pointed to Goldfarb, Jackson, and the other law-enforcement agents. “Fan out now. We’ve definitely got a bomb, but we don’t have a bad guy to help us track it down. The clock is ticking, people—move it!”

García, the shift foreman, looked grayish and sick. He had seen the militiaman throw himself backward into the churning water, and now he stared with disbelief at Craig’s pronouncement. “A bomb? For real?”

“Yes, sir,” Craig said. “Did you recognize that man?”

García swallowed, then shook his head. “Didn’t look like anyone I know on shift.”

“Could have been an infiltrator,” Jackson suggested.

“Mr. García, sir,” Craig said, trying to keep his voice calm; even a hint of uncertainty would rattle them all. “It’s time to evacuate your people from the dam. Get them away from here and up to safety. We don’t know how big the bomb is, or when it’s set to explode, or who could be hurt. Then I need you to help us out.”

With wide eyes, García turned and ran for a facility telephone mounted in a utility shack.

Craig turned to the three Hoover Dam policemen. “One of you stop traffic on the highway. Get somebody up there to put up roadblocks. I don’t want anyone driving across this thing if there’s going to be an explosion.”

Robbins brightened as if he suddenly realized he would rather be stopping traffic than searching for a bomb. “I’ll do it.” He ran back to his police cruiser and leaped in.

“Jackson, where’s our backup? When is Explosive Ordnance Disposal going to get here?” Craig said, turning in a circle, trying to determine where best to begin their search.

Jackson glanced at the watch, pushing back the sleeve of his suit jacket. “The EOD team was on their way from Boulder City. Should be another fifteen or twenty minutes. We’ve got fifteen more agents coming in from Las Vegas, but we’re on our own for the time being.”

“Best we can do, I guess,” Craig said. “We have to be fast and efficient.”

García trotted back up, cradling his yellow hardhat, his face flushed. “I sounded the evacuation,” he said, breathless.

Craig called out, “Mr. García, help us think of where someone might place a bomb around here. Where would it cause the most damage?”

The supervisor looked up at the transformers, down into the channel of water where the terrorist had vanished, then up at the concrete expanse of the dam as though he couldn’t fathom anyone trying to destroy his precious machinery. “Do you want to cause structural damage, or knock out the power-generating capability, or flood water through the diversion channels?”

Goldfarb cleared his throat impatiently. “Hey guys, if I could make a suggestion while we’re looking inside—the Eagle’s Claw wants attention, right? They want to do something spectacular. They need to make a statement that’ll affect lots of people.”

“Like cracking the dam and flooding the southwestern United States?” Jackson said.

García stuttered. “No way! You’d need to crash an airplane full of dynamite into the dam wall in order to cause that kind of damage.”

“Then it must be somewhere inside,” Craig said grimly. “Let’s move it.”

They spread out through the main generating floor. Craig raised his voice, shouting to be heard over the hum of the machinery. “Mr. García, I spotted our suspect leaving that tunnel. Would you accompany me, please? Jackson, Goldfarb, you keep checking out the generator room. I looked at the first couple of turbines, but our guy could have rigged something else.”

“You bet,” Goldfarb said. The two agents set off at a rapid pace, while Craig and the shift supervisor rushed into the tunnel.

The tunnels ran through the canyon walls and the immense concrete dam like a network of blood vessels. Lit by garish round spotlights, the rock walls were rough and rugged, dusted with salty secretions. Haphazard sheets of corrugated plastic hung from the ceiling and walls to deflect dripping water that seeped from the rocks. Concrete gutters ran alongside the walkway.

“This tunnel goes to one of our main penstock pipes used for shunting the water in an emergency,” García said. Perspiration covered his face.

“And if one of those pipes were to be breached?” Craig asked. “Would it flood out the entire dam?”

“Not really,” García said. “The pipes are dry now. We’ve only used the shunt once, ten years ago, when there was a flood condition in Lake Mead.”

Craig scowled. “Any other ideas where he might plant his explosives?”

García screwed up his face. “Agent Kreident, this place was built to last two thousand years. I don’t believe there are any single points of failure.”

“Even if somebody blows up the generators?” Craig said, glancing at his watch again.

“We’ve got eight generators on this side alone,” García answered, nervously rubbing his hands together. “Arizona has nine on the other side. You could blow up one or two of the turbines, I suppose, but it still wouldn’t cause immediate and irreparable damage.”

“Unless whoever planted the bomb didn’t know that,” said Craig, looking around at the enormous machinery.

The two men jogged through the passage, looking at the power conduits and side storage chambers, but García dismissed all those as being unlikely targets. Craig began to wonder if the terrorist had managed to set up his explosive after all, or if he had merely been lying to cause a panic. The bomber could have a last laugh at
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