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Within the complex and largely undisclosed framework of 
the National Security Agency is a Department of Defense 

project known as the Defense Special Missile and Aerospace Center. 
Jointly administered by the NSA, the Defense Intelligence Agency, 
and the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, DEFSMAC is the 
focal point of U.S. missile and space intelligence, providing alerts, 
assessment, and analysis of foreign missiles and satellites to national 
agencies and command authorities.

Within DEFSMAC’s operational structure is a subbranch 
tasked with analyzing satellites and space-based hardware with 
a focus on rogue nations that possess or are actively working to-
ward possessing nuclear weapons. Working closely with the North 
American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), Space Defense 
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Operations Center (SPADOC), and the United States Northern 
Command (USNORTHCOM)—military commands located at 
the Cheyenne Mountain Operations Center in Colorado Springs—
it is staffed by senior intelligence analyst Naomi Hendricks, and 
mathematicians Scott Winter and Paul Lundgren.

Operationally, this unit is a branch of DEFSMAC. But among 
NSA administration and staff, and the military commands at 
CMOC, it is referred to as Rampart.

For the past ninety minutes, Hendricks, Winter and Lundgren 
had been analyzing a satellite launched that morning from the 
Semnan Space Center in Iran. Data from Space Surveillance Network 
showed rocket liftoff at 17:30:10 Iran Standard Time—14:00:10 
UTC—with the satellite reaching orbit seven minutes, fifty-eight 
seconds later. It was travelling 17,261 miles per hour at an altitude 
of 201 miles, completing one orbit every ninety-one minutes.

From this information and other data, Winter—a specialist in 
orbital mechanics—modeled the satellite’s track over a Mercator 
projection of the earth and displayed it on the main wall screen. On 
either side of this were smaller screens displaying data on this satel-
lite, as well as previous launches of Iranian satellites.

Hendricks knew without looking at the old data that today’s 
launch was a carbon copy of everything the Iranians had put up 
over the last nine years—altitude, inclination, orbital period. But 
in the back of her mind was the intelligence gathered on Iran over 
the last eighteen months concerning their relationship with North 
Korea, and specifically whether or not the North Koreans were shar-
ing nuclear weapons technology with the Kashani regime.

She returned to her desk and sat, feet up, a half-dozen pages of 
handwritten notes on her lap, then reached for the Department of 
Defense report she browsed earlier that morning detailing the Israeli 
attack against Iran. She read for a minute, then looked up at the or-
bital track, an idea taking shape in her mind that was troubling. She 



32

DANE RONNOW

was never comfortable with the launch of an Iranian satellite, but 
now she was worried. She turned to Winter and Lundgren. “So, ev-
erything we know tells us this is a surveillance satellite.”

“That’s the word,” Winter replied. He shot a foam basketball 
across the room. It sailed over Hendricks’ head, into a makeshift 
hoop attached to the opposite wall. “That’s five in a row,” he said 
to Lundgren. “You owe me lunch.” He crossed the room, watching 
Hendricks stare at the orbital track, then picked up the ball. “What’s 
on your mind, boss lady?”

“Just thinking,” she replied, looking back down at the report.
“When you get to the part that tells you Iran is going to launch a 

nuclear attack,” he said, “lie down until the feeling passes, okay?”
“Sure.”
Winter smiled, then tossed the ball to Lundgren. “You’re up, big 

guy.” Lundgren crouched and concentrated, squeezing the ball, eyes 
squinting at the basket across the room, then shot. The ball missed 
by eight feet. “You’re getting closer,” Winter said.

Lundgren laughed. “I really suck at this, don’t I?”
“Yeah,” Winter nodded. “But it’s fun to watch.”
Hendricks closed the folder and pushed away from her desk. 

“Did you guys read the official take on Israel tearing up Iran?” she 
asked.

“Yeah,” Winter said. “A real page-turner.”
“Couldn’t happen to a nicer bunch of terrorists,” Lundgren 

chuckled.
“Have they said anything?” she asked.
“Iran?”
“Yes.”
“Not that I’ve heard.”
“Death to Israel? Death to America?” She held up her hands. 

“Death to whoever is ticking them off at the moment?”
“Nothing,” Winter said.
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“Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”
“She’s right,” Lundgren said. “After that attack, they’d be scream-

ing their heads off.”
“The Russians too. Four of their ships are lying at the bottom of 

the Strait of Hormuz. Why aren’t they threatening us?” She crossed 
the room to the wall display and stood, arms folded. Her eyes traced 
the orbits, but her mind was on the Iranians, the Russians, and the 
intelligence linking North Korea and Iran. The more she thought 
about it, the more concerned she became.

In January 2016, a shipment of cargo from North Korea to Iran 
was flagged for study by intelligence agencies. It went through the 
usual analysis, but with little human intelligence to rely on, and sat-
ellite data proving inconclusive as to the nature of the cargo, further 
investigation was shelved a few weeks later.

At the time, Hendricks argued the cargo could be components 
for a bomb, a theory based on travel patterns of North Korean phys-
icists to Iran prior to the shipment. Without solid evidence, though, 
the idea had no traction, and by mid-February, nobody was talk-
ing about it. Four years later it was still on Hendricks’ mind, and, 
in fact, was precisely what she was thinking about now, looking at 
the orbital track.

Winter watched her for a few seconds, then walked around the 
desk and stood next her. “Tell me you’re not thinking it’s a bomb,” 
he said quietly.

“You know me,” Hendricks said. “The way I see it, the minute 
they can put one up there, they will.”

“Sure,” Winter replied. “You can plan on it. But they wouldn’t 
do it with a Safir. The most that rocket will lift is a couple hundred 
pounds. A weapon—and I assume you’re thinking nuclear—is go-
ing to run a ton or more.”

“Are you sure they launched it with a Safir?”
“It’s all they’ve got.”
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She nodded, then turned back to the orbital track, focusing 
on the sixth orbit. At 6:03 p.m. Eastern Time, the satellite would 
pass over Nogales, Arizona heading northeast, exiting the U.S. over 
Marquette, Michigan six minutes later. If she were plotting an ideal 
path and point of detonation for an electromagnetic pulse weapon, 
that would be it—right over the U.S. heartland.

She sighed. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this one, guys.”
Hendricks’ deepest concerns with Iran were their tactics in nego-

tiations—evasion and obfuscation—and their attempts to slow the 
progress of on-site IAEA inspections through diversion, and in some 
cases, outright refusal to allow access to sites, all while continuing 
work on a nuclear weapon under wraps.

When the White House announced in 2013 that an accord with 
Iran was on the table, many in the intelligence community quietly 
parted company with those who thought an agreement would force 
Iran to abandon its nuclear program. They weren’t outwardly vocal 
in their suspicion of Iran—at least to the point of inhibiting prog-
ress in the negotiations—but took a wait-and-see position, seeking 
to protect U.S. interests without burning bridges.

Six months after signing the accord in July 2015, Iran shipped 
the bulk of its low-enriched uranium to Russia, fulfilling a key pro-
vision of the nuclear deal. And while proponents of the accord cele-
brated this as a significant slowdown in the breakout time to a weap-
on, a majority of analysts—Hendricks among them—saw the loss of 
uranium as little more than a hiccup for Iran. The breakout time was 
set back a mere six months. And the nuclear reactor at Arak, which 
was to be shut down completely by the end of the year, was still op-
erational. And it was producing plutonium, an easier path to a nu-
clear weapon than uranium.

The most unsettling aspect in Hendricks’ mind was Iran’s long-
standing partnership with North Korea, beginning with the North’s 
first successful test of an atomic bomb. Following that, the two 
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countries collaborated on all things nuclear, from construction of 
centrifuges and the plutonium reactor at Arak, to development of 
missiles. And while sanctions cut off the shipment of missiles from 
North Korea to Iran, they didn’t eliminate the flow of information 
from Pyongyang—specifically, the technology needed to miniatur-
ize a warhead for use on an intercontinental ballistic missile. And it 
was this exchange that Hendricks considered most dangerous. This 
is what kept her up at night.

She turned from the orbital track. “None of this strikes you guys 
as out of the ordinary,” she said.

“I consider anything Iran launches into space out of the ordi-
nary,” Winter replied. “But a threat?” He shook his head. “No.”

“You guys remember the cargo that was shipped from Pyongyang 
to Tehran a few years ago? They moved it by truck to that weapons 
development facility.”

“Parchin,” Winter said.
“That’s what’s on my mind.”
“That is a seriously old theory, Naomi.”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“You remember satellites didn’t pick up a radiation signature on 

the cargo when it shipped from Pyongyang.”
“I do. And I’m fairly certain now it wasn’t the bomb, but the 

components to build it. Like I said back then, everything sits at 
Parchin while the Iranians are putting together enough plutonium 
to make it work. Once they have what they need, the North Koreans 
come back and assemble everything.”

“You’re serious about this?” Lundgren asked.
 “I think it would be smart to go back through the time line with 

the perspective we have from events over the last three weeks.”
“Déjà vu much?” Lundgren smiled.
“You have no idea, Paul.” Hendricks walked back to her desk 

and glanced down at her notes. “We’ve got North Koreans and 



36

DANE RONNOW

Iranians traveling back and forth between Tehran and Pyongyang. 
We know they’re physicists—bomb technicians. They’re hanging out 
at Parchin, a known bomb development facility. Then the shipment 
of cargo arrives.” She looked up from her notes. “Two months ago, 
a crate was shipped from Parchin to the launch facility at Semnan. 
The North Koreans are at the launch site when it shows up.” She 
paused, thinking. “And the Russians are there.”

“Wait,” Winter said. “You think the Russians are involved?”
“It’s a hunch.”
“Based on what?”
“Eighteen months of intelligence.”
“The same intelligence we’ve looked at a dozen different ways.”
“Try and keep up, Scott. Go back thirty seconds to what I just 

said, and throw in this,” she held up the DoD report, “Israel tak-
ing out Iran’s nuclear facilities, and Russia’s bright idea to go after a 
U.S. Navy aircraft carrier.” She held up her hands. “What can I say? 
There’s a connection.”

“Naomi,” Winter shook his head. “It’s a surveillance satellite. 
And there’s nothing—nada, zip, zero—to suggest otherwise. What 
is there to connect?”

“This is what she does,” Lundgren said. “She doesn’t shoot hoops. 
She doesn’t do math. She just looks for trouble.”

Hendricks shrugged. “Well, yeah, that’s my job. Whereas yours 
is . . . adding things, numbers—two plus whatever—and doing, you 
know . . . whatever.” She shrugged. “You play basketball. I look for 
threats to national security.”

“Are you asking which is more important?” Lundgren said.
Hendricks smiled. “You know, you guys are a lot of fun some-

times. Other times, you’re like having three good people gone.”
“Ouch,” Lundgren replied.
“We have a problem to solve.” She crossed the room to the wall 

display and pointed at the ground track’s sixth orbit. “See this? That’s 
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the satellite crossing the central U.S.” She turned and faced them. 
“If this is what I think it is and we don’t do something about it, a 
little over five hours from now the United States is going dark. No 
electricity. And it won’t be coming back any time soon.”

“You think it’s an EMP weapon?” Winter asked.
“It’s in orbit. They’re not going to drop it on us from up there. 

They’re going to set it off.” She walked back to her desk and sat. 
“Basketball tryouts are over, kids. Time to go to work.”

Lundgren pulled up a chair. “Did she just call us kids?”
“Don’t hold it against her,” Winter replied, sitting on the corner 

of her desk. “She’s busy thinking.”
“This is a recap,” Hendricks began. “The end of 2015, into 2016. 

December thirtieth, Iranians with a background in weapons devel-
opment travel to Pyongyang. One week later, North Korea con-
ducts its fourth nuclear weapons test. Three weeks after that, North 
Korean bomb techs travel to Tehran. While they’re there, the mys-
terious cargo is shipped from Pyongyang. It shows up at Chabahar, 
Iran’s southernmost seaport. They move it to the weapons develop-
ment facility at Parchin.

“Over the next two weeks, the North Koreans are camped at 
the weapons complex—doing what, we don’t know, because they’re 
in an underground facility and our satellites can’t detect anything. 
March eighth, they pack up and go home.

“Over the next six months the North Koreans and Iranians trav-
el back and forth eight times. On three separate occasions when the 
North Koreans are in Iran, they travel to Semnan. But every time 
they’re in the country, they’re at Parchin. As far as we know, the crate 
doesn’t move from the middle of March to the end of August.

“September second, Iranian bomb techs travel to Pyongyang. 
On the ninth, North Korea detonates it’s fifth nuclear weapon.” She 
set her notes on the desk. “You see a trend here?”

“Bomb geeks gone wild?” Lundgren said.
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“Close enough. So, how long would it take Iran to enrich enough 
plutonium for a warhead in the twenty- to fifty-kiloton range?”

“With what they had before the Stuxnet virus?” Winter said. “A 
year, to a year and a half.”

“All right. We know that Stuxnet shut down their production 
from June 2009 through late 2012, and talk of an accord was good 
reason for them to keep it zipped through July 2015.”

“Add the threat of sanctions,” Lundgren said, “and they’re idle 
through June 2016.”

“Now fast forward to late September last year,” Hendricks con-
tinued. “The North Koreans show up in Iran, head to Parchin and 
work under wraps until November fifteenth. Then a crate is moved 
to the Semnan launch complex, and the Russians show up.”

Winter nodded. “The time frame fits.”
“Bottom line, I think the satellite they launched this morning is 

a nuclear weapon.”
“It’s plausible,” Winter nodded. “Up to the point of trying to get 

it off the ground.” Hendricks sighed, then leaned back in her chair 
and closed her eyes. “Naomi,” Winter continued, “we’re all on the 
same page as far as Iran being a threat. And dropping a bomb on us 
the first chance they get? Nobody in this line of work thinks other-
wise.” He paused. “But not today.”

“There’s absolutely no way it’s a weapon?”
“It’s the rocket. It can’t lift the weight. And the Safir is the only 

thing they have.” He glanced at Lundgren, then back at Hendricks. 
“For the sake of discussion, let’s say they could lift it into orbit. I can 
imagine North Korea and Iran collaborating to attack the U.S. But 
I don’t see Russia in the mix. Yes, they were at the launch site when 
the North Koreans were there, but doing what?”

She turned to the wall display, looking at the orbital track, run-
ning things through her mind and trying to find a fit, all the while 
fighting a rising sense of frustration. Hendricks relied on Winter 



39

TWILIGHT’S LAST GLEAMING

and Lundgren to keep her in check. She was the right brain of 
Rampart—the imagination—chasing ideas regardless of how wild 
they seemed. Winter and Lundgren were the left side—logical, 
mathematicians focused on probability. The three of them worked 
together like a finely tuned machine, a system of checks and balanc-
es. But there were times when Hendricks felt like she was pushing a 
car without wheels across a parking lot.

She stood and faced them. “Think bigger. The pieces that make 
up this picture aren’t what we’re used to seeing.”

“That’s an understatement,” Winter said. “Russia deciding out 
of the wild blue to wipe out the United States? That’s a watershed. 
Economies topple. Battle lines are drawn.”

“Yeah. Funny thing about our economy, isn’t it?”
“That was China, not Russia.”
“Any idea why Russia would jump at China’s trade deal? Go back 

a half dozen years to Crimea being seized by force. The U.S. pounds 
Russia with sanctions against their banks, corporations—pretty 
much everyone who has any influence. The EU slaps them with 
travel bans. Then Russia muscles Ukraine. We put a choke hold on 
their energy and defense sectors and push Turkey to block their gas 
pipeline. By the first quarter 2015, their GDP is toast. They—”

“Naomi.” Winter held up his hand. “I get it. We crushed them 
economically. But they didn’t launch this satellite.”

“Listen, Scott. Russia got fed up, plain and simple. They’d had 
enough. Iran hatched a plan with North Korea to take us out, and 
Russia was ready to be a part of it. The attack on the Truman that 
triggered the destruction of their ships was to justify their role in 
this.” She paused. “It was a sacrifice to set the stage.”

Winter smiled and shook his head. “You asked if I can say there’s 
absolutely no way that’s a weapon. I can’t. What I can say—and I’m 
saying it because part of my job is to keep things in the realm of 
probability—is this is a stretch, even for you.”



40

DANE RONNOW

“Come on, Scott.”
“You get out there, Naomi. I’m not saying that’s bad. Some of 

our best work has come from you climbing out on a limb and dan-
gling in the breeze. You’re fearless.”

“But.”
“This is past that. It’s beyond belief.”
“You don’t like the idea of a nuclear bomb in orbit.”
“I’m quirky.”
Hendricks pointed at the orbital track. “What would we be talk-

ing about if that satellite had been launched this morning from 
Pyongyang?” Winter stared at her, then looked at Lundgren.

“She’s right,” Lundgren said. “We’re not ready for Iran to have a 
nuclear weapon. A year from now? Maybe. Naomi looks at this and 
asks, ‘What if North Korea gave them a bomb three months ago?’” 
Hendricks started to speak, but Lundgren stopped her. “Let me hit 
replay,” he said, “but from a different angle.”

“Dazzle me,” Winter said.
“Last Friday, Israel sends everything they’ve got against Iran. They 

tear the place apart. They take out defensive missile sites, which, of 
course, makes sense since they’re flying an attack. But they destroy 
air bases too. And Iran’s two offensive missile sites. Technically, it’s 
an act of war. But—and this is a big but—Israel has the support of 
the U.S. One of the constants in the Middle East is that Iran won’t 
attack Israel no matter how badly they want to, for fear of U.S. re-
taliation. And our commander-in-chief is very fond of Israel.

“Russia, who is watching from the Strait of Hormuz, decides to 
test Wheeler’s resolve. They start with a response to the attack by the 
Israelis and Saudis. Then, in a brain-gone-haywire moment, they at-
tack the U.S. Navy. It’s suicide, but there it is nonetheless.”

“The sacrifice,” Winter said.
“From Naomi’s point of view, yes.”
“Go on.”
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“When the smoke clears, Iran and Russia know for a fact that 
both Israel and President Wheeler are serious as a heart attack.

“Now throw in North Korea. The one thing they have in com-
mon with Iran—apart from being certifiably insane—is they hate 
the U.S. in a wildly deranged way. And the big difference between 
them and Russia is that Russia would never start a war with us, mu-
tually assured destruction being what it is. Iran and North Korea 
would because they don’t think from one minute to the next.”

Hendricks pointed a finger. “And Russia knows they would.”
“Exactly,” Lundgren said. “The question then becomes, if the 

U.S. could be taken out before it could launch missiles—and I mean 
in a heartbeat—”

“Electromagnetic pulse,” Hendricks nodded.
“—would Russia care that the U.S. as a global economic force is 

gone? No. Whether China cares or not doesn’t matter—it’s too late. 
They become strategic partners with Russia and move on.”

“Russia becomes the sole provider of natural gas to Europe and 
the Middle East,” Hendricks said. “Iran becomes the leader in oil. 
And what does China need more than U.S. consumers?”

“Oil,” Winter replied.
“Exactly. China becomes the world’s economic superpower. 

Russia and Iran dominate the Middle East. Goodbye, Israel.”
Winter looked at Lundgren, then back at Hendricks. “Goodbye, 

America,” he said quietly.
“It makes sense,” Lundgren said.
Winter stared at the floor for a moment, shaking his head. “This 

is so far out there I feel like I need a telescope to see it.”
“I know, Scott,” Hendricks replied. “When I said think bigger, 

this is what I meant.” She paused. “I need you to find something 
wrong with it.”

“I’m trying.” He looked at Hendricks, then past her, his mind 
poring over the last twenty minutes of discussion. He walked slow-
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ly across the room, absorbed in thought, glancing up at the orbit-
al track. Then he turned back to Hendricks. “Would Russia be in-
volved in something like this, knowing we could still hit them with 
sub-launched weapons after our grid has collapsed?”

“Orders from NORAD.”
“Yes. CMOC is bullet-proof. Even after the lights go out, anyone 

inside that mountain can still contact the subs.”
“I think Russia believes their role in this won’t be discovered. 

They’re going to hang everything on Iran and North Korea.”
Winter held up his hands. “I can’t find anything wrong with it. 

Other than lifting a heavy weapon into orbit.” He paused. “I hate to 
keep bringing it up, Naomi, but they didn’t do this with the Safir.”

Hendricks sat down and closed her eyes, rubbing her temples 
with her fingertips, then looked at the orbital track, wondering now 
if she was chasing this theory simply because it validated her worst 
fears about Iran. She had the utmost respect for Winter’s opinion, for 
his ability to look at arguments logically, free of emotion. Lundgren’s 
too. At the same time, she couldn’t ignore her feeling about this sat-
ellite, a feeling so strong she felt it was screaming at her.

Then it hit her, and she practically jumped out of her chair. “I 
don’t believe it—it’s been staring me in the face all along. CMOC 
would have a heat signature on the launch, wouldn’t they?”

“Sure,” Winter replied.
Hendricks pointed at him. “The rocket was Russian. That’s why 

they were at the launch site.”
Winter stared at her for a moment. “That would change every-

thing. Paul, check SSN. I’ll check CMOC.”
Hendricks turned back to the orbital track. She was anxious to 

close this loose end, but fully aware that with each step toward a res-
olution, they moved closer to a terrifying reality. If that was a weap-
on orbiting Earth, things were going to change dramatically. If it 
was an EMP weapon, it could all be over in an instant.
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“Bingo,” Winter said a minute later, looking up from his com-
puter. “Heat signature was from a Russian Zenit.”

Lundgren stood. “That has a fifteen-ton lift capacity.”
“Why would they use that?” Hendricks asked.
“No clue,” Lundgren replied. “They could have lifted a five-

megaton warhead with an Angara—smaller rocket, less fuel and a 
lot easier to set up and launch.”

“The question I have,” Winter said, “is why didn’t we get this tid-
bit with the orbital data two hours ago?”

Hendricks turned to her desk and dialed the direct line to the 
Cheyenne Mountain complex, then hit speaker. It rang twice.

“Colonel Keating here.”
“Naomi Hendricks at Rampart. Have you got a minute?”
“Yes.”
“We just queried the CMOC database on the Iranian satellite 

launched today. The heat signature is from a Russian Zenit.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Ms. Hendricks, 

can I put you on hold for a minute?”
“Yes.”
Forty-five seconds later, the gravelly voice of General Wilson 

Tuckett, commander of NORAD, came on the line. “This is General 
Tuckett, Ms. Hendricks. It pains me to admit it, but this heat signa-
ture was lost in the shuffle. It should have been flagged hours ago.”

“Are you concerned about it?”
“I’m trying to think of a good reason to use that rocket to lift a 

satellite. More importantly, I’m wondering why Russia would give 
the Iranians a heavy-lift launch vehicle regardless of what they were 
putting up there.”

“Sir, we’re looking at intelligence gathered over the last eighteen 
months on Iran and North Korea. With this heat signature, we be-
lieve the satellite could be a nuclear weapon.”

“Russian?”
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“North Korean. We think they helped Iran build a bomb. The 
Zenit would be more than capable of lifting it into orbit.”

“What’s your bottom line?”
“We think it’s an electromagnetic pulse weapon.”
“Jesus,” Tuckett whispered.
At that moment Hendricks was hit with the enormity of the 

situation. As an analyst, she was all about the details, working 
through a theory as if it were a massive jigsaw puzzle, focusing on 
the colors and contour, the fit of the pieces. Lundgren and Winter—
mathematicians—were the same. Together they hammered out con-
cepts that were mind-numbing in complexity, sometimes never 
pushing back until everything had fallen into place.

General Tuckett was a big-picture person. He understood EMP 
inside and out. He saw the endgame immediately. Hendricks sat 
down and drew a slow breath. “Sir, the satellite crosses the U.S. be-
tween 6:03 and 6:09 Eastern Time tonight, tracking over the cen-
tral U.S. at around 6:05. Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota—we see 
those as possible points of detonation.”

“Have you told your directors?”
“We’re still working it out. I wanted your take on the Zenit.”
“Make the call, Ms. Hendricks. Get it in front of them ASAP. If 

you’re right about this, every minute counts.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We’ll look at it on our end, see if our people have any ideas.” He 

paused. “I hope you’re wrong about this, Ms. Hendricks.”
“So do I, General.”
“Tell Attwood to get with us if he has any questions.”
“I will, sir. Thank you.” Hendricks ended the call, then turned to 

Winter. “Your thoughts.”
“As wild as it is to contemplate,” he replied, “it’s actionable.”
“We’ve got to be rock-solid on this, guys.” She pointed at her 

phone. “I’m going to call Attwood. He’s going to want credible. If he 
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gets it, this could end up in front of the president. Now rewind the 
last thirty minutes. More than being plausible, is it credible?” 

“The intel’s good,” Winter said. “The reasoning is sound. The 
Russian booster is the tipping point.”

“Can you think of any reason to use a rocket that big to put a 
satellite in orbit?”

“No. But I agree with Tuckett. The question is why would Russia 
give Iran a heavy-lift vehicle for any reason, satellite or otherwise?” 
He paused. “If this is what we think it is, it would have been in the 
works at least six months ago. That rocket was sitting on the launch 
pad at the Semnan Space Center ready to boost a warhead long be-
fore Israel bombed Iran’s nuclear facilities and the Navy sunk those 
Russian warships in the Gulf.”

“I know.” She turned to Lundgren. “What do you think?”
“It’s solid,” Lundgren replied. “But we’re analysts, not politicians. 

You’ve got to keep that in mind when you’re talking to Attwood. 
Donovan too.”

“You think there may be some resistance.”
“Naomi, this is huge.”
“He’s right,” Winter said. “Jump to the end—Donovan signs on 

and sits down with the president. Now put yourself in Wheeler’s 
shoes. This isn’t like closing a train station, a bridge, or a stadium 
based on a terrorist threat. This is the immediate shutdown of every 
nuclear power plant in the country. Grounding all air traffic. And 
that’s just for starters.”

Lundgren nodded. “Logistically, it’s Mount Everest.”
Hendricks picked up the phone and dialed the director of 

DEFSMAC. He answered on the first ring.
“Michael Attwood.”
“Naomi Hendricks in Rampart, sir. We have a threat.”
“I’ll be there in three minutes.”
“Thank you.”
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She hung up the phone and turned to face the wall displays. 
“Let’s get visuals up there. Dump the old satellite data. Scott, cal-
culate the line-of-sight distance an electromagnetic pulse will travel 
from two hundred miles above . . . Kansas?”

“That’s the geographic center of the U.S.,” Winter said. “If I 
wanted to maximize the effect of an EMP, I’d set it off over Nebraska. 
Maybe even South Dakota. In northern latitudes, the earth’s mag-
netic field is stronger. It’s going to push the pulse toward the equa-
tor. By the time it hits the ground, it will be centered at least two 
hundred miles south of where the weapon was in orbit.”

“Make it South Dakota,” Hendricks replied. “Paul, put together 
three maps of North America—physical, political and population 
density. Take Scott’s data and overlay all three maps with a red circle 
showing the affected area.”

“Weapon yield?” Lundgren asked.
“Fifty kilotons, high gamma output.”
Ninety seconds later the displays flickered, and three maps ap-

peared. Hendricks stood in front of the screen displaying the popula-
tion density map. The red circle extended from approximately three 
hundred miles off the coast of California, east to Nova Scotia, and 
from the Northwest Territories in Canada, south to El Salvador.

“My God,” she whispered, “that’s all of North America.”
“Ninety-seven percent of the population,” Lundgren replied.
“No electricity. No lights. No heat.” She paused. “No food or 

running water.”
Hendricks closed her eyes. Her worst fears of a nuclear attack by 

Iran were underway. She knew the outcome, and there was nothing 
she could do to steer events leading up to it, or slow them down. All 
she could do was watch them unfold.

“Welcome to my nightmare,” she said quietly.


