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Part I










Prologue


Juan Pablo Granda stepped into a small office in a middle-class neighborhood in the permanently foggy city of Lima, Perú, on February 18, 2013.00


The lights were off.


He couldn’t see.


As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Granda began to make out menacing shapes: two men, short and squat, with handguns strapped to their hips. Behind them, their boss sat at a desk. A single-barreled shotgun leaned against the wall.


Granda, a thirty-one-year-old Florida State University graduate with degrees in international business and management, wasn’t there to buy cocaine or weapons, as the room’s bristling tension might suggest.


He was there to buy gold, the metal that has mystified, entranced, and led human beings to destroy themselves since the dawn of time.


The office belonged to one of the biggest gold exporters in Perú, a developing South American nation where precious-metals brokers sometimes operate more like drug dealers than suit-and-tie commodities traders. Where Africa has its “blood diamonds,” Perú and its neighbors in South America have “dirty gold”—and much of it ends up in jewelry and electronic goods purchased by unsuspecting consumers in the United States.


The metal Granda sought is produced by a little known and incredibly destructive criminal economy fueled by the cocaine trade. Under the nose of governments and law enforcement agencies around the world, dirty gold has infiltrated the global precious-metals industry. Deep in Perú’s Amazon rain forest, tens of thousands of struggling wildcat miners use backhoes, pickaxes, and high-powered hoses to rip the metal from pristine jungle riverbanks and toxic mercury to strip it from rock. Violent drug traffickers and other criminal gangs control many of the mines and smuggling routes. Mining camps are overrun by vermin and disease. Women and children are coerced into the sex trade to serve the hard-living miners, who travel from Perú’s mountains and coasts to find some of the most lucrative work available in this country of 32.5 million people. Nearly half of the people who live in Perú’s rural highlands, along its jungle rivers, or on the edges of its subtropical deserts do so in poverty, many without running water, electricity, or basic healthcare.00 Illegal gold mining is one of the best ways out.


The miners have turned an area in Perú’s southeastern rain forest known as La Pampa into one of the hemisphere’s largest illegal gold mines, a giant tear-drop-shaped desert that stretches more than forty-two square miles. In La Pampa, anywhere from thirty thousand to forty thousand men, women, and children dig through the muck day and night in search of the elusive metal. While the rain forests of the surrounding province, Madre de Dios (Mother of God), support some of the richest wildlife found anywhere on Earth, La Pampa has been transformed into a hostile, alien planet. For every ounce of gold the miners extract, researchers estimate that they leave behind nine tons of waste, amid giant craters filled with chemical-tainted water colored in unearthly shades of electric blue and metallic orange.00


Thanks in part to mines like La Pampa, South America’s old-growth rain forest is being turned into a desolate wasteland. After fossil fuel combustion, deforestation is believed to be the second-leading driver of climate change. In Perú alone, an area bigger than all five boroughs of New York City has been stripped to bare, mottled earth.00 The story is the same across much of the Amazon. Although loggers and cattle ranchers tear down far more jungle than miners, the mercury used in illicit gold mining can poison the rain forest and local peoples for generations.


For Perú’s government, La Pampa became something even more sinister than an environmental catastrophe: a toxic stew of poverty and criminality, where police dared not tread and international and Peruvian laws were mere conjecture. If miners wanted to sleep with underage girls, there was a price for that. If they needed to settle a score, La Pampa’s mining pits were ready-made graves with no undertaker to ask questions.


“You can find everything in there . . . abuses of every kind,” Peruvian defense minister José Huerta Torres said. “And that’s not to mention the ecological barbarities that are being committed against the Amazon.”00


Although solutions do exist—including less destructive forms of mining that would actually increase gold yields—there is little will to solve the problems as long as the gold keeps flowing. And the rush of gold won’t stop as long as there are men like Granda who come from overseas to buy it.


By the time he stepped into that dark Lima office, Granda knew all about the evils of illegal mining—he just didn’t care. His job was to acquire gold for NTR Metals, the Miami subsidiary of Dallas-based Elemetal, one of the largest international gold-trading companies in the United States. As much gold as he could possibly find.


For Granda, convincing the Peruvian gold dealer to agree to an exclusive relationship with NTR could jump-start his new career, one that followed jobs in South Florida selling subprime mortgages and classes for an online university.


Granda launched into a carefully crafted pitch. NTR had the best prices, Granda told the gold dealer—and could pay faster than any of its competitors. He had seen how rival American firms operating in Perú misweighed and undervalued the gold that suppliers brought in to sell.


“You’re getting ripped off,” Granda said.


The Peruvian gold dealer was impressed. He was the second in command in his office—which, it turned out, was dark not for purposes of intimidation but because of one of Lima’s frequent power outages. He invited Granda and his fellow NTR salesman, Renato Rodriguez, to join his boss for dinner that evening.


Over a meal of ceviche, Perú’s signature citrus-cured raw fish dish, they closed the deal. The rookie trader had won his first client for NTR.


It wouldn’t be his last.


Over the next few years, Granda, Rodriguez, and their boss, a savvy British-born salesman named Samer Barrage, would help NTR’s parent company, Elemetal, dominate Latin America’s often dangerous and corrupt gold market, going from importing a few bars per month to doing $1 billion worth of business in a single year. By the end of their run, they had traded $3.6 billion of gold.


The three NTR gold traders thrived on cutting deals with a roguish cast of precious-metals suppliers, customs officials, and money men. Their bosses in Dallas turned around and sold that dirty gold to some of the biggest corporations in the United States, including nearly seventy Fortune 500 clients.00 Apple, Google, Lockheed Martin, Macy’s, and many more—unaware of the gold’s tainted origin—bought Elemetal’s product, turning the metal into watches, jewelry, and smartphones for millions of Americans.


NTR’s success wouldn’t go unnoticed.


US federal law enforcement agents had been sniffing around the gold industry for years. They suspected the trade in Latin America had ties to narco-trafficking. But they didn’t know just how destructive illegal mining was—or why the United States should care. To contend with NTR, it would take an ambitious, bow-tie-wearing Miami prosecutor and a team of federal investigators from three different agencies more used to battling each other for turf than collaborating against international criminal syndicates. The feds would christen themselves “The Fellowship of the Ring”—named after the fractious crew of J. R. R. Tolkien characters tasked with destroying Sauron’s evil golden ring of power. By the end of their investigation, the prosecutors and agents would come to see dirty gold as one of the most serious environmental and human rights catastrophes of the twenty-first century.


Perhaps no one has described the crisis with the searing moral clarity of Pope Francis, who visited Madre de Dios in 2018 and witnessed what he called unadulterated cruelty.


Addressing thousands of people who had traveled for days by canoe, foot, and minibus to hear him speak, Francis described the gold industry as a clash between two worlds. On one side were the rapacious miners and multinationals who were feeding the vanity of unwitting consumers in places like New York, Miami, Paris, and Hong Kong. On the other side were the locals, who were forced by economic circumstances to participate in the destruction of their own ecosystem and health.


Gold, Francis told his audience, was a pernicious and corrupting idol.00


It was, he said, a “false god that demands human sacrifice.”










Chapter 1


The Party


Three days after clinching his first gold deal, Juan Pablo Granda clutched a toilet in the bathroom of Lima’s trendy beachside restaurant Costa Verde, vomiting uncontrollably.


A torrent of bitter stomach acid mixed with pisco sours—Perú’s supersweet, deadly strong national drink—rained down into the porcelain bowl.


It had been a hell of a birthday party for his company’s biggest supplier, Pedro David Pérez Miranda, a muscular playboy with a thick mane of curly black hair who had been dubbed “Peter Ferrari” by the local press for his love of European sports cars, tight shirts, and beautiful women. Rumors of his fondness for plastic surgery abounded, including speculation that his tight buttocks were aided by implants. Ferrari spared no expense on his fifty-third birthday. A bottle of Johnnie Walker stood on each table. Gold Label, of course. Models and expensively suited men danced to the rhythms of a live salsa band. The room screamed money—and not necessarily the legitimate kind. In Perú, the world’s second-leading producer of cocaine, the flashy Pérez Miranda had been dodging allegations for two decades that he dealt in stronger stuff than gold.


Granda was starting his new job traveling Latin America and the Caribbean as a gold buyer for Miami-based NTR Metals. His boss, Samer Barrage, and the more experienced salesman Renato Rodriguez had brought him to the party on February 21, 2013.


The three men had known each other in Miami for nearly a decade before going to work for NTR. Now, twenty-six hundred miles south in Perú, they were embarking on a grand adventure.


Granda, short and round-faced with jet-black hair, was the baby of the bunch, a hard-working, hard-partying bachelor from the suburbs south of Miami who had recently earned his MBA.00


Rodriguez, forty, was a working-class family man born to Ecuadorian immigrants and raised in Brooklyn.00 He went by “Ronnie.” On his arms, he wore three tattoos: his father’s signature, his daughter’s footprints, and the postmark from the letter that his father had mailed his mother asking her to marry him. He was a big man, six foot one and 280 pounds, sensitive about his weight, and desperate to fit in with Barrage and Granda, both handsome and suave. When the other two called him “Fat Ronnie,” as they often did, the nickname stung. But Rodriguez didn’t fight back. He yearned to be one of the gang. On their business trips across South America, when Granda and Barrage frequently hired escorts at local hotels, Rodriguez would shed his family-man exterior and join them.


Barrage, thirty-six, was the boss, more worldly and sophisticated than his subordinates.00 Born in London, he spoke with a posh British accent and owned homes in Nicaragua and Spain. His brother worked at a top law firm in Washington, DC. His son went to an elite Miami prep school that produced half the city’s mayors, lawyers, and judges.


They were three amigos, alike in their ambition and disregard for following the rules. They hungered for their vision of the American Dream. And Miami, America’s modern-day Casablanca, was the best place to find it. Because of its proximity to Latin America, Miami had become the United States’ gold-import capital, the center of a multi-billion-dollar gold industry that sells metal to hundreds of Fortune 500 companies and central banks.


The global supply chain rests on exporters like Pérez Miranda. For a year, Barrage and Rodriguez had cultivated the man better known as Peter Ferrari, finally stealing his business away from a rival Miami gold company in 2012. It was a major coup. Pérez Miranda didn’t own any mines himself; rather, he was a “collector” or “aggregator” of metal that he bought from miners and smaller dealers. These brokers—in Spanish called comercializadoras—feed jungle metal from places like La Pampa, the giant illegal rain forest mine, into our pockets, through our ears, and around our fingers, wrists, and necks.


When Granda was finally done throwing up at Peter Ferrari’s birthday party, Barrage and Rodriguez helped him from the bathroom to a couch in the restaurant’s lounge. He took a fifteen-minute nap and then jumped up and started drinking again.


There was no time to rest. With Ferrari as a major client, the Americans believed they had bought a lucrative one-way ticket into the narcotics-fueled netherworld of illegal gold trading in Perú. Drug traffickers, always seeking ways to launder their money and appear to the outside world as legitimate businessmen, had started investing their cocaine cash in South America’s informal gold-mining industry. It was a perfect cover.


Trading gold made financial sense, too. Between 1999 and 2011, the price of a single, fourteen-pound gold bar skyrocketed from $51,000 to $390,000, driven by terrorist attacks, financial insecurity, and a searing hunger for jewelry and electronics in the consumer markets of India, China, and the United States.00 In America, the boom was helped by bullish gold bugs like Fox News host Glenn Beck, who produced fear-mongering advertisements urging listeners to invest in the reliable metal.


Most of the world’s gold comes from mines controlled by multinational conglomerates. Just five countries produce half the world’s annual gold supply: China (roughly 400 tons per year), Australia (300 tons per year), Russia (295 tons per year), the United States (210 tons per year), and Canada (180 tons per year).00


Those big mines have a host of problems: They destroy mountains, ravage landscapes, and contaminate the air, water, and soil. In countries with weak labor protections where gold is also mined—like Indonesia, South Africa, and Ghana—the big mines are known to exploit workers. But big mines are generally subject to far more regulations, and are more free from the influence of organized crime, than the industry that has come to be known as informal, or “artisanal,” mining. The informal miners work outside the regulated government system.


There is nothing artisanal about how the vast majority of them mine; they are not craft cheese makers or country vintners. Rather, they are people desperately trying to earn a living through subsistence mining, with little education or access to financing and safe equipment. Because of their crude methods, the small-scale miners have become the world’s largest source of mercury pollution, releasing an estimated 1,400 tons of the dangerous chemical into the earth’s environment every year. As big mines and traditional sources of gold tap out, the growth in the small-scale mining industry has been tremendous. Twenty-five years ago, an estimated six million people worked in small-scale mines. Today, the World Bank estimates a hundred million artisanal miners worldwide are active in eighty countries, producing 20 percent of the global gold supply. At least a third of them are believed to be women and children. They abound in remote areas of underdeveloped countries in Latin America, Africa, and Southeast Asia.00


Elemetal, NTR’s parent company, saw the small-scale miners as an opportunity. Before the Great Recession caused prices to spike, Elemetal only bought gold domestically, operating a chain of “We Buy Gold” stores across the United States. The storefronts took in metal from pawnshops, antique stores, and people looking to junk their heirlooms and old coins. But in 2012, the company expanded its operations abroad, to Latin America, where the legion of artisanal miners was carving a valuable new supply of gold out of the jungle.00 Elemetal quickly surpassed its competitors as the largest buyer of South American gold. The rapid expansion brought the American company into contact with unsavory characters like Ferrari, particularly in the major gold-producing nations of Perú, Colombia, and Bolivia, which supply 40 percent of raw gold exports to the United States—and all of its cocaine. Thanks to the three amigos’ aggressive sales tactics and see-no-evil approach, NTR Metals would buy nearly $1 billion worth of Peruvian gold by the end of 2013, or one of every two ounces of Peruvian metal heading for Miami.00


Granda, Barrage, and Rodriguez were far from the only traders buying dirty gold in Latin America.


They were simply the best at it.


 


Even as a kid growing up in the flat, sprawling suburbs south of Miami, Juan Pablo Granda was fascinated by gold.


When his parents took him to visit his native Ecuador, which he’d left as a small child, Granda begged them to buy him one of the gold chains hanging in Quito’s outdoor markets. “Gold is in my blood,” Granda told his friends after joining NTR Metals in late 2012. “The Incas worshipped gold. It’s in the water down there.”


Named after Pope John Paul II, the Quito-born Granda became the man of the house as a young teen, when his parents split up and his father and older brother moved back to Ecuador. His mother, who worked in sales for wholesale flower companies, needed support—and Granda was clever and hard-working enough to provide it. He brought gum to school to sell to his friends. One winter, he hawked Christmas trees. He enrolled in one of the best high schools in Miami-Dade County, studying business and finance. Even though he stood barely five feet six inches, his tenacity and speed won him a starting spot as a cornerback on the school’s football team. His grades were strong enough to earn a scholarship to Florida State University.


In 2004, Granda graduated from FSU with a double major in international business and management. He was so broke he had to borrow twenty dollars from a friend to fill up his car for the eight-hour drive south to Miami, where he moved back into his mother’s modest suburban home. Work quickly found him. Thanks to a fraternity brother, Granda landed a job selling subprime loans for home lender Household Finance—a subsidiary of the financial giant HSBC—just as Miami’s real estate market was peaking with record-high prices.


During the heady days of the housing bubble, anyone who wanted a loan could walk into a storefront and come out with money for a brand-new home.


Granda made $90,000 in his first year. He leased a Lexus 350. He bought a three-bedroom house on a lakefront in Cutler Bay, close to where he grew up, for $275,000. His down payment? Five bucks.


The job was mostly phone sales. In the office, the bosses showed them movies like Boiler Room and Glengarry Glen Ross, not as cautionary tales about the pitfalls of unethical salesmanship but as inspiration. The films were required viewing. Alec Baldwin’s famous speech from Glengarry Glen Ross became a mantra for the testosterone-driven young salesmen.


“Coffee is for closers,” they would shout as they sold homes to people who couldn’t afford them.00


It was in this hothouse that Granda met the two men who would one day bring him on to their team of Miami’s top gold dealers. Working in the subprime industry couldn’t have been better training.


Renato Rodriguez was the manager at the loan office. Rodriguez and Granda didn’t spend time together outside the office, but they did bond over their shared Ecuadorian heritage. At work, Rodriguez certified Granda as a fluent Spanish speaker, allowing him to earn more money.


Samer Barrage managed a branch the next town over. Rodriguez had hired him at a job fair a few years earlier and the talented Barrage rose quickly.


Barrage grew up in England in the 1980s. He was eleven when his parents split up. Two years later, he was packed off to boarding school. When he was seventeen, his mother married an American doctor and the family left for a new life in Macon, Georgia. By 2001, he had graduated from college, moved to Miami, started working for HSBC, gotten married, and had a son. While working full-time, he earned an MBA at the University of Miami.


In South Florida, the Barrage and Rodriguez families grew close, buoyed by successful careers. Selling subprime mortgages was easy money—until suddenly it wasn’t. The real estate market didn’t just crash in 2007. It imploded, wiping out the savings of a nation and costing many homeowners their heavily mortgaged properties. Soon, Cutler Bay, the city south of Miami where Granda worked and had grown up—with its newly built pool-filled subdivisions that desperate homeowners could no longer afford—boasted the highest foreclosure rate in Miami-Dade County.00 It seemed to happen so fast. Six months before Granda was laid off, he had been promoted to manager and opened a new branch. Now, with no income, he stopped paying his mortgage so he could short-sell his house, returned his Lexus to buy his mother’s Acura, and moved in with a friend in Fort Lauderdale. Barrage’s marriage fell apart and he divorced.


Gloom hung over Miami. But the three amigos landed on their feet.


Barrage took a job as a sales manager at Kaplan University, one of the leaders in the booming field of for-profit higher education, which reeled in students who couldn’t gain admission at traditional schools. Soon, he was promoted to director of the graduate admissions department. Barrage threw Granda a lifeline, hiring him as a salesman. Instead of selling the dream of a home, Granda was now selling the dream of higher education. The product didn’t matter. Granda knew what he was really selling was himself. He was pursuing an MBA at Kaplan, he told prospective students. Why would he pitch them something he didn’t believe in himself?


The hustle at Kaplan was lucrative, mainly because of easy-to-get federal government loans for students. But the school and others like it were criticized for make extravagant promises about the value of their degrees that left many students deeply in debt and unable to repay given the low wage jobs they tended to secure after graduation.11 The Obama administration pushed to crack down.


Barrage, who by this point had remarried, didn’t stick around for Kaplan’s decline. In early 2011, he left for a new job. Something to do with gold, he told Granda. He didn’t say much. They fell out of touch.


Then, more than a year later, in December of 2012, Barrage called Granda at home out of the blue.


“Unless you’re happier than a pig in shit,” he said, “I’ve got the perfect job for you.”










Chapter 2


Moths to the Flame


Gold has exerted a powerful dominion over humankind for millennia.


Human beings have laid their dead to rest alongside hoards of the lustrous metal as far back as 4600 BCE, when the Neolithic Varna culture of modern-day Bulgaria, known for its skill in metallurgy, began to construct a vast cemetery containing more than three hundred graves.


The Varna necropolis was the first recorded instance of gold being deposited at a burial site.00 But even then gold was the preserve of only the wealthiest: Just four graves contained more than three-quarters of all the gold that modern-day archaeologists have unearthed across the entire cemetery. One highly revered man, a chieftain presumably, was discovered “adorned with gold bangles, necklaces made from gold beads, heavy gold pendants, and delicate, pierced gold disks that once hung from his clothes,” according to Smithsonian Magazine. In his hands, the man held a gold-handled axe. Lying next to him was the strangest discovery of all: a penis sheath made entirely of gold.


Later, the powerful pharaohs of Egypt insisted on being entombed clothed in gold, which they called the “flesh of the gods.” In Greek mythology, a golden apple sparked the Trojan War of Homeric lore roughly twelve hundred years before the birth of Christ. And, millennia later, when the Incas went on the warpath in the fifteenth century—transforming themselves from a small highland tribe into one of the Southern Hemisphere’s greatest empires—they absorbed their rivals’ miners, artisans, and goldsmiths with religious zeal.


For the Incas, gold and silver held mystical qualities that connected them with the cosmos and their origins. The sun, Inti, was a deity and yellow gold was his earthly manifestation: “the sweat of the sun.”


As the Incas scoured their growing empire for precious metals, they went beyond simple panning techniques and began gouging into mountains chasing veins of the sacred substance.


And when Christopher Columbus set sail for the New World, he remarked in his journal: “O, most excellent gold! Who has gold has a treasure [that] even helps souls to paradise.”00


The arrival of the Spanish radically rewrote the New World’s relationship with the metal. Although the Incas and the Aztecs prized gold for its natural attributes and beauty, it wasn’t used as currency.


For the Spanish, the golden statues, vessels, and idols they found in the Americas were literal money—as soon as they could be melted down and pressed into coins.


Thanks to Sir Isaac Newton, who, as England’s Master of the Mint, in 1717 standardized the price of gold, the metal known by the chemical symbol Au became the basis of modern currencies and the underpinning of the global financial system.


Gold became so precious—and remains so today—because it combines nearly all the qualities sought by craftspeople: virtual indestructibility, luminous beauty, easy workability, and extreme rarity.


Very little gold actually exists in the world.


The metal was formed hundreds of millions of years ago in the fiery furnaces of distant stars bursting into supernovas.00 Brought to Earth by meteorites crashing into the planet’s surface, it was buried deep below the crust, where it has waited for us. Since humanity’s dawn, fewer than 200,000 tons of gold have been pulled from the earth, more than two-thirds of that since 1950.00 All the gold ever mined would fit into roughly three Olympic-size swimming pools.00 (A great deal of precious metal also resides far out of human reach at the earth’s core.) Humans have visited terrible wars and atrocities on one another to possess it.


“Gold has always had this kind of magic,” Peter L. Bernstein, author of the book The Power of Gold, told National Geographic in 2009. “But it’s never been clear if we have gold—or gold has us.”


 


It was Samer Barrage’s Nicaragua-born second wife, Iska, who got him into the gold business in Miami.


Like him, she had been working at Kaplan University but left in 2010 when a job as an office manager opened at NTR Metals.00 The branch was housed near Miami International Airport in a one-story warehouse in the industrial suburb of Doral, about forty-five minutes west of downtown Miami. NTR Metals bought scrap metal like old watches and rings from pawnshops, antique stores, and other gold scavengers. Buying scrap was a booming business, thanks to the long tail of the Great Recession. Many people lucky enough to hold gold were looking to trade it for cash.


As 2010 drew to a close, Iska and her husband flew to Dallas for a Christmas party hosted by NTR’s parent company, Elemetal. The couple struck up a conversation about Elemetal’s future with the firm’s cofounder Steve Loftus. Loftus told the couple about Elemetal’s plan to move beyond scrap and expand into Latin America, where gold was more plentiful. But the Texas businessman had drastically underestimated the importance of hiring people who understood Miami’s market and culture and spoke Spanish. Loftus was impressed with Barrage’s background, his education, and his fluency in Spanish and French. The former subprime salesman was good with numbers and had a proven history of closing sales.


“Do you want to buy gold in Latin America?” Loftus asked Barrage.


Soon after, Loftus flew to Miami to have dinner with Barrage and offer him the job of sales manager for NTR Metals in Latin America. Barrage accepted.


Barrage’s first hire was his old buddy Renato Rodriguez. The two men had remained close friends. Rodriguez was even the godfather of Barrage’s daughter.


Above all, Rodriguez was a family man. Raised in Brooklyn, he saw his parents struggle every day to provide. His father washed bedsheets and scrubs in the laundry department of a hospital. His mother cleaned houses.00


He moved to South Florida after dropping out of high school but was able to earn his GED in Miami. He met his future wife, Miriam, who had a young son from a previous relationship, when they were working at Papa John’s Pizza in 1994. Three years later, they married. After a miscarriage and two IVF cycles, they had twin daughters. The girls loved the cheesecake and chocolate chunk cookies their father considered his specialties as a baker.00 He took them on litter clean-up trips to Key Biscayne and the Everglades. They volunteered at children’s shelters and old folks’ homes and attended Good Shepherd Catholic Church.00 They still lived in the same house Rodriguez and his wife had  paid less than $200,000 for in 1999. Rodriguez loved talking to his clients about his family and asking them about theirs. Sometimes, he grew to consider them as family, too. He would sulk if they ever decided to take their gold to NTR’s competitors. “I can’t believe you betrayed me,” he would say. “I would never do that to you.”


For Barrage, it was strictly business, never personal. And he knew breaking into the coveted Latin American gold market, especially in Perú, would not be easy. Other major gold refineries, including Republic Metals Corporation in Miami, one of the largest gold buyers in the United States, already had a firm foothold in Perú and were better capitalized.


NTR Metals just needed an in. A whale. A big client to sell them gold. That would show their competitors they meant business.










Chapter 3


A Gold-Covered Brick


It was the summer of 2012 when trouble—and a mouth-watering opportunity—came knocking at NTR Metals’ office in Doral, Florida.00


The representatives of a gold outfit from Lima, Perú, called Business Investments SAC had made a pilgrimage to South Florida with an offer too good to resist. The South American company had access to a river of gold that flowed through southern Perú and was already selling it to NTR’s competitors in Florida. With the stroke of a pen, NTR would not only have access to as much gold as it could handle but undercut its rivals too.


Hundreds of small companies in Perú are authorized to buy and sell gold. At first glance Business Investments seemed like just one more of the pack. But even the most cursory digging should have set off alarms. For starters, the company had almost no track record exporting gold; it had been registered in February of that same year—a red flag for regulators.00 Its headquarters was a tiny storefront tucked between pawnshops and a tourist stand that sold alpaca ponchos and cheap imitations of Peruvian religious art. On paper, the store was registered as “Arianda,” but there was no name on the storefront—just a vinyl sign reading “We buy gold at $50 a gram.”


If the operation itself was nondescript, the man behind Business Investments was anything but.


Born in Lima on February 21, 1960, Pedro David Pérez Miranda was raised in a family of jewelers and gold merchants.00 His grandfather had emigrated from Spain and became a miner in the northern state of Trujillo. His father had expanded the family business by setting up a jewelry store and gold-buying operation in downtown Lima. But Pérez Miranda had bigger dreams. When he was ten years old, he informed his parents that he was going to move to Los Angeles and become a movie star.


His Hollywood dreams came to an abrupt halt, however, when he was fifteen and got one of his girlfriends pregnant with twins. The father-to-be had no choice but to start working at the family jewelry store. He found the industry as bright and promising as the metal itself. Checking the trade papers for international spot rates, he was gripped by the thrill of making so much money in so little time. He discovered that gold prices on the streets of Lima fell over the weekend as merchants shut shop and liquidity dried up. So he started buying during the weekend gold dip and selling during the week to maximize profit. Buy low, sell high.


In 1983 his father bought him his own business—a money exchange house and gold-buying shop called Peter’s.00 The place was part business, part party. After long days of trading cash and gold, Pérez Miranda’s store would fill up with friends and hangers-on who would go on drinking jags that often lasted until the wee hours of the morning.


If Pérez Miranda had given up on his Hollywood dreams, he nonetheless seemed to be living a movie star lifestyle. Starting in the 1990s, the young gold merchant was increasingly spotted around town with flashy cars, designer clothes, and a rotating cast of beautiful women and gold jewelry—lots and lots of gold jewelry. Even at the beach, wearing nothing but a tiny black Speedo, he flaunted his good fortune. An undated seaside photo shows the muscular businessman with a gold medallion around his neck, a thick gold chain on one wrist, and a gold Rolex on the other.


Asked about his penchant for jewelry, Pérez Miranda said he considered it good marketing. “Maybe people don’t like it that I’m well dressed, maybe they don’t like that I’m ostentatious,” he said. “But if I work with gold all day I can’t be wearing silver.”00


The garish display of wealth was particularly jarring in a country wracked by violence and crushed by poverty. Although modern-day Perú is full of gleaming office buildings, award-winning restaurants, and Inca-obsessed tourists, that wasn’t the case just a few decades ago. Starting in the 1970s, the country was staggering from one economic crisis to another. In one year alone—from 1988 to 1989—a quarter of Perú’s gross domestic product vanished. Poverty in the capital spiked from 17 percent in 1985 to 54 percent just five years later.00 Rising up amid the economic chaos was one of the most brutal guerrilla groups to ever have surfaced in Latin America, El Sendero Luminoso, or the Shining Path.


Founded in 1980 by a charismatic philosophy professor named Abimael Guzmán, the Shining Path subscribed to a cruel form of Maoism and class warfare that considered union organizers, politicians, peasants, and innocents valid targets for murder in the name of creating a “dictatorship of the proletariat.” Gaudy capitalists like Pérez Miranda were often in the group’s crosshairs. By the time the leader of the Shining Path, who went by the nom de guerre Chairman Gonzalo, was finally captured in 1992 and sentenced to life in a specially built prison, his guerrilla army had murdered more than six thousand people.00 And by the end of that decade, the bloody civil war would leave more than seventy thousand dead.


But Pérez Miranda seemed to be living in another country—on another planet. Throughout the 1990s, as car bombs rocked Lima and locals grimly joked that you could wring blood from the newspapers because of all the violence, Pérez Miranda was hobnobbing with actresses, models, dancers, writers, and politicians, screeching through Lima in the latest sports cars.


In his telling, the clothes, cars, jewelry, and glamorous women were the happy by-product of the family business, the rewards of all his hard work. But authorities weren’t convinced. Instead, they wondered how someone so young had amassed so much wealth so quickly. How could this small-time gold merchant have joined the Peruvian jet set?


By the late 1990s, the police thought they had their answer. Pérez Miranda dressed and acted like a drug trafficker because, they believed, he was one. They claimed Pérez Miranda was using his family gold business and his eponymous shop to hide a growing criminal empire.


In June of 1999, authorities announced they had caught “Peter Ferrari,” the “czar of fake gold,” in southern Perú, on the shores of Lake Titicaca, trying to escape into Bolivia with 1,600 grams of gold and $27,600 in cash.00 Officials described how Pérez Miranda had conjured up a drug-money machine masquerading as a gold-trading company. According to them, he was covering lead, iron, and zinc bricks in a thin layer of copper or gold and exporting them to Miami as if they were solid gold ingots. The idea was that drug traffickers in the United States would pay for those “gold” bars in cash, and Pérez Miranda would bring the dirty money back to Perú and launder it into the financial system. For that magic trick—allegedly turning illegal drug money into legal gold-trading profits—he charged a 15 to 20 percent commission.


During just two months in 1998, police claimed he had laundered $18 million in narco-cash, pocketing at least $2.7 million.00 As icing on the cake, they said he was using the fake gold scheme to get a 5 percent tax refund from the government as part of its program to support exporters. When police raided his home and businesses, they said they seized more than $2 million in cash, jewelry, and gold.


The press couldn’t get enough of the story of the dashing young businessman fallen on hard times. In what one newspaper called a “spectacle that lasted for weeks,” the media went into overdrive delivering increasingly colorful and bizarre details about Pérez Miranda’s supposed criminal exploits, leaked by police sources who always remained anonymous. The newspapers said he was swimming in so much dirty lucre that it wasn’t uncommon for him to drop $2,000 to $10,000 a day on meals, and “one time he gave his driver a $1,800 tip.”00 His wife, María del Rosario Untiveros, was arrested while she was in Lima cashing five checks worth $2.6 million.00


Authorities told the press that “Peter Ferrari” had confessed to laundering money since at least 1994 and, not content with that line of work, was also muscling into the drug trade. According to these anonymous sources, Pérez Miranda was engaged in a fantastic bit of double deception. Not only was he shipping lead bricks disguised as gold to Miami, but sometimes there was cocaine hidden inside the metal—a veritable turducken of smuggling. Other times, they said, he hid cocaine in bottles of fine wine that were shipped to Ecuador and then to Spain.00 There was also the time in 1991 that he allegedly sent 26 kilos of cocaine to South Florida in a fake Chilean diplomatic pouch mixed in with packets of mustard and pepper to disguise the smell.


Over the ensuing weeks, a picture emerged of Pérez Miranda as an underworld kingpin with global ties to organized crime. Peruvian authorities said he orchestrated at least four flights to Colombia during 1989 and 1990 to carry two tons of coca paste—a precursor of cocaine. During one of those trips, the police’s star witness said, Pérez Miranda had been held hostage in Cali, Colombia, by the notorious North Valley Cartel as a “guarantee” the deal would go through. He was also tied to a Peruvian narco-trafficking group called Los Colochos that was accused of moving at least ten tons of cocaine. Then there were the details of a murderous shootout at Pérez Miranda’s currency exchange house.00


As the breathless stories about Pérez Miranda grew so did the number of people sucked into his web of suspicion by association. Models, dancers, authors, and a congresswoman were among the people accused of partying and perhaps doing business with Peter Ferrari, the “king of fake gold.”


On July 11, 1999, Pérez Miranda was transferred to the notoriously violent Miguel Castro Castro prison, a hotbed for guerrillas and gangs, as he faced charges of money laundering, tax evasion, and drug trafficking. It was the sort of prison habitually rocked by riots and mayhem. In 1992, police had killed at least forty-two inmates and tortured more than three hundred others as they tried to regain control of the prison.


Though things at the prison had settled some by the time Pérez Miranda arrived, it was still considered a hellhole where a brief detention could quickly become a death sentence if the right thugs weren’t appeased.


From the beginning, Pérez Miranda claimed he was innocent. But his version of events was even more colorful and bizarre than what the police claimed. In his telling, he was being framed by Vladimiro Montesinos, the right-hand man of President Alberto Fujimori and the head of Perú’s notorious National Intelligence Service, known as the SIN.00 According to the jailed magnate, Montesinos had a sideline gig extorting successful businessmen. When Montesinos had wanted a cut of his gold business, Pérez Miranda had resisted. That’s when his troubles began. Pérez Miranda claimed Montesinos used his national intelligence operatives to spy on people’s bank accounts and therefore knew exactly how much he could extort from them.


“They would jail businessmen and as soon as they’d pay they would let them go,” Pérez Miranda said. “I didn’t pay and I got screwed.”


The gold merchant said he’d been detained by the police in February 1999, blindfolded in a basement, and asked for $1 million. Rather than pay, he went on the run. When the police caught him four months later on the shores of Lake Titicaca, he wasn’t fleeing justice, he said, but desperately trying to escape Montesinos’s extortion goons.


Pérez Miranda’s Kafkaesque tale would have been easy to dismiss as the ravings of a criminal trying to get off. But time would prove that the acronym of Montesinos’s SIN security apparatus was grimly appropriate. From his headquarters in Lima, Montesinos ran a network of spooks, informants, and paramilitary enforcers that was credited with helping dismantle two guerrilla groups—the Shining Path and the smaller Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement—and bringing a semblance of stability to the country. But the SIN and Montesinos were also violent and corrupt to the core.


In 2000, while Pérez Miranda was still in prison awaiting trial, videotapes emerged showing Montesinos bribing lawmakers, military officials, and media organizations to support the government. The ensuing “Vladivideo” scandal forced Montesinos to flee to Venezuela and his boss, President Fujimori, to catch a flight to Japan and fax in his resignation. Both men were eventually hauled back to Perú to face justice. Montesinos, who had always been suspected of being on the CIA’s payroll, was accused of more than thirty crimes, including murder, drug trafficking, embezzlement, and the sale of ten thousand AK-47 rifles to Colombia’s Marxist rebels.00 Fujimori would ultimately be sentenced to twenty-five years in prison for human rights abuses, including running a death squad.


For Pérez Miranda, this was vindication, proof that he’d been telling the truth about Montesinos. But despite his protestations, in March 2002 he was sentenced to nine years in jail for his alleged crimes. Within weeks, however, the case against him began to unravel, and six months later Perú’s Supreme Court absolved him of the drug charges, saying police had found no trace of narcotics at his homes, at his workplace, or in his system.00 It also dropped money laundering charges against him and more than a dozen family members and friends, saying there was no indication their income came from drug trafficking or terrorism. But Pérez Miranda was not completely innocent. The court said there were clear indications that he’d been involved in gold smuggling—a much less serious crime for which he’d already done his time.


The acquittal was just part of Perú’s reckoning with its past.


As part of their political strategy, Montesinos and Fujimori had controlled dozens of Perú’s media outlets and co-opted others. Pérez Miranda said it was those government newspapers that had come up with the “Peter Ferrari” moniker as a way to make him out to be a cartoon villain. And when he refused to go along with Montesinos’s extortion attempts, the government slapped him with trumped-up drug trafficking and money laundering charges that were amplified through the compliant press.00


After writing dozens of articles about “Peter Ferrari”—the drug trafficking playboy—the country’s independent media were forced to admit they had been duped by the government. In 2005, the same year that Pérez Miranda was finally absolved of the most serious charges and released from jail, El Comercio, one of the nation’s most reputable media outlets, admitted that it had played a role in creating the “Peter Ferrari” persona and destroying Pérez Miranda the man. “In 1999, the case of Pérez Miranda was promoted with particular diligence and endeavor by the mafia that governed the country at the time, likely with the objective of covering up other, presumably more serious, acts,” the newspaper wrote in its mea culpa. Among the crimes that the “Peter Ferrari” saga helped obscure was an investigation into Los Camellos, a powerful drug trafficking gang that had ties to the upper ranks of the army, the Peruvian National Police, and Montesinos’s SIN.00 In its final ruling, Perú’s Supreme Court ordered the state to return $2.5 million in property it had seized from Pérez Miranda—the largest asset reimbursement in the country’s history at the time.00


Although the courts may have found Pérez Miranda innocent, many in law enforcement weren’t convinced. The national police department, the attorney general’s office, and the Ministry of Interior all appealed the drug charges, but the Supreme Court shot them down. It was as if Montesinos, his henchmen, and an unbridled press—now besmirched for their smear campaign against him—had muddied the waters so much that the truth was unknowable.


Society was also less than forgiving. Even as Pérez Miranda tried to rebuild his business and his life, he lived under the cloud of money laundering and drug charges. To many in Lima’s tight-knit business circle, Pérez Miranda was little more than a drug trafficker who, through luck, and likely some well-placed bribes, had beaten the charges.


And even though Pérez Miranda had initially groused at being called “Peter Ferrari,” he later seemed to embrace the flamboyant persona. At bars and clubs—as he tried to pick up women—he would often introduce himself by his alias. And he started using pictures of the sports car on his social media accounts.00


When Business Investments SAC approached NTR Metals in Miami that steamy summer day in 2012, it was coming in the name of Pedro David Pérez Miranda, the son of a long line of gold merchants and a survivor of one of Latin America’s most abusive and corrupt regimes. But authorities believed that hiding just beneath the surface—like a lead brick covered in gold—was Peter Ferrari.










Chapter 4


Hand of God


By the time he approached NTR Metals, Peter Ferrari was running a finely tuned gold-exporting machine. He and his small staff of longtime friends and family members would buy gold from anyone willing to sell it and sell it to anyone willing to buy it.


Facing stiff competition and razor-thin margins, gold aggregators like Ferrari asked their sellers few questions. It didn’t matter exactly where the jewelry, watches, coins, and bars were coming from as long as they were made of gold. Almost daily, weathered workers from the Peruvian jungles and highlands would carry in small backpacks stuffed with pounds of rough gold and walk out with wads of cash.00


Ferrari’s storefront was tucked in with dozens of other gold-buying outfits along a three-block stretch of shops on La Paz Avenue in Lima’s underwhelming gold-buying district. Most of the aggregators had sideline gigs such as changing money or buying and selling antiques, giving the street the look of an upscale pawnshop. But by all accounts, the sleepy little storefronts on La Paz Avenue were moving thousands of pounds of gold per week and had become a critical link in the global commodity trade. Whereas most of Lima’s gold merchants tended to be low-key and discreet (one of the best ways to protect themselves from extortion and kidnapping), Ferrari was the polar opposite.


Despite his previous run-ins with the law, the businessman was still flaunting his wealth—rubbing his good fortune in the faces of his competitors and Lima’s high society. Frequently, he’d post videos of himself on social media partying with kids half his age as they tore through town in SUVs and posed on beaches draped in gold chains. Out on the town, or at the gym, he’d always have bodyguards in tow, more conspicuous than they should be, as if they, too, were a status symbol.


Peruvian police weren’t the only ones watching. Ferrari’s flamboyance had attracted the attention of American law enforcement officers stationed at the US Embassy in Lima. In their cramped office, they knew him by his nickname—and watched. “Ferrari flaunted his wealth. He thought he was untouchable,” said one US official. “He thought of himself as a celebrity.”00


Everything about Ferrari seemed larger than life, even his family. He had ten children with five different women and made no secret of his weak spot, beautiful ladies.


But maintaining that lifestyle was expensive, and Ferrari needed to find new pipelines for his gold. Though his company, Business Investments SAC, was already exporting to NTR’s competitors in Florida, the buyers weren’t paying him fast enough—and speed was critical. Perú’s gold business is largely done in cash, and Ferrari and his men constantly needed bags full of dollars and Peruvian soles to pay their suppliers. He would often empty all of his accounts to buy new batches of gold and then have to wait for the money to slosh back into the accounts via bank transfers. Just as quickly, he’d empty the accounts again to start the cycle over.


The faster he could get paid by his buyers in the United States and Europe, the more gold he could buy and the more money he would make. It was the kind of business that financial institutions hated. “The banks felt like they were getting used,” one of Ferrari’s lawyers said. “He wasn’t even leaving enough money in the accounts for the bankers to buy a cup of tea.”00


In July of 2012, Ferrari dispatched two people to South Florida to speed up the cash flow.


The two men visited at least three South Florida gold buyers, PMXG, Atomic Gold, and NTR Metals.


It was NTR that seemed the most eager to please. The two Peruvians met with NTR’s Samer Barrage and quickly hammered out the broad details of their arrangement. NTR would buy all the gold that Ferrari could ship at the price of 92.2 percent of the daily spot rate—or a 7.8 percent discount. In return NTR would wire money back to Perú within twenty-four hours—faster than other gold importers in South Florida.00


There was just one last step before the gold and cash could start flowing: the new account had to pass muster with the compliance office at NTR’s parent company, Elemetal.


Whereas Barrage may have been eager to do business with Ferrari and his crew, Elemetal’s compliance team was not. All they had to do was Google their prospective customer’s name. Alarm bells started ringing. “We need to be extremely careful going forward,” the compliance office, led by retired US Customs Service agent Steven Crogan, told Barrage and his Elemetal bosses in an email after reviewing Ferrari’s file.00


Crogan, a former assistant special agent in charge for Customs at the Boston field office, had deep experience investigating gold.00 During his time in Boston, Customs had investigated the American arm of Swiss gold giant Metalor, a major competitor of Elemetal. In 2004, Metalor pleaded guilty to federal charges that it helped South American criminals launder $4.5 million through smuggled gold.00 The scheme involved metal being hidden and transported in shampoo bottles. Metalor paid a $2.7 million fine and was placed on probation for five years. Crogan retired in 2007—and was hired by Metalor to make sure it never experienced such a scandal again. In 2012, he became Elemetal’s compliance chief.


Crogan had final say over who Elemetal bought gold from. His job was to make sure Elemetal didn’t do business with criminals who were laundering money. There were two reasons for this. One was that the USA Patriot Act—passed after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001—required precious-metals companies to do business with legitimate suppliers. The second—and perhaps the more important—was that Elemetal’s bankers demanded the same thing, because the Patriot Act’s “know your customer” provisions applied to banks, too. Elemetal’s business depended on the short-term bank credit used to buy gold. If the banks lost faith in Elemetal’s ability to weed out criminals from its supply chain, the money would dry up fast—and the company would go under.


Crogan took one look at Barrage’s application for Pedro David Pérez Miranda and immediately rejected it.00 According to news accounts dating back to the 1990s, Peter Ferrari was known for one thing: allegations that he laundered money for drug traffickers through gold. The compliance officer put Barrage and other Elemetal executives on notice that Ferrari was radioactive. NTR Metals could not buy metal from him.


Crogan understood how dangerous Perú could be for an American gold company looking to make money while keeping its nose clean. “Perú is a HIGH RISK venue for obvious reasons,” he wrote to Elemetal executives, as well as Barrage and Rodriguez, after visiting Lima in 2012.00 But he also knew it was a bonanza.


“We have the potential to become a major player in the Peruvian market (larger than Colombia), as long as we build a sound foundation,” he said. “With proper planning, we have infinite opportunities.”


A sound foundation, Crogan explained, meant shunning customers like Peter Ferrari. But the gold merchant was used to the fact that the mere mention of his name would shut doors. He had a solution.


According to Perú’s Supreme Court, in November 2012, just a few months after their first visit, Ferrari’s representatives were back in Miami with a brand-new company, this one called Lern United Mines Corporation—created three months earlier.00 The men assured NTR Metals that Ferrari’s name was nowhere on any of the corporate documents. But they also sweetened the deal, telling Barrage about the rivers of gold that were being extracted from Madre de Dios, the region in southern Perú that had become synonymous with illegal mining, brothels, child labor, and ecological devastation.00


(Ferrari and people involved in that sales trip say the Peruvian courts were lying, that they never had a business called Lern, and that they never told NTR—a potential client they were trying to woo—that they were buying illegal gold. “Why would we tell them we had access to illegal gold if we were trying to win their business?” a man involved in those conversations explained. “It’s bullshit.”)


Either way, the Peruvian courts say Elemetal executives in Dallas realized the firm was a front company and once again blocked the transaction.00 Crogan issued another warning on doing any gold deals with Ferrari in Perú, sending Barrage and his NTR colleague, Rodriguez, an alarming blurb from a Peruvian newspaper. It reported that Ferrari was under investigation for money laundering and narco-trafficking.


Whatever the difficulties of doing business, NTR and Ferrari needed each other. The Peruvian wanted a large reliable partner that could handle his gold and pay quickly; Barrage and his men were working as salaried employees but also pocketed commission-like bonuses based on volume—so they needed as much Peruvian gold as possible.


A few days after Elemetal rejected Lern United Mines, the duo from Perú presented Barrage with a third company: Minerales la Mano de Dios, or Hand of God Minerals. The company was a perfect cutout. Established in 2009 and registered in an industrial area of Lima surrounded by textile mills and car repair shops, Hand of God had a history of legitimate business, buying and selling copper, silver, and lead. On paper, the company was owned by a mother and her daughter, but it was the woman’s husband who had negotiated the deal to sell the company to Ferrari’s representatives.


On October 13, 2012, in a Lima restaurant that served the Chinese-Peruvian fusion cuisine known as chifa—pioneered by waves of East Asian immigrants to Perú in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—they had handed the woman $20,000 in cash for the company.00 Two of Ferrari’s employees were named the general manager and assistant manager of the business. His name stayed off the forms.


The alleged deceit worked, and Hand of God finally passed muster with Elemetal’s compliance department.


It was time to get rich.










Chapter 5


Mr. Third Rail


Despite doing business with Perú’s most notorious gold dealer, Samer Barrage and Renato Rodriguez didn’t consider themselves hardened criminals plotting to break the law. They simply rationalized away their crimes.


After all, NTR Metals’ competitors were also buying gold from traders like Peter Ferrari, Barrage and Rodriguez told each other. What NTR was doing wasn’t any worse. And don’t forget Elemetal’s compliance office was signing off on their deals. That meant the gold was legitimate, right? Rodriguez and Barrage were just looking the other way when a lucrative client like Ferrari came along and maybe sometimes withholding information that might discomfit their bosses. That wasn’t against the law, they reasoned. They were businessmen, family men, not gangsters. Illegal mining was a tragedy, but it was happening, and Perú’s government wasn’t stopping it and there was nothing they could do about that. Anyway, if they didn’t buy the gold, someone else would.


A few months later, after Hand of God was approved, Barrage and Rodriguez came up with a new way for Elemetal to buy more gold from Ferrari. The ease with which they snookered compliance officer Steve Crogan—who called Ferrari “Mr. Third Rail” in internal emails—showed how lax Elemetal’s anti–money laundering procedures really were.


On February 15, 2013, just a few days before he and Barrage would travel to Lima for Ferrari’s beachside birthday bash, Rodriguez wrote to Crogan with an application for a new gold supplier called Minerales Gold MPP. He said the company was currently doing business through an intermediary with Elemetal’s rival, Miami-based Republic Metals, but its owners weren’t happy with how they were being paid. “They have aspirations to grow with NTR,” he explained.00


Rodriguez named the company’s two principals as Gian Piere Pérez Gutierrez and Miguel Ángel Rivero Pérez. Unbeknownst to Crogan, Pérez Gutierrez was one of Ferrari’s twin sons; Rivero Pérez was his nephew. (MPP are the initials for Pedro Pérez Miranda spelled backward.)


In the email, Rodriguez described the men simply as “artisanal miners.” But he knew exactly who they were: cutouts, and not very convincing ones, for Ferrari. The next day, Crogan replied with a few questions. Minerales Gold MPP had just been established that month, Crogan pointed out, appearing to have formed from thin air. Moreover, he couldn’t help but notice that both men shared a surname with Pedro David Pérez Miranda.


“Obviously Pérez is a common name like Smith,” Crogan wrote. “However, as they say in Boston, the only stupid question is the one you don’t ask. Please reach out to the applicants and ensure they are not relatives or any relation to Mr. Third Rail.”


He added, “Please keep your sense of humor as we navigate the deep end of the pool together.”


Rodriguez was quick to respond with a lie, telling Crogan that the applicants “do not know of Peter Ferrari.” Later, he would describe the men as “extremely humble people who are looking to work with a reputable refiner that will not nickel-and-dime them.”


Crogan signed off. He trusted Rodriguez and Barrage—far more than his training as a customs agent and seasoned anti–money laundering expert suggested he should. The foxes were in charge of the henhouse. “Please approve,” Crogan wrote to another company executive.


Mr. Third Rail was now NTR’s biggest supplier.










Chapter 6


The Gold Rush


La Pampa comes from the Quechua word for “plains,” and it often conjures up images of the fertile lowlands and cow pastures of South America.


La Pampa in Madre de Dios, however, makes a mockery of its name.


In a few short decades, first a trickle and then a flood of wildcat gold miners transformed once-verdant grasslands and forests into a barren moonscape of toxic mud pits and trash-littered dunes. When a police foot patrol ventured into the area in 2015, two officers died of heat stroke and thirst. The men were surrounded by pools of water. But the liquid was undrinkable, tainted with cyanide and mercury.00
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