

[image: Illustration]





Miles Johnson is an award-winning investigative journalist for the Financial Times who covers organised crime and financial corruption. In over a decade at the FT, he has worked as a correspondent in London, New York, Madrid and Rome. For his work covering the Italian Mafia he was nominated for British Foreign Reporter of the Year at the 2021 British Press Awards. Chasing Shadows is his first book.


‘As breathless, complex and on-the-edge suspenseful as the finest thriller fiction – but it’s all real, which makes it truly extraordinary’ Lee Child


‘A terrific and utterly absorbing account of the murky and lethal connections between transnational organised crime and global politics. Enthrallingly and lucidly written with great authority and expertise, it is a classic of its kind’ William Boyd


‘Read this powerful book by Miles Johnson right now. It will make you realise that what we call terrorism is actually drug trafficking, what we call politics is organised crime and what we call peace is just a truce between mafias’ Roberto Saviano, author of Gomorrah


‘This is an extraordinary story of improbable but lethal connections across continents. Miles Johnson writes with verve and insight about ruthless men and the terrible consequences of their crimes’ Fergal Keane


‘This book is like being inserted deep into the secret heart of the global criminal economy, where mafiosi, terrorists and traffickers are all on the same side. It’s compelling, visceral and highly readable’ Oliver Bullough, author of Moneyland


‘Holy Mackerel, what a story! Miles Johnson exposes the interlocking worlds of terror and drugs with verve and drama in this tale of truck bombs, arms deals, political assassinations, undercover cops and several tonnes of cocaine. Chasing Shadows is an astounding true-crime epic that puts us in the room as a Calabrian mob boss whispers to his mistress, a Lebanese militant plots to set the world on fire, and a US agent races to expose it all’ Dan McCrum, author of Money Men


‘This astonishing and cinematic rollercoaster of a debut will bring Miles Johnson’s talent into the brilliant light. Delivered with trademark verve and precision, it achieves that rare and precious thing that is the goal of all great reporting: it reveals the world to itself ’ Alex Perry, author of The Good Mothers


‘Chasing Shadows is a fascinating journey into the intersecting worlds of politics, terrorism and organised crime. Miles Johnson adopts a narrative technique reminiscent of the late John le Carré, while telling a true story. The result is an impeccably researched book, which is also a pleasure to read’ Federico Varese, Professor of Sociology, Sciences Po and global organised crime expert


‘Chasing Shadows offers a captivating glimpse into the complex world of international intrigue. This skilfully written thriller intertwines the compelling stories of three distinct men whose fates are undeniably linked. With its engaging prose, well-structured plot, and memorable characters, Chasing Shadows provides a thought-provoking look into the darker aspects of humanity and the high-stakes realm of drugs, terrorism, and power. Readers will find themselves fully immersed in this fascinating tale from start to finish’ Eliot Higgins, author of We Are Bellingcat


‘Chasing Shadows is a true-crime work of international intrigue as gripping and suspenseful as any novel you’ll read this year’ Harlan Coben










[image: Illustration]










THE BRIDGE STREET PRESS


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by The Bridge Street Press


Copyright © Miles Johnson 2023


The right of Miles Johnson to be identified as the Author
of this Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-349-12866-5


The Bridge Street Press


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









For Flora










Contents


Prologue: The Cousins


Book One


1.  ‘The Navy SEALs of the DEA’


2.  ‘Elias Saab’


3.  A Loaded Gun


4.  The Prague Sting


5.  ‘Time is of the Essence’


6.  Prayers in the Night


7.  A Funeral


Book Two


8.  ‘Sami Issa’


9.  The Mafia Goes to Medellín


10.  Babyface


11.  Midnight in Damascus


12.  Human Guarantees


13.  Murder in the Blue Moon Café


14.  Cookies in Paris


15.  The Translator


16.  To Do the Impossible


17.  A Home Run


18.  The Eternal City


19.  ‘Mustafa Badreddine is Present’


20.  TG NIKE


21.  Terror Control


22.  A Family Crisis


23.  ‘Very Important Russians’


Book Three


24.  ‘Your Country has Screwed Up’


25.  Hunted Like a Dog


26.  The Champagne Reception


27.  ‘A State and Condition of Death’


28.  No Options Left


29.  The Retirement Party


30.  ‘My Name is Oksana’


31.  The Speech at the Stone


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


A Note on Sources


Notes


Index










Prologue



The Cousins


Beirut, October 1983


At the crack of dawn on a quiet Sunday morning, two men in their early twenties climbed on to the roof of a tall building and took out their binoculars.


Most of the hundreds of American soldiers inside the barracks below were still fast asleep. On Sundays the base woke up later than normal. The Reveille had been pushed back an hour to 6.30 a.m., and the tired marines were looking forward to a break. Later that day they were going to enjoy a late brunch.


The two young men up on the roof overlooking Beirut international airport knew all this already. The barracks, home to American soldiers on an international peacekeeping mission, had been under surveillance for months. Their team had studied everything about their target, spending hours noting the exact times when the food and water trucks arrived and making sure to remember the vehicles’ colour and make.


The Americans were already on guard. Six months before that Sunday morning, on 18 April 1983, a van packed with two thousand pounds of explosives had driven into the US embassy in Beirut. The blast tore through the building, its façade spewing twisted metal and black smoke before collapsing. In total sixty-three people died, including most of the Beirut staff of the CIA and the agency’s top Middle East analyst. Nothing, however, could have prepared the sleeping marines for what was about to hit them.


A bright yellow nineteen-tonne Mercedes-Benz truck approached the entrance. A similar truck regularly passed the airport to deliver water and would not have given the guards any immediate cause for suspicion. But earlier that morning the real truck had been ambushed and replaced on its route with an exact replica. At around 5 a.m. the operative chosen to drive the vehicle received his final blessings, said some prayers and drank several cups of sweet tea.


At 6.22 a.m. the truck crashed through the sandbags at the guard posts. A duty sergeant had spotted the Mercedes beginning to accelerate, crunching through the barbed wire outside the compound. He started to scream. ‘Get the fuck outta here! Hit the deck! hit the deck!’ Seconds later, a bright orange-yellow flash ignited in the grille of the truck and a huge explosion ripped through the barracks. It was the largest non-nuclear explosion ever detonated, the force equal to between fifteen and twenty-one thousand pounds of TNT.


The blast was so strong it caused the four-storey reinforced concrete structure to collapse. The marines sleeping close to the blast died instantly. Others were woken by their windows bursting, shards of glass flying through the air, doors smashed off hinges and ripped paper floating across the room like confetti. The first reaction of those still alive was that it had been a Scud missile attack, or a heavy artillery hit. Those who could still walk stumbled outside into hell. Mangled body parts were strewn across the base. Bodies – some writhing in agony, some already dead – were covered in a thick grey dust.
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A marine commander rushed to send a message to Washington: ‘Explosion at BLT 1/8 HQS . . . Building collapsed . . . Large numbers of dead and wounded.’


Outside, one marine’s body, still in its sleeping bag, had been impaled on the limb of a tree. Teams of rescuers tried to save anyone still alive underneath the wreckage. They began digging with shovels, picks, sledgehammers, axes. They used blowtorches to cut through the steel reinforcement rods in the concrete, scrambling to reach the cries for help and harrowing groans.


And sitting on the rooftop nearby, watching the unfolding chaos through their binoculars, were the two men. Below them a mushroom of smoke rose in the morning sun.


The blast killed 241 US servicemen and left countless others wounded. It was the largest loss of life suffered in one day by the US marines since the Battle of Iwo Jima in 1945. Their mission complete, the men climbed down from the roof and disappeared into the chaos of Beirut.
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‘The Navy SEALS of the DEA’


Virginia, January 2014


One of the first pieces of advice Jack Kelly ever got as a young Drug Enforcement Administration agent in New York was to quit before he was thirty. ‘Son,’ an older colleague told him, ‘you are fearless now, but after a few years in this job you will be done. You will be cooked by the time you are twenty-nine.’


Jack remembered the night he first considered that he might be getting too old for this. It had been close to midnight, and he was drinking alone in a dank, dimly lit bar called Hogs & Heifers. And three hours earlier two heroin dealers had tried to crush him to death with a car.


It had started as a routine surveillance operation. Jack, who back then still wore his hair in a ponytail, was alone in an unmarked BMW M3 in plain clothes. Close by were two other DEA agents in another vehicle. They were there to observe a mob-connected heroin dealer in Little Italy. The suspect had walked into a social club and returned to the street holding a silver cooler bag, handing it off to two younger men sitting inside a nearby car.


Jack’s supervisor was excited. It was a big bag – as much as a kilo of heroin. Enough to make it worth taking a risk. Over the radio he instructed Jack to follow the two men and, if possible, to arrest them. Other agents would arrive shortly afterwards to provide back-up. The suspects drove away, and Jack followed, trying to hang as far back as possible. They stopped. Slowly, Jack began to walk towards their vehicle.


There were thousands of things Jack Kelly should have been thinking about as the man in the car panicked and slammed into reverse. He should have been thinking about how he was seconds away from his legs being crushed. He should have been thinking why he had stupidly left his badge dangling round his neck when he approached the vehicle. He should have been thinking about where the hell the promised back-up was. He should have been thinking about how quickly he could draw his Glock. He should have been thinking about how bullets can change direction when they hit a windscreen, and whether he risked hitting a civilian if he opened fire. He should have been thinking about all of those things, but in that split-second he could only think about one thing: he couldn’t believe this was happening to him on his birthday.


Jack was about to be trapped. The car was on course to ram into his body, smashing him into his own BMW. But the driver had pushed down on the pedal too hard, sending his car spinning out of control and into the oncoming traffic. At that moment, Jack’s colleagues screeched down the street, crashing into the side of the dealers’ vehicle. After they made the arrest they did Jack a favour, dropping him off at Hogs & Heifers rather than making him come in to do the paperwork. It was his birthday, after all.


Drinking alone at the bar, it hit him for the first time: he couldn’t keep doing this for ever. Since that encounter with the BMW, more than a decade had passed. Jack had been an agent in the DEA for over fifteen years and was long overdue a posting to headquarters. It promised to be a calmer time in his life, pushing papers from a quiet desk in an office in Arlington, Virginia. Boring, perhaps, but after years on the streets Jack needed it. Then he got a phone call from Derek Maltz.


Maltz was the Special Agent in Charge of the DEA’s Special Operations Division, an elite unit based near Chantilly, a small town outside Washington DC. From the outside, the SOD, as it was known, looked like the regional outpost of a life insurance company. But hidden inside the three-storey brown brick building, located between the Lee-Jackson Memorial Highway and Dulles International Airport, rows of DEA agents were busy studying a multilingual cacophony of wiretaps, telephone metadata and intelligence. And it was from there that Derek Maltz was busy building one of the most audacious experiments in American law enforcement history.


Jack had first met Maltz when he was a kid agent on the streets of New York in the 1990s, working wiretap cases against organised criminals. Maltz had been the boss of the New York Drug Enforcement Task Force. It was there that Jack had learned how to run wiretaps, follow money and build cases. Maltz knew a good drug cop when he saw one, and the man he wanted to join him in Virginia was John ‘Jack’ Kelly.


From the moment Jack had left his childhood home in suburban New Jersey for the DEA’s training camp at Quantico in his early twenties, he had leapt into the job like a man possessed. Back then, living in a small apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, he would be available on his beeper at any time of day or night. Older agents would switch off and go home to their families. For Jack there was no raid he wouldn’t volunteer for, no informant he wouldn’t meet on a weekend in the middle of the night, no surveillance post he wouldn’t man for hours on end. Quickly, he was noticed by the DEA hierarchy, gaining a reputation first as ‘a worker’ and then, as time went on, as a talented and driven investigator: a ‘case maker’ who could go after dangerous and complex criminal gangs.


Shaven-headed and muscular, Jack had lifted weights or gone for a long run almost every day of his adult life – no matter where he was or how many hours he had worked. Some might have considered him a health obsessive. But Jack also loved to drink red wine. He wasn’t running because it was respectable. It was a visceral need, a release valve for an immense, sometimes overpowering nervous energy that would build and build inside him ever since he had been a child. Missing a single day would cause him to suffer migraines or become dizzy.


It had made him the type of agent the DEA bosses loved. But it had come at a cost. Five years in the DEA was like twenty in a normal job. More than fifteen years in, Jack was burned out, exhausted. A posting to a desk job would have done him a world of good. When Maltz called him up about the job at the SOD, he warned him this was going to be different from anything he had ever done before. And Jack had little idea about what sort of cases he was going to be working on. It didn’t matter – he couldn’t resist.


*
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Jack was going to be placed in the Counter Narco-Terrorism Operations Center, the part of the SOD that coordinated all DEA investigations and intelligence linked to the overlap between drug cases and terrorist financing. Jack’s new job, according to Maltz, involved two seemingly simple mantras: ‘putting the pieces of the puzzle together’ and ‘keeping the bad guys off the streets’.


Each time one of Maltz’s hand-picked recruits arrived in Virginia he would take them into his office to give them a pep talk. They weren’t in a field office in Miami, Baltimore or New York any more, Maltz warned them. He had brought them to the SOD to pursue complex international operations involving connected drug cases, weapons trafficking and terrorism. This was going to be a different ball game.


Maltz’s office was packed with mementoes from his long career in law enforcement. Being a drug cop was in his blood. His father had run the New York Drug Enforcement Task Force, the oldest of its kind in America, before he had. Colleagues would joke that Maltz had been taken on surveillance operations by his dad while he was a kid.


Hanging on the walls were framed front pages from the New York Daily News on the day after the attacks on the World Trade Center. Maltz’s brother, who was in the US air force, had died in a helicopter crash during the invasion of Afghanistan. The trauma of 9/11 and his brother’s death had marked him. In his mind, taking charge of the SOD was his chance to do his bit.


Maltz’s screensaver was a photo of him on top of a cartoon desert island surrounded by sharks. It was meant as a light-hearted reminder of what Maltz called ‘the nature of the beast’: the daily inter-agency political battles that came with running a maverick operation like his. He wanted his recruits to be aggressive, but also smart: ‘You got to stay focused on what you are doing and worry about the security of the country and the world,’ he would tell them as he pointed at his screen. ‘Don’t worry about the sharks, just don’t go swimming. And if you go swimming – be careful!’


Maltz would take new recruits into his office and pull out a large box of commemorative coins, emblazoned with the insignia of different US law enforcement, military and intelligence agencies, which he had been given as gifts when he had visited them. Maltz would clatter the coins onto the table, spreading them out. Then he would bang down a large, red metal apple he had been given as a parting gift from the New York Drug Enforcement Task Force.


‘OK,’ Maltz began in his thick New York accent. ‘You were all really good agents, working overseas or in different DEA offices. Now you are here in SOD. And you are coming here with a goal.’


He would jab his finger at the shiny red apple. ‘This is you on your first day. Your goal is you want to get to the apple, that is what you are trying to do.’ Next, he pointed at the shiny coins. The coins, he said, represented land mines scattered across the Washington DC Beltway, bureaucratic and political IEDs blocking their path. ‘If you come here with all your tough-guy, aggressive attitudes and try and run through to get to your goal you are going to hit one of these. You are gonna blow up, and you are never gonna recover.’


It didn’t take long for Jack to get what his new boss was talking about. He could immediately see that Maltz had got his hands on a powerful machine, one that he was determined to use to maximum effect. The SOD was an elite DEA division whose work was largely secret. It had a staff of three hundred and collaborated with more than twenty different US government law enforcement and intelligence agencies to pursue multi-jurisdictional drug cases using cutting-edge surveillance technology.


It had almost all happened by historical accident. Before 9/11, the DEA was viewed by many in the US government as, in the words of Maltz, ‘a little old drug agency’. Since being founded in the 1970s to fight the war on drugs, the DEA had grown into eighty-three offices in sixty-two countries, creating a vast network of sources and information reaching into the international criminal underworld. In 1994, the SOD had been launched to allow the DEA to find a more effective way of sorting through the huge quantities of information, tips and leads that were generated by its investigations.


Then, in 2006, the year after Maltz had arrived in Virginia as Special Agent in Charge of the SOD, the US passed a little-known federal statute known as 21 U.S.C. § 960a relating to what the DEA had long called narco-terrorism, or the interconnection between terrorist groups and drug traffickers. Before then, if the DEA was going to go after criminals abroad, such as cocaine cartels in Latin America, it had to prove they were conspiring to move narcotics into the US. Now a drug deal conducted anywhere in the world that involved a transfer ‘of pecuniary value to any person or organisation that has engaged or engages in terrorist activity’ could become a case for US law enforcement. All of a sudden, the ‘little old drug agency’ seemed to have almost universal jurisdiction.


At around the same time changes to US law in the wake of 9/11 were smashing down information barriers between US intelligence and law enforcement agencies. The DEA was formally admitted into the United States intelligence community and was given access to some of its most powerful tools. The Special Operations Division was now supercharged, and Derek Maltz had the authority to go after some of the biggest, most frightening bad guys on the planet.


The first of these major cases came in 2007 when DEA agents took down Monzer al-Kassar, a Syrian-born arms trafficker known as the Prince of Marbella, who had been linked to the hijacking of the Achille Lauro cruise ship by the Palestine Liberation Front in 1985. The DEA, using informants posing as Colombian paramilitaries wanting to buy weapons, arrested al-Kassar in a risky sting operation in Spain. He was extradited to the United States and sentenced to thirty years in prison. Rival agencies were shocked by the audacity of what the DEA had pulled off.


Then, in 2008, the DEA decided to go even further. Maltz went to a meeting at the White House between senior DEA leaders and top national security officials. Juan Zarate, President George W. Bush’s national security advisor, brought up the name of an infamous arms trafficker born in the former Soviet Union called Viktor Bout. No one had been able to lay a glove on Bout for decades. Maltz and the other DEA bosses took it as a direct challenge: go out there and bring him in.


Before that day, Maltz had never even heard of Bout. But he soon learned that people in the US intelligence agencies had been dancing around him for decades. Many believed Bout, who operated under the protection of Moscow, was untouchable. What could a bunch of drug cops do when the best and brightest of US intelligence had failed? Then, out of nowhere, as Maltz proudly described it to his recruits, ‘little old DEA comes in under the radar and – boom, boom, boom’. Just like that, the DEA arrested Bout in an undercover sting in Thailand. Perhaps they even shocked themselves at what they had managed to pull off. The whole operation, from the conversation in the White House to Bout in handcuffs, took just seven months.


Seemingly overnight, DEA agents Maltz had brought to the SOD, who had spent their careers arresting drug dealers on the streets of Baltimore and the Bronx, were chasing Bond villain-esque supercriminals. The early success of this new, turbo-charged policing operation meant the SOD’s budget was expanded, giving it new resources to pay informants and to spend on safe houses, security and flying agents around the world.


But this transformation was making some people uneasy, and Maltz knew it. Some of the DEA stings provoked fullblown diplomatic incidents. The Russian government was outraged that the US had arrested Bout and tried to block his extradition. Defence attorneys started to complain that the DEA was wildly overstepping its jurisdiction. Some said its elaborate overseas stings were nothing more than entrapment: some had ensnared people with no links to drugs or terrorism. One lawyer quoted in a Time magazine article dubbed the SOD ‘the Navy SEALs of the DEA’. It was meant to suggest an agency pushing the limits of its authority. Even Bout took a shot from prison: ‘The DEA have become worse than drug dealers. At least drug dealers have ethics.’


None of this seemed to concern Maltz very much. He was proud of the SOD and its daring operations, and took the ‘Navy SEALs’ jab as a compliment. If his outfit was pissing people off, then good. It showed they were getting things done.


Divorced and in his forties, Jack lived with his two cats in a condo in a town about fifteen minutes away from the SOD office. Each morning, he would drive to work in his Jeep Wrangler to the sound of the Stone Temple Pilots and arrive at a desk surrounded by mounting stacks of papers and sprawling wall charts piecing together international criminal networks.


When other agents would go out for lunch at local chain restaurants, Jack would bring his own food and eat at his desk. Some of his colleagues immediately labelled him an oddball. Even though life at the SOD was meant to give agents a better work–life balance, many still headed out to the nearby bars each night. Jack mostly wouldn’t go, aside from the evenings when someone was retiring after twenty-five years of service. More often than not this would involve some heavy drinking, the DEA bagpipers blasting out a version of ‘Auld Lang Syne’, and Maltz delivering a raucous, profanity-laden leaving speech.


Maltz had asked Jack to take a closer look at what, on first glance, seemed to him like one of the more obscure areas on the SOD’s list of international targets: tracking criminal networks linked to Iran and Hezbollah, the Lebanese terrorist group and Shia political party that had been sponsored by Tehran as a proxy force since its birth in the early 1980s.


Before arriving in Virginia Jack barely knew the difference between a Sunni and a Shia, let alone the complexities of Iranian and Lebanese history. But he threw himself into his job as ferociously as he had done back in New York.


Sat in his paper-laden mess of a cubicle, Jack could soon tell that this area had potential. Using the information coming in from informants and agents around the world, Jack’s job was to coordinate investigations into these networks: being ‘an eye in the sky’, as it was called. On weekends Jack would wake up early, drink his morning coffee, and then hit the gym before spending hours working on open-source research.


The closer Jack looked, the more wiretap transcripts he studied and the more reports he read, it became clear to him that something deeply troubling was happening. It was like being at the centre of a panopticon watching cash, drugs and guns moving across borders. Jack’s investigations started to show connections between criminal organisations which sometimes had little idea themselves of how enmeshed they were. A drug cartel in Colombia could be shipping cocaine to Mafias in Europe, who in turn laundered their money through Middle Eastern banks holding cash for rogue regimes. Those sanctioned governments could then use the funds raised on the international black market to purchase bombs and weapons.


The DEA had picked up numerous leads about Iran and Hezbollah exploiting these networks to circumvent US sanctions. Governments like Iran still needed to procure hard currency and arms as before, but now increasingly had to turn to criminal schemes to source them. To do this they used procurement agents or ‘super facilitators’ – cells that operated in the shadow dimension of international arms and drugs trafficking.


It was a murky world where it was hard to know who was doing it for the money and who was working for a higher cause. Jack could see some targets were freewheeling entrepreneurs profiting from the global criminal free market, delivering hard-to-source items such as helicopter parts or stealthily moving illicit funds across borders. But others seemed more closely integrated into Hezbollah and Iran’s undercover operations. Some of these super facilitators, the DEA believed, appeared to be communicating with some of the top officials in the Lebanese organisation.


Early on, Maltz had told Jack that if he was going to get traction in other agencies he would have to come up with a project codename. Jack had been reading In the Garden of Beasts by Erik Larson, a book about William Dodd, the American ambassador to Germany who had warned Washington of the dangers posed by Hitler in the 1930s. Dodd had named his speaking tour after Cassandra, the Trojan princess who was fated to never be believed but whose prophecies were eventually proved correct. Jack had become convinced the new breed of criminal he was tracking was a threat not yet properly understood – and needed to be attacked urgently. So he came up with a name: Project Cassandra.


By 2014, Jack Kelly was working harder than ever. Thousands of miles away from his cubicle in Virginia a bloody civil war had exploded in Syria. He could immediately sense its impact rippling out across the global criminal underworld. Bashar al-Assad, the Syrian dictator, was unleashing horrific violence against his own population, using chemical weapons on civilians. And it seemed like no one knew exactly how to respond. War fatigue had long replaced the post-9/11 sense of purpose that had inspired the SOD’s early swashbuckling foreign sting operations, and the US economy was still reeling from the global financial crisis.


As Western politicians hesitated, Hezbollah and Iran quickly moved to ensure the Assad regime did not collapse. If an unfriendly new government took power in Damascus, then Hezbollah risked being cut off from its Iranian sponsor and losing its ability to move people, money and weapons through Syria.


Intelligence was showing that some of the criminal procurement networks that Jack was tracking had gone into overdrive to supply weapons for the conflict. He now had more targets than ever before. Some of these super facilitators appeared to be moving material that could make chemical weapons into Syria. For Jack, it was like looking inside a hall of mirrors of globalisation, revealing the disfigurement of an international order that suddenly felt like it was breaking apart.


There was one man out there who was likely at the centre of it all: the end user. His name was Mustafa Badreddine, and he was a legendary Lebanese terrorist who had been dispatched to Damascus to lead Hezbollah special forces fighters in support of Assad. Everyone knew that thirty years before it was Mustafa who had executed the deadly attack on the US marine barracks in Beirut, watching through his binoculars from the roof of the nearby building.


A bunch of DEA agents were never going to get close to a guy like Mustafa. He was a ghost, a phantom who had evaded the world’s most determined intelligence agencies for decades. But Jack knew that they could at least go after some of the people sending weapons to people like him and others supporting Assad in Syria. They just needed the right leads.
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One morning a colleague stopped by Jack’s desk and asked him what he knew about a Lebanese businessman by the name of Ali Fayad. They ran Fayad’s name through a database. He appeared to be an important international arms dealer who was selling weapons to Damascus.


DEA undercover informants working in West Africa had picked up information that Fayad was now selling weapons being used by Hezbollah to fight in Syria. The informants, Jack’s colleagues told him, were slowly working to set up a large arms deal with him that they could secretly record to gather evidence.


The SOD now had what appeared to be a top-level target in its sights. After several preliminary meetings, the informants had got the arms dealer to agree to meet them in a hotel in the Czech Republic. The sting operation was on. Jack and a team of agents were flying out to Prague, and they were going to bring Fayad in.
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‘Elias Saab’


Damascus, 2014


Somewhere in Syria, a middle-aged man wearing spectacles, green military fatigues and a camouflage-print baseball cap roused his fighters for the battle ahead. ‘You are up to the challenge,’ he told them, shaking a fist with a large blood-red agate ring on one finger. ‘May holy God bless your deeds.’


The Americans didn’t know exactly when Mustafa Badreddine had slipped across the border into Syria, but they knew he was there. At the start of the Syrian civil war in 2011, Hezbollah’s leadership denied any of its men were even in the country. As the first body bags began to be sent back to Lebanon, the funerals were held in the dead of night so as not to attract attention. By 2014, it was an open secret: Mustafa, one of the most wanted men in the Middle East, was in Syria. Exactly where, nobody knew. Rebels reported spotting him commanding groups of elite Hezbollah fighters waging urban warfare near the Lebanese border. US spies believed he was in the capital, Damascus, brokering crisis meetings between the Syrian and Iranian governments as they scrambled to prop up Assad’s teetering dictatorship.


Even Mustafa’s enemies – and he had many – had to admit that he wasn’t just good: he was one of the best. For more than three decades he had presided over one of the longest uninterrupted sprees of bombings, assassinations and kidnappings the world had ever seen. And he had always managed to slip away. The truth was, officially at least, Mustafa barely existed. Since his youth, he had carefully avoided being photographed, and had never been issued a passport in his own name, nor a driving licence. There was no record of him ever holding a bank account. There was no record of him ever having entered or left Lebanon. He had paid no taxes, owned no property.


He was a man with many faces. Before leaving for the war in Syria, he had been cocky, brazen. Mustafa, some said, could zip through the crowded streets of Beirut alone on his scooter, a black baseball cap pulled low on his head and dark sunglasses covering his piercing eyes. At other times, he travelled in heavily guarded convoys of SUVs, barking instructions down multiple mobile phones at once.


Now in his early fifties, his closely trimmed beard, once jet black, had turned grey. Mustafa had one last mission left in him, and it was going to be the most difficult he had ever faced. The instructions from Hezbollah’s leadership were clear: protect the Syrian dictator from the insurgency at all costs.


By March 2014, Bashar al-Assad himself had started to lose hope and considered leaving the country. Rebel militias were positioned not far from the gates of the Presidential Palace, and top officials in the regime were scrambling to send their families into hiding. The anti-Assad fighters – a mix of the Free Syrian Army and Sunni jihadists – had seized large parts of Aleppo, in the far north. Syria’s second city was now encircled by government battalions, Iranian forces and Hezbollah fighters under Mustafa’s command. He knew the fate of the dictator would likely be decided on the barrel-bombed streets of Aleppo. Should the rebels seize full control, Damascus would be next.


With the Syrian army unable to regain lost territory, the regime had unleashed sickening violence on its own population. A year earlier, it had attacked the opposition-controlled suburbs of Damascus with Sarin nerve gas, inflicting an agonising death on hundreds of civilians. By using chemical weapons, Assad had wantonly crossed what a year earlier President Barack Obama had pledged would be a ‘red line’. But international retaliation for the crime was minimal. Hundreds of thousands of Syrians had now died in the fighting, and millions more were fleeing the country.


Syria, some warned, would become Hezbollah’s Vietnam. Mustafa was a killer who had murdered hundreds of people since he was a teenager. But men like him claimed they murdered in the name of a just cause: defending his land from Israeli attacks. Now he was sending young men to die in a bloody sectarian quagmire, fighting in the name of a loathed Arab dictator.


Some of the men Mustafa had started out fighting with in the 1980s said his war was a betrayal of the movement’s founding principles. Those who kill children in Syria, the former Secretary-General of Hezbollah warned, ‘will go to hell, and cannot be considered martyrs’. But Mustafa believed Assad could not be allowed to fall. For decades, the Assad regime had served as a bridge between Tehran and Hezbollah. This bridge had to be defended; defended from the hordes of Islamic State fighters who were pouring like tar from city to city; defended against the Free Syrian Army, parts of which were being trained and supported by the Americans. And most of all defended against falling to a new regime that could go on to strike a deal with Hezbollah’s enemies, leaving it stranded in southern Lebanon and cut off from Iran.


Mustafa knew that, for him, there were only two possible outcomes: victory or death. ‘I won’t come back from Syria unless as a martyr, or a carrier of the banner of victory.’ This was his vow.


But determination would not be enough. The battle in Syria was not just costing Hezbollah thousands of casualties; it was stretching its financial resources to breaking point. Winning was going to require guns, and money. And halfway around the world there were men and women working in the shadows to ensure weapons would keep flowing into Mustafa’s war effort.


More than three decades earlier, Mustafa, a teenager with a long thin nose and a shock of black, curly hair, walked into his parents’ house in the southern Beirut district of Ghobeiry. He had come home that day with a guest, his cousin and best friend Imad Mughniyeh.


Saada, Mustafa’s younger sister, was always excited when Imad came to visit. He was a serious, brooding boy a year younger than Mustafa who lived a short walk from the Badreddines in a cinder block house with no running water.


Saada knew that Mustafa and Imad had been spending long hours together debating politics and religion at the mosques close to their homes. Both lived near to the Green Line – a sniper-infested divide that sliced the city between warring factions. Their teenage years, since the outbreak of Lebanon’s civil war in 1975, had been punctuated with the sounds of gunfire and artillery blasts, with stray bullets and shrapnel hitting Imad’s parents’ house.


The poverty-stricken Shia slums of southern Beirut, battered by conflict, were fertile grounds for the radical theocratic ideas that had inspired the 1979 Iranian revolution. As she listened to her brother and cousin’s conversations, Saada felt something important was stirring in their neighbourhood. Young, disenfranchised Shias were openly challenging the older generation at the mosques. And the teenage girl could see that Mustafa and Imad wanted to do more than just talk. They were ambitious and were now busily training for the future.


At the time, Lebanon was awash with opportunities for young militants seeking to learn their craft. At first the two boys had been tempted by communism, reading texts by Leon Trotsky translated into Arabic. Then, as teenagers patrolling their neighbourhood during the fighting in Beirut, they ran into groups of Palestinian militants. Soon after, they were drawn into the orbit of Yasser Arafat’s Fatah, attending training camps in the south of the country.


It was clear to the older militants at the camps that the two boys had talent. Mustafa began to learn how to make bombs. Imad was taken under the wing of Ali Salameh, the chief of operations for Black September, the terror organisation responsible for the massacre at the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, and was recruited into Force 17, Arafat’s personal security retinue. The cousins were fresh faced and inexperienced but they were disciplined, carefully studying military tactics and taking notes, whereas other young fighters merely wanted to fire guns. They began to gain a following among the new generation of Shia militants emerging round them.


During Imad’s regular visits, Saada began to get to know him more. Captivated by his seriousness, she had secretly fallen in love with her cousin. She knew Imad, the son of a sweet seller, was poor. He had no means of supporting a wife or children. And she was not particularly religious. It didn’t matter. Soon they were engaged.


In 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon and Mustafa and Imad took up arms alongside the Fatah fighters they had been training with. Both cousins suffered severe injuries in a gunfight, Mustafa almost losing the use of one of his legs. Saada begged her father to be allowed to stay with Imad to care for him, even though they were not yet married. Eventually, he relented.


Mustafa and Imad were now not only brothers in arms – they were brothers-in-law. Saada married her cousin in a simple ceremony conducted by the famous Shia cleric Mohammad Hussein Fadlallah, who employed Imad as his bodyguard. The young couple didn’t have enough money for a party, or to buy Saada a dress for the occasion. Nor could they afford a place of their own, instead living in a makeshift room on the balcony of Imad’s parents’ home.


Imad tried to shelter Saada from his work. But she could see that every shred of his and Mustafa’s energy was consumed by planning their next operation. After the 1982 war with Israel, Fatah left Lebanon and the cousins were left without sponsors. But a new, more dangerous force had taken Arafat’s place. During the chaos of the war, the Iranian Revolutionary Guard had quietly established a training camp in an abandoned military base in the Bekaa Valley, and was eager to recruit the two ambitious young militants. Mustafa and Imad now had the might and resources of a nation state behind them – one that was willing to unleash spectacular violence to get its way. At the same time cadres of young Shias, backed by revolutionary Iran, were coalescing into a new organisation that would come to be known as Hezbollah – the party of God.


Saada knew she was never going to have a normal marriage. But in 1983, following the attacks that slaughtered hundreds of US marines plotted by her brother and her husband, the consequences of their life choices had become clear. They would now have to disappear into the shadows for ever. Mustafa and Imad were no longer boys talking in a mosque. They were terrorists in the crosshairs of some of the world’s most powerful governments.


The wreckage of the marine barracks in Beirut had barely stopped smoking when, six weeks later, Mustafa set off on a new mission. Using a fake passport under the name of ‘Elias Saab’, he slipped into Kuwait.


Building on the skills he learned in the training camps, Mustafa had honed a sophisticated technique of hugely increasing the power of plastic explosives by surrounding them with gas canisters. One ordnance expert investigating the barracks attack noted that it would have required ‘a masters degree in explosives, if not a scientist’ to construct a bomb so deadly. Now, as part of an undercover team of over twenty operatives dispatched to the tiny emirate, Mustafa was about to again demonstrate his lethal talents.


On 12 December 1983, a devastating chain of explosions erupted across Kuwait in the space of ninety minutes. The opening blast went off at the US embassy, when a truck stacked with gas cylinders smashed through the building’s front gates and detonated. As shaken onlookers surveyed the damage, which had crumpled the building’s front annexe and blown out the windows of the nearby Hilton hotel, another car bomb went off outside the French embassy. Inside, the impact detached a crystal chandelier hanging above the ambassador’s desk, sending it crashing down and missing his head by inches. One by one, the dizzying barrage continued, with blasts ringing out at the country’s airport, its electric company and other strategic targets. A bomb made up of over two hundred gas cylinders hidden inside a truck failed to go off close enough to the country’s largest oil refinery, saving it from exploding into an unending inferno.


A frantic manhunt began. As Mustafa and his accomplices raced to escape, Kuwait declared a state of emergency, throwing up roadblocks and temporarily forbidding women from wearing the veil while driving to ensure the culprits couldn’t hide themselves. The Kuwaitis had little doubt who was behind the attacks. The bombs, the government said, were ‘the first concentrated Iranian operation to export the revolution beyond its borders’. A fingerprint from a severed thumb found at the site of the US embassy blast was confirmed to belong to a known member of a terror group headquartered in Tehran. Police then discovered that guns and grenades had been secretly smuggled into Kuwait from Iran and hidden in oil barrels in the weeks leading up to the attack.


Two months after the blasts, twenty-one young men were led into a metal cage inside a courtroom in Kuwait City, surrounded by armed guards. Sitting among them as they laughed and joked was a man with black, curly hair called Elias Saab. After a short trial seventeen of them, including Saab – in reality Mustafa Badreddine – were found guilty of orchestrating the attacks and sentenced to death.


Imad Mughinyeh was not going to sit idly by as Saada’s beloved brother rotted in a Kuwaiti jail, waiting to be taken outside and shot. He was going to use any means necessary to set his cousin free.
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A Loaded Gun


Calabria, 2014


Far away from the battlefields of Syria, in a small town in the southern Italian region of Calabria, Salvatore Pititto stood in his vegetable garden as his wife pointed a pistol at his head.


But even as Antonella gripped the gun, she knew that blowing her husband’s brains out couldn’t change the thing that hurt her most: Salvatore’s heart belonged to another woman. ‘Even if I shoot her in the kneecaps you will still want her,’ she told him. ‘Because you are in love with her.’


It was true. For Salvatore it had been love at first sight. Over a decade before his wife threatened to kill him, a young girl from Ukraine stepped out of a train station in Calabria ready to start a new life. Oksana, twenty-one years old, with bottle-blond hair and horn-rimmed glasses, had no residence papers, no house and no job. She had come to Italy on the advice of a friend from back home, who had made the journey several years before and managed to find work.


Oksana’s friend had come to pick her up. She had been driven there by an Italian man she knew through work. His name was Salvatore. He was thickset with a large head, buzzcut hair and darting eyes that were slightly too small for his broad face. Salvatore wasn’t tall, dark and handsome – but he was powerful, authoritative. And perhaps, as they stood outside the station, in her first moments in Calabria, he made her feel safe.


Salvatore was instantly attracted to Oksana and offered to help her. At first, he got her a job in the same place her friend worked: the local farming cooperative that produced cheese and milk. But Salvatore wanted Oksana closer. He found her another job, this time as a carer for the elderly couple who lived next door to him and his family.


The house of the elderly couple had windows that looked onto Salvatore’s home. Sometimes Oksana spotted him, gazing at her as she worked. Soon afterwards they began an affair.


It wouldn’t have been clear to Oksana exactly what Salvatore did for a living. But he had money, and knew a lot of important people in the area who could make life easier for her as she adjusted to a strange new country.


When the couple she cared for both died in quick succession, Oksana needed another job. Salvatore arranged for his new girlfriend to become an off-the-books checkout girl in a grocery, and for her to live in a small apartment above the shop.


The grocery was owned by an old woman who had three sons. One of them, a kind, sweet boy, began to take an interest in the pretty Ukrainian. The two of them started to take his elderly mother out for walks together. The family treated her like their own. Oksana then learned that the son had told his uncle he had fallen for her. Yes, there was Salvatore. But Salvatore and Antonella had been married for over a decade. They had three children. Perhaps it was sensible for Oksana to start thinking about other options.


Then, one day, the boy from the grocery abruptly broke things off. Oksana later learned that Salvatore had warned the boy’s uncle: ‘If I can’t have her,’ he said, ‘nobody can.’ People in the neighbourhood seemed to take what Salvatore said very seriously.


By then Salvatore had helped put Oksana up in her own apartment, registered in her name. She now had her own place, could speak the language and had a stable job. He started to bring strange men to her house, telling Oksana to leave the room so they could talk in private. She noticed that Salvatore was terrified of being recorded. Sometimes, he and his friends would drop their voices low and start speaking about strange things. Her boyfriend wasn’t a farmer, but he would often say to someone on the phone ‘I need to come and see the sheep today’, or ‘I’m coming to bring you the cheese’.


Little by little, Salvatore became less cautious around Oksana. Sometimes she was allowed to stay in the room while he and his friends had their discussions. He started to share little secrets with her.


One evening they were snuggled on the sofa in her living room, watching a TV drama about an undercover policeman who infiltrates a powerful Calabrian Mafia family. The hero was firing a machine gun.


‘I have two of those,’ Salvatore said with pride as he pointed at the television. ‘What?’ Oksana said. ‘Kalashnikovs?’


‘Yup,’ he said. ‘It’s true, it’s true.’


Oksana and Antonella had never met, but they knew about each other. Even if Antonella, a stocky woman with dyed black hair cut in a bob who wore blue Converse trainers, wasn’t happy, what could she do? Men like Salvatore did not get divorced. He and his wife lived with their three sons in a cheaply built house in a dusty corner of Mileto, the small town of eight thousand people they had both been born in and had never left. To the side of the house was a small garden with several large orange trees. Antonella would tend the plot, where she grew vegetables.


Antonella knew Salvatore thought she was stupid. Sometimes he would ask her to perform small tasks for him, taking money here or picking up someone from there. But she knew he never trusted her, and always believed she would mess things up. Sometimes Antonella would ask her sons why their father treated her with such lovelessness. Did he speak to his friends like he spoke to her? But they didn’t offer much sympathy. Growing up under the tutelage of their father, they were starting to toughen up.


Salvatore told Oksana that he and Antonella no longer shared a bed, his wife instead sleeping on the sofa. Oksana’s existence gradually became an open secret. Sometimes Salvatore would take her out to have dinner with his friends, or to watch him play bowls with his sons. She was completely his. But Oksana would have known that he could never be completely hers.


Men like Salvatore were bound by a vow of secrecy. But, as time went on, the secrets got bigger. He trusted Oksana. He told her about his drug trafficking, and the caches of weapons his friends had hidden in fields. And he told her about his family, a family that struck terror into the people who lived in their small, poor town.


Oksana learned that Salvatore had a cousin called Pasquale who nobody ever saw. Pasquale and Salvatore had been born in the same year, one month apart. Pasquale was in a wheelchair, having suffered a gunshot wound in an ambush years earlier. He had later been given a twenty-five-year sentence for murder and lived under house arrest in Mileto, having successfully appealed against being put in prison because of his disability.


Pasquale kept a large collection of weaponry, including M12 submachine guns, automatic rifles and a .38 revolver. Salvatore told Oksana in their late-night conversations about how close he was to his cousin, and how similar they were. Over time she discovered that Pasquale, despite being imprisoned in his house, seemed to know everything about everyone in town – even her. She decided it was wise to pay her respects. After returning from a trip back to Ukraine, she gave Salvatore a gift for Pasquale – a bottle of cognac and an ornamental boat covered in seashells. Salvatore told Oksana his cousin had given the little boat pride of place on his windowsill. Perhaps it was Pasquale’s way of telling Oksana that, even though they had never met, he was keeping an eye on her.


It was Pasquale who had made Salvatore’s family the kings of their town. Back in the 1980s, the cousins had started out as young hoodlums, hijacking trucks and extorting payments from local businesses under the protection of more powerful crime bosses. The teenage Pasquale quickly proved highly adept, even innovative, at coercing the businessmen of Mileto. Early in their criminal careers, an older boss had asked the boys to drop off a sealed envelope outside the house of a policeman. While they were on their way, Pasquale couldn’t resist opening the envelope. Inside was a letter written in block capitals containing a chilling threat. From then on, he adopted a similar strategy for his own burgeoning extortion racket: why shake down someone in person, when you could simply drop them a note? Soon he developed a system of sending handwritten messages to his victims demanding payment, along with an intimidating flourish: a bottle filled with petrol, or a crudely built homemade explosive device. Once, Pasquale dumped a dog’s severed head outside a businessman’s house.


The Pitittos began to rise up the ranks. The top Calabrian criminal families had for over a hundred years operated on a secret ranking system of membership, known as doti, or ‘gifts’. For a young thug to be promoted to a higher gift, known as ‘receiving a flower’, he had to undergo a masonic-like initiation ritual performed by more senior members. And it was in 1988, in cell number 18 of Vibo Valentia prison during a brief arrest for robbery, that Pasquale became a made man. The boys weren’t picciotti, or petty street thugs, any more. The Pititto gang had now been recognised by their elders as a fully fledged crew.


Over the years they had survived various wars against rival crime families, including the one that had put Pasquale in a wheelchair. Their command over Mileto was unchallenged. Still, the Pititto family were a provincial outfit, a small satellite with dominion over their little grey town only at the behest of far more powerful regional bosses. Salvatore would have known that the real money, and the real power, came from far away. And Salvatore was an ambitious man, ambitious for his family. He wanted the best for them.


Salvatore and Antonella’s three sons, Giuseppe, Gianluca and Alex, were their future. Salvatore talked to Oksana about his boys all the time, beaming with pride. They were, he told her, growing up to be just like him.


Giuseppe and Gianluca, now in their twenties, had begun selling drugs in the town, and helping their father out with his business. Giuseppe, the oldest son, was engaged to the daughter of a partner of Salvatore’s. The father of the bride had been saving money from drug deals to marry her off in a luxury ceremony with horse-drawn carriages. One Easter, Salvatore told Oksana he was particularly happy because Giuseppe had spent the day alone with Pasquale in his cousin’s house, drinking grappa. It was a sign he was being groomed for succession. Everything was set for Salvatore’s boys to have a wonderful future.


Alex, at twelve, was too young to be working for his father. It wasn’t clear how much attention his parents and elder brothers were paying to Alex, a pudgy child who had shaved his hair at the sides and often wore a baseball cap. He did the things that boys his age do, going to school and spending the early evenings in the town square eating pizza with his friends and posting pictures on Facebook. But he could seem distant and depressed.
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