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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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BOOK ONE




1

‘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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