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  Colombia in the 1990s was a country on the brink. A weak government riddled with corruption battled billion-dollar cocaine cartels run with cold-blooded violence by rival gangsters Pablo Escobar in Medellin and the Rodriguez brothers in Cali. Countless innocent lives were torn apart.


  One such life was Jorge Salcedo’s, a part-time soldier and respected businessman and family man, who lost a childhood friend to Escobar’s assassins. His military connections led him to a secret meeting with the Cali crime bosses, sworn enemies of Escobar, who offered Salcedo the chance to join them and help take out Pablo. With mixed feelings, he agreed.


  Once inside, Salcedo could not resign. He turned a blind eye to the violence and trafficking around him and rose to become head of cartel security, struggling to preserve his integrity even as he sank deeper into the mire. Then came an order that he could not obey…but could not refuse. His only way out was to bring down the biggest, richest crime family of all time.


  And so begins a heart-pumping roller coaster ride that has to be read to be believed. Secretly aided by DEA agents, Salcedo must risk everything to help capture his fugitive cartel boss and save the life of a witness targeted for murder. A bullet in the head is always a misstep away.


  Salcedo remains in hiding in the United States, but has revealed his experiences in full and explosive detail to one journalist. This is the cartel insider’s remarkable story and a gripping piece of true crime.
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  For Bill and Dorothy


  Prologue

  WRONG NUMBER


  Washington, D.C.

  Monday, June 12, 1995


  A LATE SPRING STORM HAD TURNED THE U.S. CAPITAL WET AND dreary. Under heavy overcast, the streets were so dark at midday that drivers turned on their headlights. But on C Street the sun was shining in one corner of the State Department, the office of the assistant secretary of state for international narcotics and law enforcement affairs—fondly referred to by its occupants as the office of the “secretary for drugs and thugs.” The staff of Ambassador Robert S. Gelbard was celebrating news that U.S. and Colombian drug agents had just captured one of the biggest names in the Cali cocaine cartel. After months of Gelbard’s incessant cajoling, urging, and browbeating, the Bogotá government had finally brought down a prominent trafficking target. It was hardly a crippling blow to the world’s richest criminal enterprise. The boss of bosses, the head of the cartel, remained at large and under the protection, it seemed, of the most powerful political forces in Colombia. Still, Gelbard and his staff dared to hope that the Cali syndicate could be dismantled.


  Across the Potomac in Langley, Virginia, a telephone operator picked up an incoming call at about one thirty. “Central Intelligence Agency,” she said pleasantly.


  “Yes, hello. Please pardon my English,” responded a Latin-accented voice in perfect English. “I’m calling from Colombia. I have some important information about the Cali drug cartel—the head of the cartel, I know his location.”


  “Yes, sir. And how may I direct your call?”


  “Well, your agency has people here. They are trying to find this man. I am offering my assistance.”


  “Thank you, sir. How may I direct your call?”


  After a long pause, the man said that he knew no one at the CIA by name but would gladly talk to anyone interested in capturing Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela, godfather of the Colombian cocaine syndicate. The operator seemed neither skeptical nor impressed. She simply remained pleasant and asked to be provided a specific office, officer, or telephone extension.


  The caller pressed her: “Do you have a fax number?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Do you have a number for tips or anonymous sources?”


  “No, I’m sorry. Perhaps you can call back later.”


  ABOUT TWENTY-FIVE HUNDRED MILES SOUTH, the man who had just called the CIA returned a black telephone receiver to its cradle. He was tall and dark haired, with a neatly trimmed beard. His dressy-casual attire, typical of the tropics, gave little hint of his background. To strangers in the busy downtown Telecom building, he might have passed for a middle-aged university professor, an off-duty judge, or a bank vice president.


  He lingered for a few moments in the soundproof privacy of the phone booth. His hands were still trembling. He had risked his life to place that call. He took a slow, deep breath and replayed the conversation in his mind. It seemed absurd—until he realized that the operator wasn’t inept … she was screening calls. He was just another nuisance caller, a nutcase. And maybe he was, in fact, crazy.


  If Miguel and the other Cali cartel bosses ever suspected that he had dialed the CIA, he was dead. No trial, no defense—just a few bullets to the brain … if he was lucky. There were worse ways to die. He had come close to some of them. But on that afternoon in mid-June, he knew what he was doing. He was desperate—but he was no nutcase.


  He was forty-seven and a family man—and for the previous six and a half years he had been a top aide to one of the most ruthless and powerful crime bosses in the world. Now he wanted out of the cartel … out of an organization that discouraged retirement or resignations.


  As he stepped from the phone booth, he kept an eye out for anyone familiar, ready with an excuse to explain his presence in the Telecom building. After all, convenient cartel phones were nearby. But they wouldn’t do. Cartel wiretaps were everywhere. He knew better than most that there wasn’t a private telephone anywhere in Cali that was genuinely private.


  He emerged into the humid eighty-six-degree heat of a Cali afternoon. Across the street was the redbrick Iglesia de San Francisco, an eighteenth-century church and civic attraction, with its distinctive Mudejar-style bell tower. He slipped into its cool, dim sanctuary and approached the altar. He had to think about his next move. He had confided to no one his desperate plan to bring down the cartel boss, not even to his wife, although he was putting her and their children in grave danger. He told himself that she wouldn’t want to know, she would be terrified—and worse, she might be unable to hide her fear. He had to withhold the truth for her own protection—to protect all of their lives. He had never felt so alone.


  Beyond the Father, Son, and Holy Mother to whom he prayed, the man falling to his knees near the altar of Iglesia de San Francisco that afternoon trusted no one but the CIA … and he couldn’t even get past the Langley switchboard operator.
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  PART ONE


  The Cartel War Years

  1989–1993


  SIX AND A HALF YEARS EARLIER


  Bogotá, Colombia

  Mid-January 1989


  JORGE SALCEDO STOWED HIS CARRY-ON BAG IN AN OVERHEAD COMPARTMENT and dropped into a window seat of the aging Boeing 727. It was an early morning flight out of Bogotá to Cali, Colombia, and he was a reluctant traveler. Besides the inconvenient hour, the forty-one-year-old businessman really could not afford to take time away from his latest venture, a small refinery he was developing to reprocess used motor oil. The project was behind schedule, and here he was flying off on a mystery trip. He had no idea why he was going to Cali. In fact, until arriving at Bogotá’s El Dorado International Airport an hour earlier, he didn’t even know his destination.


  “Jorge, you need to come with me. Some people want to meet you,” his friend Mario had said on the phone. He was emphatic. He told Jorge to pack an overnight bag—then hung up. Now they were on the plane together.


  “What’s the deal, Mario?” Jorge couldn’t hide a tone of impatience as he turned to his friend settling into the aisle seat. “What are we doing here?”


  Like Jorge, Mario was in his early forties—fit, trim, and exuding confidence. Even in casual civilian clothes, he looked military, like someone out of Central Casting. But the recently retired major Mario del Basto was the real thing, a highly decorated soldier.


  “After takeoff,” he assured Jorge, “we’ll talk.” He gave a nod toward strangers still standing in the aisle.


  Jorge had always trusted Mario. The two had been good friends since soon after Jorge joined the Colombian army reserves in 1984. Mario, an officer in the regular army, became commanding officer of Jorge’s Cali-based reserve unit. The major relied on Jorge as an intelligence officer with valuable skills in weaponry, electronic surveillance, radio technologies, and photography.


  The army reserve was an unpaid, volunteer position, but it gave Jorge the taste of a military career like that of his father, General Jorge Salcedo. The senior Salcedo had been a contender for chief of Colombia’s armed forces, and he remained a prominent public figure nearly twenty-five years after his retirement in the mid-1960s.


  Jorge saw reflections of his father in Major del Basto. Both were career army officers. Both wore uniforms with chests full of medals for valor. Both had extensive experience fighting antigovernment guerrillas.


  Growing up the son of a general provided Jorge with many advantages, from financial security and social respect to opportunities for travel—including an extended stay in the United States while his father was on assignment in Kansas. It also influenced his views on groups like FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, or Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), against whom his father waged war. At home and in the reserves, Jorge saw the guerrillas as irredeemable terrorists, and he came to share frustrations widely held in the military that government-sanctioned peace talks simply allowed guerrillas to regroup and resupply.


  “We’re trying to talk them to death,” Mario complained to Jorge.


  Even for a military hero like Major del Basto, such criticism of the civilian leadership was dangerous. He shared his opinions only with close friends until his rage could be contained no longer. At the close of 1988, del Basto rejected a promotion to colonel and quit the army. He blasted President Virgilio Barco for coddling FARC. Then he disappeared. Jorge hadn’t heard from Mario for days—not until the mysterious phone call that led him aboard this Avianca airlines flight.


  “WE’RE GOING TO SEE some Cali guys,” Mario began moments after they were airborne. He was leaning across the empty middle seat between them. Engine noise protected their privacy.


  “Do I know them?”


  “It’s possible. They’re important local businessmen.”


  Jorge had lived in Cali as a boy, when his father was the army brigade commander there. Again in the early 1980s, he resided there while working as a partner and engineer at a battery-manufacturing plant just outside Colombia’s third-largest city.


  “What I can tell you,” Mario went on, “is that these people have a serious problem with Pablo Escobar. He’s bombing their businesses, threatening their families—it’s a terrible situation.”


  Jorge’s expression abruptly hardened to a glare. “Don’t tell me—we’re going to see the Cali cartel guys?”


  By January 1989, everyone in Colombia knew about the raging feud between Escobar’s Medellín cartel and his rivals in Cali. For nearly a year, headlines carried gruesome accounts of bombings, dismemberments, and shootings. The number of innocent-bystander deaths mounted. Like most of his friends and cohorts, Jorge feared and loathed Pablo Escobar. The drug boss had declared war on the Colombian government in a campaign to overturn Bogotá’s extradition treaty with Washington. His paid assassins targeted national officials, local police, criminal investigators, and judges. A Medellín hit team struck especially close to home when it gunned down one of Jorge’s boyhood friends, a popular minister of justice named Rodrigo Lara Bonilla.


  Jorge didn’t know much about Escobar’s rivals in Cali, except by reputation. They were regarded as less violent—at least they did not kill public figures. In fact, the southern bosses were widely known as “the Gentlemen of Cali.” Nonetheless, Jorge never considered taking sides. The war between the cartels was none of his business.


  “You should have told me,” Jorge said. “Maybe I don’t want to meet them.”


  Mario shrugged. “But they want to meet you.”


  Jorge shook his head in wonder. A big organized crime outfit wanted to see him. Why? Mario looked around to see that no one was listening and continued.


  Soon after leaving the army, Mario said, he had been called to Cali and offered a position managing security for the Rodríguez Orejuela family. Jorge recognized the name. They were owners of a national chain of discount pharmacies and a professional soccer team, among many other legitimate interests. But it was common knowledge that they were also big-time traffickers. Like Escobar, they denied any drug ties. Unlike Escobar, they kept a low profile.


  “These guys are afraid for their lives and for their families,” Mario said. “Pablo is trying to kill them—men, women, children, everyone.” He said it was especially unfair to the Rodríguez Orejuela clan because “they are not violent people.” Mario described his new job as keeping innocent women and children safe from Escobar’s hired killers.


  “And they think you can help, too.”


  “So, it’s not the cartel drug business,” Jorge said with obvious relief.


  “No, of course not.” Mario dropped his voice so that even Jorge could barely hear him: “But don’t talk about cartels. They hate the word. There is no Cali cartel, you understand? They’re businessmen.”


  “I see. All right, but—why me?”


  Jorge considered himself a businessman who recycled motor oil and an engineer who designed manufacturing systems or tinkered with cameras and radios. In the army reserves he specialized in surveillance and intelligence, a relatively new area of personal interest. Still, he saw no obvious reasons for a summons to Cali.


  He asked again: “Why?”


  Mario smiled, sat back, and said nothing.


  * * *


  JORGE WASN’T LOOKING for a job that morning in January. He already had business deals brewing on several fronts—including potentially lucrative negotiations with the Colombian military. Jorge had recently begun representing some European companies interested in landing defense contracts in Colombia and other Latin American countries, clients he picked up during the previous year while attending an international exhibition of military suppliers in London. He returned with samples of night-vision gear, encrypted radios, and surveillance devices he hoped to sell to army procurement officials in Bogotá.


  But what most intrigued one of the Bogotá generals was the business card of David Tomkins, a colorful arms dealer based near London. Tomkins and a group of retired British special forces soldiers offered to instruct the Colombian army in guerrilla-fighting techniques. Jorge relayed their proposal.


  “These trainers, they are also mercenaries?” asked the general. He had once served as an aide to Jorge’s father. He knew he could trust the old general’s son. “Would your contacts consider a clandestine mission against the FARC?”


  Within a few days, Jorge was flying back to England. There, he presented Tomkins with a proposed assignment: attack and destroy FARC’s showcase mountain headquarters known as Casa Verde. The Colombian military would secretly support the raid—providing arms, explosives, and transportation—but it had to be done in such a way that the army could deny involvement.


  The British mercenaries had flexible ideologies that could accommodate a wide array of customers, but they tended to be staunchly anticommunist. To clinch the deal, Jorge pointed out FARC’s long-standing support from Fidel Castro. The Brits eagerly signed on. Their field leader was a Scotsman named Peter McAleese, a tough former Special Air Service (SAS) sergeant and paratrooper who once survived a jump with a failed parachute.


  FARC had many enemies. Guerrilla bands had attacked remote villages, seized farmers, miners, and ranchers for ransom, and even dared to kidnap drug traffickers. When the British commandos arrived in Colombia, they were welcomed by an unlikely alliance of rich cattlemen, miners, and leaders of the Medellín cocaine cartel. Primary funding for the mission came from José Rodríguez-Gacha, a major landowner and a trafficking partner of Pablo Escobar’s. With dissident military officials providing arms and munitions, the Brits were backed by a Faustian ensemble—what Colombians called la mesa del Diablo … “the Devil’s table.” And Jorge served as maître d’.


  Through the summer of 1988, Jorge—code-named Richard—was the secret liaison between the commandos and their Colombian supporters. If the mission were exposed, the army would disavow any knowledge. Jorge was responsible for keeping the Brits fed, housed, supplied, and out of public view. One of the few with whom he shared details of the operation was Mario del Basto. Jorge took him to jungle training sites and introduced the major to Tomkins and McAleese.


  Preparations for the attack dragged on for months. The Brits were ready, but the dissident military officers hesitated. They were fearful of a political backlash and ultimately unwilling to risk their military careers. In the end, the same cabal of military officials who had launched the secret plan called it off.


  Nonetheless, the commandos left happy and well paid, thanks to the wealthy Medellín ranchers and traffickers who reimbursed the Brits for training ragtag elements of their private armies. One drug boss had even sent his son for jungle combat training. In November 1988, Tomkins and McAleese were the last to fly home. In a farewell meeting with Jorge, they embraced and said they were eager for future assignments. “Until next time,” McAleese said.


  Jorge immediately returned to his neglected business interests, but now—eight weeks later—he was flying to Cali and wondering why.


  A CAR FROM THE InterContinental hotel was waiting for them at Cali’s Alfonso Bonilla Aragón International Airport. Luxury hotel suites were also waiting, stocked with fresh fruits and flowers—compliments of the Rodríguez Orejuela family. A message said that their afternoon appointment with “the gentlemen” was delayed. A car would pick them up around ten o’clock that night.


  The timing was not coincidental. In light nighttime traffic, anyone trying to follow the car would be more easily detected. Jorge knew Cali well and realized immediately that they were doubling back, circling, and watching to be sure that no one was tailing them. Jorge felt his first twinge of anxiety. Since childhood, he had been prone to mild attacks of claustrophobia. In the backseat of the Cali cartel car, his throat tightened. He took a deep breath and wiped a sweaty palm on his slacks. He didn’t want Mario to notice. But he also couldn’t help feeling that his friend had put him in a difficult spot.


  The winding drive finally ended at a high-walled compound. Their car entered through a large gate that shut behind them. Jorge glanced around as he stepped out. He saw security lapses everywhere. Dozens of bodyguards milled about, bristling with firearms, but they seemed most intent on swatting mosquitoes. No one inspected the car. Curiously to Jorge, all sentries were inside the walls. He saw no one posted outside.


  Even in the dark, Jorge could see that the auto court was full of cars—mostly Mazda sedans and midsized SUVs—parked at haphazard angles. A handful of smaller cars effectively blocked all the others. In an emergency, all but a few would be trapped.


  A cartel security man greeted them just outside the door to the main house. José Estrada was about forty, a retired army sergeant. He escorted Jorge and Mario through a seemingly empty house. The floors were polished white marble. The white walls and ceilings were freshly painted. The furniture was luxurious white leather. Jorge saw no books, no toys, no children, none of the clutter of family life. It looked like a showcase for interior designers or a furniture showroom. The style gave Jorge his first clue to the manners and tastes of the drug lords: practical, efficient, and businesslike.


  The visitors were ushered into a spacious office where four men were waiting. So, these were the Cali cartel godfathers, Jorge thought—men who could play God with human lives, dictate government policies, and influence the national economy. They were not particularly imposing physically. At nearly six feet two, Jorge was taller than anyone in the room. As Mario made the introductions, Jorge greeted each boss with a smile and a handshake. They seemed pleased to meet him—and completely harmless, almost benign.


  Pacho Herrera, thirty-seven, was the youngest of the four. This was one of his houses—his white palette, his sterile rooms. He looked as if he had just stepped off the pages of a gentleman’s fashion magazine. Pacho was the only unmarried godfather. He was homosexual. Jorge thought that Pacho had the empathetic, easygoing manner of a young priest. What he didn’t know was that the gay gangster ran the most brutal wing of enforcers in the cartel.


  Chepe Santacruz, forty-five, was in denim and cotton and looked the part of a farmer or rancher who had just come in from the stables. He seemed jovial and self-deprecating, even a bit mischievous. But he sometimes took his penchant for teasing too far. His rough edges showed in the coarseness of his conversation. Chepe was proudly unsophisticated. He also was a street fighter. And in brawls, as in practical jokes, overkill was his trademark.


  Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela, almost fifty, was the talker, an often charming raconteur who had the look of a well-fed professor. He immediately put Jorge at ease and seemed to be the official host, the presiding officer of the meeting. Throughout the evening, Jorge recognized Gilberto’s unspoken authority as others in the room deferred to him.


  Gilberto’s younger brother Miguel, forty-five, was a stern-faced man who seemed endlessly weary. He said little, but missed nothing. In deference to his place in the cartel, he was known as Don Miguel or simply El Señor. Chepe liked to call him Limón, or “Lemon,” for his pinched expression and sour disposition. No one else dared use the nickname to the don’s face. Miguel ran daily operations of the cartel, making him the boss of bosses. But he and Gilberto were close partners, and all important cartel matters came before the four-member brain trust that greeted Jorge and Mario.


  The two visitors took seats in white leather chairs. A white-uniformed maid offered cold fruit juices. The Gentlemen of Cali moved right into the night’s agenda. First, they wanted help with personal security.


  Pablo is “a bandit … a criminal … a crazy guy,” Chepe declared. He told Jorge that Escobar was threatening to kill everyone with ties to the Cali bosses—wives, children, friends. “No one is safe,” Chepe said.


  “Yes, I understand,” responded Jorge, thinking of his former classmate, the assassinated justice minister. “Escobar killed my friend Rodrigo Lara Bonilla, a very good man.”


  Jorge felt a surge of emotion. He had rarely talked about his friend’s murder, but here in the company of Escobar’s enemies he had rediscovered his deep-seated anger. He felt no need to suppress it. It was clear they all shared a powerful sentiment—hatred.


  Gilberto seemed both surprised and delighted to hear of Jorge’s personal loss at Escobar’s hand. “It was a terrible tragedy,” he sympathized. “It was also stupid. Sometimes, Pablo ignores his own best interests. He goes to war and expects to win friends. He’s a fool. A dangerous fool.”


  Talk turned to the current state of cartel defenses. Estrada, the man they met at the door, had his hands full protecting the bosses. The other security chief was a retired Colombian army officer referred to in impatient tones as “Major Gómez.” Clearly, his performance was not measuring up. His intelligence network was woeful. He wasn’t aggressive. The no-confidence vote was unanimous, and his absence that night was telling. Jorge still wasn’t sure exactly what the Cali drug lords wanted until—


  “We want Pablo Escobar dead,” said Miguel.


  “And we want you and your British commandos to kill him,” added Gilberto.


  Jorge looked around the room. Everyone was waiting for his response. Mario had obviously told them about his secret contacts with the Brits. Now Jorge understood the summons to Cali. It didn’t bother him that the secret had been shared. He felt more flattered than alarmed.


  Until that moment, Jorge had never given any thought to avenging the murder of his friend. Law enforcement was a job for police and the courts. Unfortunately, officials who tried to bring formal charges against Escobar all ended up dead. The case remained officially unsolved. If Gilberto’s invitation caught Jorge by surprise, it also intrigued him. Maybe justice could be done after all.


  Jorge could almost hear the theme from his favorite movie, The Magnificent Seven. The notion of riding into town with a crew of foreign gunfighters to rout the great villain Escobar stirred fantasies of patriotic heroics. It also appealed to the same passions that had prompted his enlistment in the army reserves—a yearning for action and adventure … all in the service of God and country. He wanted to hear more about the godfathers’ plan.


  They had already selected the target—Hacienda Nápoles, Escobar’s seventy-four-hundred-acre tropical estate along the Magdalena River. It was a fantasyland with man-made lakes for water sports, huge swimming pools, its own airport, and a zoo with elephants, lions, zebras, and rapidly procreating hippopotamuses. It was also Escobar’s first choice for serious wining, dining, and partying. Gilberto, who had been a guest there, said that when Pablo was at Nápoles, it could be assumed he would be drunk every day.


  Jorge asked about transport. He would need helicopters. “You will have them,” Gilberto said. Jorge asked about pilots. “We have pilots who know the area,” Gilberto said. Jorge raised the importance of good intelligence and top-quality communications gear—radios reliable even in remote, rugged terrain. “Whatever is necessary will be done—and you can count on the eternal gratitude of everyone in this room.”


  It was obvious that cost was not a consideration. Jorge was struck by the contrast: the Colombian army sometimes had no fuel for its helicopters, but the Cali cartel could fund an armed invasion. And he was struck by another contrast: with all their money, the four billionaires in the room were terrified of Pablo Escobar.


  It was a heady moment for Jorge. He felt important—handpicked for a big job, a great adventure … and a public service. He also welcomed a chance to be reunited with his British commando friends. As for prospects that four of the nation’s richest men might be indebted to him—that was priceless. Yet he hesitated.


  Another extended delay could jeopardize his nascent motor oil recovery business. He was hoping to start construction on a small refinery early in the new year. And what about Lena Duque? She was Jorge’s love, his companion, and his fiancée. The Escobar mission could delay their wedding.


  The godfathers assured him that preparing the assault would take no more than a few months. After Escobar was dead, Jorge could return to Bogotá “with more money than you will ever need,” as Gilberto put it.


  The meeting ran well past midnight. Jorge knew he would have to declare his intentions. He would be working for major crime figures—returning to the Devil’s table. But he reasoned that it would be brief and he would have nothing to do with the drug trade. He considered that he might lose his refinery business—but the trade-off could be new and powerful friends and even better business opportunities in the future. Then Jorge considered his family. Maybe working so closely with cartel godfathers wasn’t worth the risk to his reputation. That’s when Jorge thought about declining.


  At various times that evening, the bosses shared stories about their families, their wives and ex-wives and multiple households, and their fears for everyone’s safety. The personal information wasn’t so detailed that Jorge could, say, track down Miguel’s third wife, but it was provided in an atmosphere of trust that would make it uncomfortable for Jorge to back away now.


  For a moment he fantasized about making his apologies, about saying, Thanks, but no thanks. What then? Would he be seen as a security risk? He had, after all, worked closely with Escobar’s partners, financiers of the Brits’ Casa Verde plot. No doubt the Cali godfathers knew about that part of the mercenary project, too. If he said no, would they take it as personal rejection … or worse, as a sign of loyalty to the Medellín bosses? Would Jorge end up in the trunk of one of those parked cars? He stifled a shudder.


  Jorge realized that he was afraid to say no. And thank God for that. Because, deep down, Jorge also knew that he really didn’t want to refuse. He felt relief when he announced, “Yes, I’ll do it.”


  A TERRIBLE NOISE


  IT IS THE OLDEST DEMOCRACY IN LATIN AMERICA, A REGIONAL CENTER of higher learning and an economic power. But beneath a veneer of sophistication and modernity, twentieth-century Colombia was one of the most violent places on Earth.


  Civil strife, personal vendettas, and criminal gangs spread mayhem. Colombia was the murder and kidnapping leader of the Western Hemisphere even before it became the center of international drug trafficking. The world’s biggest, richest, and most dangerous cocaine cartels operated out of two of its largest cities—Medellín in the north and Cali in the south. Leftist guerrillas and right-wing death squads terrorized cities and rural areas. In one presidential campaign, four candidates were assassinated.


  Jorge Salcedo was born in 1947, when Colombia was better known for coffee than for cocaine. Even then, it was hardly a tropical paradise. Jorge’s earliest years coincided with one of the deadliest periods in Colombian politics. It was as if, in the United States, Republicans and Democrats had taken up arms to slaughter each other. Between 1946 and 1957, as many as 300,000 Colombians died in the political strife, an era known as La Violencia. The military seized power for a time. Democracy resumed with an agreement between Liberal and Conservative parties to alternate the presidency.


  During the worst of La Violencia, Jorge’s military father was targeted by a hit squad and ambushed in his front yard. A gun battle raged on the doorsteps of the family’s Bogotá home. Inside, Jorge’s mother protected her crying baby, terrified by the terrible noise. Army colleagues rushed to the father’s rescue and routed his attackers. It was the young Jorge’s first brush with Colombian violence.


  He started school in his mother’s hometown of Neiva, where he shared a kindergarten desk with Rodrigo, the future justice minister. The boys’ friendship was interrupted when the Salcedo family moved to a safer neighborhood—Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Jorge’s father, on track for high-level promotion, would spend two years with future generals from around the world attending the U.S. Army’s Command and General Staff College. While his father learned the ways of command, Jorge learned English. He attended a little brick Catholic school near the fort and very nearly lost his native Spanish.


  He was seven when his father gave him his first gun, a Winchester .22 rifle. He bagged his first deer on a hunting trip when he was twelve. For high school graduation, his parents gave him a treasured, U.S.-made High Standard Olympic competition pistol. His fascination with weapons became the foundation for Jorge’s keen interest in the design and mechanics of precision machinery. He studied mechanical engineering at the University of the Andes and graduated with a degree in industrial economy. One of his earliest jobs was designing forklifts. He moved to Cali to take a partnership position with a battery manufacturer. He also developed interests in radio and communications systems. He became an avid tinkerer and amateur inventor.


  His marriage to María, a university sweetheart, foundered, and Jorge suspected another man. He put his skills to use wiretapping his wife’s telephone. It was a terrible breach of marital trust, but it confirmed his worst fears. They separated and shared custody of their four-year-old daughter—until María abruptly moved back to Bogotá and took the girl. A custody battle in the Cali courts gave Jorge his first taste of preferential justice. The ex-wife’s new boyfriend was politically connected. After losing custody of his little girl, Jorge never forgot how it felt to be a victim of corrupt power.


  With his wife and child gone, Cali seemed cold and empty. He pondered military service. Earlier, while weighing his university options, Jorge considered following his father into an army officer’s career. But General Salcedo counseled strongly against it. His own sterling military career had ended prematurely in 1966 when a rival became minister of defense and bypassed the general, promoting an officer with less experience to commanding general of the Colombian armed forces.


  “I have many friends who will do anything they can to help you,” he told Jorge. “But I’ve also made enemies, and they will find ways to hurt you … to hurt me. Go to school. Get another career. Then think about it.”


  Now in mid-career, Jorge decided he would join the army reserves. He petitioned for an officer’s commission in the Cali-based Pichincha Battalion. On the weekend before formally joining, Jorge was boating on Lake Calima north of town. He rescued a stranded party boat of young women, one of them a striking twenty-four-year-old in a black swimsuit. She seemed barely to notice him despite his heroics. Two days later, Jorge was standing in a group of about forty volunteers as a general welcomed them into the reserves. The officer’s remarks were interrupted when a door burst open and a late-arriving recruit joined the crowd next to Jorge.


  It was Lena Duque, the girl with the black swimsuit. Jorge stared. Her quick smile nearly knocked the wind out of him. The general’s welcoming address faded into an indecipherable drone. All of his senses focused on the woman at his elbow. She was young. She was beautiful. And she was military. They stood there, almost touching, joining the army reserves together.


  Courtship bloomed after another chance encounter a few days later. Jorge was bringing dozens of books and technical manuals to the army reserve administration building at the request of a military friend of his father’s. He tried to carry too many at once and dropped an armload—just as Lena happened by.


  “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened,” he said, scrambling to pick up the volumes strewn at her feet.


  “You’re the guy from the boat,” she said, smiling.


  Jorge seized the opportunity as she helped him recover his books. Dinner was arranged. Lena was a banking attorney. Like Jorge, she was formerly married and had a child, a young son. She smoked, but he tried to overlook that. Financially, they were both comfortable and independent, if not wealthy. And Lena was a Cali girl who introduced him to her parents, siblings, and a network of close friends. For Jorge, Cali was starting to feel like home again.


  COLOMBIA’S VIOLENCE REACHED a frenzied pitch in the 1980s as antigovernment guerrilla gangs stepped up their attacks. FARC was the largest and had operated from Casa Verde, its mountain hideout south of Bogotá, since the 1960s. Its popular roots were in animosities left over from La Violencia. A relative newcomer was the 19th of April Movement, or M-19, born in the aftermath of a controversial 1970 election that critics said was stolen by the Conservatives. M-19 evolved over the next decade into a nationalistic group with Marxist inclinations.


  Both guerrilla groups engaged in terrorism and raised funds with kidnappings. But headline-conscious M-19 marauders often upstaged the older FARC. The newcomers arrived in the mid-1970s with a spectacular museum heist of Simón Bolívar’s sword and spurs, intended to symbolize M-19’s claim to be a citizen uprising against an unjust regime. In 1980, it seized fourteen diplomatic hostages at the Dominican Republic’s embassy. It held them for weeks until Cuba mediated their release.


  Jorge encountered the violence firsthand when M-19 raided a small industrial town north of Cali. He grabbed his Thompson submachine gun and scrambled to join his reserve unit. Approaching Yumbo, they came upon the still-smoldering remnants of a bullet-splattered Renault. Inside were the bodies of a girl and two teenage boys. It appeared to Jorge that they stumbled into an M-19 roadblock. He felt stirrings of rage. He hated any kind of politics that could justify three dead kids. The killers had disappeared; there was nothing Jorge could do. He hated that, too.


  WHEN RODRIGO LARA BONILLA was appointed Colombia’s minister of justice in the summer of 1983, it was a proud moment for Jorge. He had maintained a distant friendship with the rising political star ever since they shared that desk as schoolboys. While their career paths took them to different worlds, their families remained neighbors in Neiva.


  The new minister was a reformer who immediately picked a fight with Pablo Escobar, then a member of the Colombian congress, and with the other drug barons of Medellín. He threatened them with the one thing they feared the most: extradition to the United States, where trafficking indictments awaited most of them. The U.S. justice system was not vulnerable to bribes or intimidation, no doubt prompting Escobar’s oft-repeated declaration: “Better a grave in Colombia than a jail cell in the United States.”


  Lara Bonilla became a target of constant death threats but vowed, “I will never again refuse the extradition of one of these dogs.” Once in office, he approved and sent to the president a U.S. request to extradite Carlos Lehder, a pioneer of Colombian trafficking. He also canceled the flight permits of fifty-seven cartel-linked aircraft.


  On Monday evening, April 30, 1984, the justice minister left his Bogotá office as usual in a government-issued white Mercedes-Benz. He shoved aside a bulletproof vest on the backseat. Despite pleas from his family, he rarely wore it.


  The ministry driver eased out into traffic, the Mercedes escorted front and back by Toyota Land Cruisers with armed bodyguards. They were in stop-and-go traffic when a red motorcycle dipping in and out of lanes approached with two men aboard. As it pulled alongside, the man on the back of the bike pulled out an Ingram MAC-10 assault pistol. Before anyone in the escort vehicles could react, a burst of automatic fire shattered the passenger window. More than a dozen .45-caliber rounds blasted the man in the backseat.


  Two hundred miles away in Cali, Jorge Salcedo was returning home from his battery business. It was raining, but Jorge lowered his driver’s side window to greet the parking lot guard. The man did not look up, fixated on his transistor radio and a voice announcing, “The minister of justice has been shot. His condition is unknown.”


  Jorge was in his apartment monitoring radio and television when the dreaded news was confirmed—his friend was dead. Rodrigo Lara Bonilla had been hit by seven shots, three to the head. The vest would not have saved him. Jorge skipped the big public funeral. He mourned alone in his apartment. The attack on a government minister was a first for Escobar. It was a first for Jorge, too—the first murder in Escobar’s bloody rampage that Jorge took personally.


  Assassinations soared through the late 1980s with Escobar’s professional hit men, or sicarios, sometimes competing with guerrilla gangs for the most sensational headlines. In Bogotá, a superior court judge investigating the Lara Bonilla murder was himself gunned down. The next year, a Medellín judge was shot to death after signing a warrant tying Escobar to the 1976 murders of two Colombian federal agents. A pro-extradition supreme court justice was ambushed and killed on a busy street. Gunmen on a rural highway intercepted and killed the head of Colombia’s National Police antinarcotics unit as he and his family were returning from vacation.


  In November 1985, an M-19 raiding party seized Bogotá’s Palace of Justice and took three hundred hostages. They destroyed vast amounts of criminal records, including extradition files, raising suspicions in Washington that Escobar might have supported the attack. It was never confirmed. More than one hundred hostages, among them eleven high court justices, were killed when government troops stormed the building.


  Outrage over the spreading violence was fueled by aggressive news coverage, especially in the pages of the country’s oldest daily, El Espectador. Its editor and publisher, Guillermo Cano, the silver-haired eminence of Colombian journalism, had earlier that year won a national prize for his columns and editorials condemning the drug mafias. He endorsed extradition to rid the country of its most violent traffickers. Nine days before Christmas 1986, Cano was interviewed about the dangers of provoking Pablo Escobar and his cohorts. “The problem with our business is that one never knows when one won’t return home one night,” he said. The next day, Cano was shot and killed on the street in front of his newspaper office.


  Amid the calculated mayhem, an intimidated supreme court ruled that the country’s extradition treaty with the United States was unconstitutional. It was almost immediately reinstated, under Colombian law, by presidential decree—but Escobar’s campaign of violence against the government clearly was working.


  Then, in late 1987, with Medellín drug bosses already at war with the Bogotá government over extradition, Pablo Escobar picked another fight—this one with his Cali cartel rivals.


  EL DOCTOR AND THE GENTLEMEN


  IT ALL STARTED IN NEW YORK CITY. A PAIR OF MID-LEVEL TRAFFICKERS had a falling-out over a woman. One trafficker killed the other. Back home in Colombia, blood demanded blood. The dead man’s friends were allies of Pablo Escobar’s, and they turned to the Medellín boss to avenge their loss. The shooter was a dead man, Escobar vowed.


  This sent the frightened killer to another drug boss—Hélmer “Pacho” Herrera—seeking sanctuary. Pacho and the doomed man had shared a U.S. jail cell for a time, and they remained good friends. At thirty-six, Pacho Herrera was a highly successful cocaine dealer from southern Colombia with long-standing ties to Chepe Santacruz and the other Cali godfathers. He ran currency exchanges that were highly efficient at money laundering. With his connections to Mexican smugglers and his distribution networks in the United States, Pacho was a rising star—and a billionaire in the making.


  Until that time, cooperation between the Cali and the Medellín gangs was common. In 1984, the Cali boss Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela was arrested in Spain along with a Medellín cartel partner, Jorge Luis Ochoa. The two men were scouting trafficking opportunities in Europe. They had previously been joint owners of a Panamanian bank used by all the cartels to launder cash. But that spirit of cooperation died when Pacho blocked Escobar’s execution order in the case of the deadly New York love triangle.


  The two cartels were already starting to compete more aggressively over the New York cocaine market, and to Escobar such defiance was an affront to his power and authority. El Doctor, as he was known among the peasants of Medellín, regarded himself as the don or czar of all Colombian traffickers. Pacho’s insolence was more than disrespectful—it was a personal insult. And it had to be avenged.


  Escobar declared that if Pacho Herrera insisted on intervening, then he would die, too. At that point, bosses of the Cali cartel intervened. They took Pacho under their wing and encouraged their friends in the Medellín camp to urge Escobar to cool off. A single death in Queens did not justify a bloodbath in Colombia, Gilberto argued in a telephone conference with Escobar. But neither side backed down. Pablo finally cut off the conversation, declaring, “Then this is war—and I’m going to kill every one of you sons of bitches.”


  The Cali bosses struck first. In January 1988, they dispatched Andrés “El Pecoso” Vélez to Medellín with a carload of dynamite. El Pecoso, or “Freckles,” was one of the Cali cartel’s most loyal hired guns. He parked his car beneath the eight-floor Monaco Building, where Escobar’s family slept in the penthouse. The blast left a sixteen-foot crater, shattered windows all over the neighborhood, and killed two night watchmen. It also caused permanent hearing loss to Escobar’s four-year-old daughter, Manuela.


  In retaliation, Escobar launched a series of bombings against Drogas la Rebaja, the national drugstore chain owned by the Rodríguez Orejuela family. The pharmacies were easy targets, but the chief victims of Escobar’s attacks were customers, neighbors, and passersby. The drugstore chain served its primary purpose—laundering money for the cartel—whether or not fearful customers stayed away. What really worried the Cali bosses was the threat of violence against their families.


  The war escalated. Cali dispatched a seven-man team of assassins to hunt down Escobar. About a week later, boxes of body parts were delivered to Cali—the remains of all seven. Late in 1988, an explosion devastated three houses in an upscale neighborhood of Cali. Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela heard the thundering blast. It was a half mile from his residence and was intended for him. Two Medellín spies were making a car bomb that would detonate when Miguel’s car passed taking him to his office. A premature explosion killed the spies.


  ON THE NIGHT that Jorge Salcedo joined the fight against Pablo Escobar, the four Cali bosses who recruited him operated the fastest-growing criminal enterprise on the planet—the Walmart, or the Google, of narco-trafficking. The chief of U.S. drug enforcement would declare it “the most well-organized and well-financed crime organization in history.”


  The partnership of Cali and north Cauca valley traffickers grew out of the longtime criminal association of old friends. Chepe Santacruz and the Rodríguez Orejuela brothers started out as car thieves and kidnappers and moved into cocaine in the 1970s—about the same time as Pablo Escobar and his Medellín associates. Chepe spent considerable time in the United States establishing distribution networks, while the brothers developed coca-processing labs in Peru, southern Colombia, and the Amazon jungles. By the late 1980s, they had moved into smuggling refined cocaine as well. Cali specialized in mass shipments, moving unheard-of quantities—up to ten-and twelve-ton loads hidden in all manner of false cargoes, from hollowed-out lumber and cement posts to frozen fish and broccoli.


  The organizational genius behind the Cali cartel was Gilberto, eldest of three Rodríguez Orejuela brothers. Affable, ambitious, a visionary with a keen business sense, Gilberto was known throughout the trafficking world as El Ajedrecista, “the Chess Player.” His approach differed fundamentally from Escobar’s. Pablo sought attention and ran for, and won, congressional office. Gilberto preferred to buy politicians and to keep a low profile as a gentleman businessman. Pablo put a bounty on the heads of police and judges; Gilberto paid them off.


  Seldom was the Cali cartel’s cunning and clout more apparent than in 1986, when Gilberto and Jorge Luis Ochoa—still locked up in a Madrid jail since their 1984 arrest in Spain on drug charges—faced transfer to Florida on a U.S. extradition petition. The cartel appealed to Colombia’s Ministry of Justice to intervene. But since Gilberto wasn’t wanted in Colombia, the ministry had no grounds to seek legal custody. So, a faux felony was concocted: “trafficking in fine cattle.” Bogotá’s extradition petition trumped Washington’s, and Gilberto was sent home. A Cali judge acquitted him. And a grateful cartel paid its friends in the Colombian Ministry of Justice $1 million.


  During Gilberto’s extended confinement in Spain, management of the cartel’s daily operations fell to Miguel, a workaholic who seemed to relish long days. The younger brother proved much better suited to such detail work, and Gilberto happily surrendered the job permanently. There was never a power struggle, nor any serious contention, between the brothers. They seldom disagreed openly. Moreover, they shared a dream of market conquest: total control of the cocaine trade, from production to street sales, from Colombia to the ends of the Earth.


  Pablo Escobar stood in the way of that dream, but the cartel war that El Doctor started was going to settle the question one way or another.


  THE CALI CARTEL was a labyrinth of compartmentalized responsibilities. Its jungle labs operated independently, and the labs’ managers reported directly to Miguel. Each distribution cell—and at one time there were as many as a dozen in New York City alone—reported directly to Miguel. In the transportation arena, separate individuals were responsible for “the broccoli route” and “the coffee route” and “the Brazilian tile route.” Each responsible person reported directly to Miguel. There were regional bosses for areas including southern Florida and New York, Panama and Guatemala. They coordinated and confirmed drug shipments, deliveries, and payments. And, of course, each reported directly to Miguel. Warehouse storage, money laundering, cartel security, intelligence gathering, insider tips, snitch reports, it all came through the boss of bosses—a micromanager who worked the phones and held meetings into the early hours.


  More than a dozen traffickers in Cali and the Cauca River valley made up what amounted to a federation of small-to big-time drug operators. A management committee was composed of Miguel and Gilberto, Chepe Santacruz, and Pacho Herrera, but the cartel had at least thirty major players.


  The partners managed risks on the smuggling side of the Business much as the Medellín cartel did—by pooling narcotics shipments. But the bosses also allowed friends, associates, and businessmen, including some of Cali’s social elite, to invest in individual shipments. Small sums could return profits a thousandfold. For locals who dabbled in such investments, it could be like winning the lottery. And like participants in an office betting pool, they didn’t feel like criminals. The practice fostered a live-and-let-live attitude in the community, and the Rodríguez Orejuela brothers were widely welcomed in Cali society.


  Drug money was a boon to the Cali economy. Unlike Escobar, who was known to stash large amounts of cash in bunkers where rot and rodents literally ate away some of his profits, the Cali cartel specialized in rapid reinvestment. They laundered their drug proceeds as quickly as possible into legitimate investments—purchasing real estate, developing property, buying inventory, and converting cash into financial instruments. The bosses held extensive commercial interests—radio stations, the national chain of discount pharmacies, grocery markets, apartment buildings, office towers, and a professional soccer team.


  They owned so much property in Cali that Gilberto was known to send agents out to acquire some attractive piece of real estate only to find that he or his partners already held title. At the end of the 1980s, they were responsible for nearly 40 percent of the city’s commercial development.


  Prompt reinvestment was calculated to legitimize the Rodríguez Orejuela family holdings. The godfathers appeared determined to spare their children and extended families the dangerous life they had chosen. Both Gilberto and Miguel sent their children to top U.S. universities such as Stanford, Harvard, and Boston College.


  When Gilberto’s eldest son, Fernando Rodríguez Mondragón, ended up in the Cali jail on local drug charges, his father went to see him. It wasn’t to bail him out. Gilberto pulled out his belt and lashed him for several minutes in front of the other inmates. The elders were trying to buy their children a better future.


  THE BOSSES AND THEIR FAMILIES lived like captains of industry. Their homes were walled compounds the size of small housing developments, usually with private soccer fields, tennis courts, and swimming pools. Some of their country houses, or fincas, included bowling alleys, discotheques, stables, cockfighting arenas, and private beaches.


  The Cali brothers could afford to drive Maseratis. Instead, they owned a fleet of Mazdas. The few luxury cars, mostly Mercedes-Benzes, were on constant loan to politicians and civic leaders. They wore minimal jewelry, not even watches as a rule. Miguel adhered to a daily uniform mostly of long-sleeved blue shirts, black slacks, and black Bally loafers, sometimes with gold buckles.


  Chepe Santacruz was comfortable in bib overalls and almost never wore socks. He suffered from a skin disorder on his arms that he hid with long-sleeved shirts. Otherwise, he rarely seemed to care about appearances—except when, in the early 1980s, he was denied membership in Club Colombia. Santacruz, who once had a Spanish-language journalist in New York City shot and killed for writing critically about him, took on the Cali country club with an architect instead of an assassin. The billionaire obtained precise dimensions of the clubhouse and built a replica, complete with pool and tennis courts, on his own property.


  He wanted it; he bought it. That, too, was the cartel way. In January 1989, the godfathers wanted a private army to eliminate Pablo Escobar. So they arranged to buy Jorge Salcedo and his team of British commandos.


  WELCOME TO THE CARTEL


  JORGE THREW HIMSELF INTO HIS NEW ASSIGNMENT, EAGER TO CORRECT some of the obvious security flaws he saw everywhere. During those first few days in Cali, even as Jorge prepared to fly off to London to recruit the British commandos, he and Mario del Basto recommended a number of new safety measures that seemed to please the bosses.


  One obvious problem was the man at the top of Hercules Security, Major Gómez. He ran one of the cartel’s several legitimate businesses, supervising about one hundred legally armed guards—most of them working for the family-owned drugstore chain. But Hercules also supported protection teams for the godfathers and their families and had become increasingly important in the year since the cartel war erupted.


  In those early days, Jorge also pieced together the story behind the boxes of body parts returned from Medellín. It was a matter of personal and professional curiosity—that, and an instinct to learn from the mistakes of others.


  Major Gómez had directed the mission, sending a team of former army sergeants after Escobar. After tracking Escobar to the Medellín suburb of Envigado, the team’s cover unraveled. The men had traveled north as a group, seven strangers arriving as a pack. That was the first mistake. None of the sergeants was from the Medellín region, so their Cali accents gave them away. And they drove around Pablo Escobar country in cars with Cali license tags.


  Inexcusably stupid intelligence work, thought Jorge.


  Before his scheduled departure for London, Jorge had to rush home to Bogotá. Lena was seeing her doctor, and she wanted Jorge along. Tests confirmed that Lena was pregnant. She noticed Jorge’s eyes welling with tears. “It’s not that bad,” she joked. He embraced her. “I’ve never been happier,” he said. They were about to leave the clinic arm in arm when Lena stopped and opened her purse. Pulling out a half-used pack of cigarettes, she handed them to the doctor. “It’s over,” she said. “For me and for our baby.” Jorge knew she would never smoke again.


  Lena’s tenacity was a source of pride and strength for Jorge. So was her trust in his judgment. She had been supportive, if not enthusiastic, when Jorge brought in the British commandos to take on FARC. He was hoping for a similar response when he told her about his Cali mission.


  “Mario and I—we need the Brits again, this time to protect some people in Cali,” Jorge started to explain. He did not name “some people.” He didn’t have to. Lena knew who in Cali needed protection and who had the resources to hire Jorge and Mario. He was trying to assure her that he would be in no danger when she buried her face in his chest. They both fell silent for a long moment.


  “Make me one promise,” she said.


  “Of course—anything.”


  “Don’t ever tell me what you’re doing. Please, do that for me. I don’t want to know anything. Do you understand? I don’t want to worry constantly.”


  Jorge gave her a reassuring hug and a nod.


  “Besides, you know what you’re doing,” she said. Jorge did not respond.


  * * *


  THE NONDESCRIPT HEADQUARTERS of Hercules Security was in a booming section of southern Cali. The company itself was not growing. It catered to one customer—the Rodríguez family, which owned it. Major Gómez arrived at his office every morning at about seven o’clock, delivered by a driver in a bulletproof car.


  One morning, the driver encountered a dump truck partially blocking the entrance. Gómez had to walk a few extra steps from the protection of his armored limo to the front door. He was midway between the car and his office when five men with M16s rose up in the truck bed and opened fire. Gómez crumpled in a bloody heap.


  Jorge and Mario were on their recruiting trip to England when they heard about it. Jorge shook his head. “What have we gotten ourselves into?” he said to Mario. It was a purely rhetorical question at the time, but Jorge found himself pondering the subject repeatedly in the weeks that followed. It struck him that the bosses weren’t all that bothered by this high-level loss. There were no expressions of sorrow. Rather, the general attitude seemed dismissive. And the bosses wasted no time advising Jorge and Mario that they would assume the major’s duties.


  Jorge was never quite sure who killed Gómez, but the more he learned, the more troubled he was. The shooters disappeared without a trace, a neat trick if they really were out-of-towners using a dump truck for a getaway vehicle. The hit almost certainly required help from a Cali insider who knew the major’s habits. There was no question that Gómez had become expendable with Jorge and Mario about to take over many of his responsibilities.


  Jorge and Mario joked that maybe an M16 firing squad was the Cali cartel’s cure for poor job performance. They laughed about it, but for Jorge the humor masked an uneasy feeling.


  DAVID TOMKINS WAS JORGE’S connection with the world of British mercenaries. He agreed to meet Jorge and Mario at the Sherlock Holmes hotel in London to discuss a new proposal. Jorge had been necessarily vague in arranging the meeting over a transatlantic phone call.


  Tomkins, an arms dealer in his late forties, was a giant of contradictions—a Rambo character with a touch of old English class. His military experience was entirely extracurricular. He was a soldier of fortune who never got closer to regular military service than a brief stint as a merchant seaman. His gentlemanly manner concealed a hard past. He was a self-taught explosives expert who had first used his skills as a safecracker. He spent eight of his early adult years in prisons. Even his tattoos were
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