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			For Oscar Medina and Ramon Ojeda

		

	
		
			
				I done two tours of duty in Vietnam

				I came home with a brand-new plan

				I take the seed from Colombia and Mexico

				I just plant it up a holler down Copperhead Road

				And now the DEA’s got a chopper in the air

				I wake up screamin’ like I’m back over there

				I learned a thing or two from Charlie, don’t you know

				You better stay away from Copperhead Road.

				Steve Earle, “Copperhead Road”

			

		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		
			
				One

				I Kill People for a Living

			
			Two veteran Special Forces soldiers, still drunk from the night before, their brains fried from a days-long binge on cocaine, MDMA, prescription pills, and a grab bag of mind-altering chemicals commonly sold in smoke shops as “bath salts,” were driving home from Walt Disney World the morning of March 21, 2018, when Sergeant First Class Mark Leshikar, riding in the passenger seat, developed an unshakable conviction that their car was being followed. Leshikar’s hard blue eyes, cracked with bloodshot veins from lack of sleep, studied the side-view mirror. He could have sworn that he saw shadowy pursuers on their tail, flitting in and out of the hazy lanes of traffic behind them on the Dixie Highway.

			The driver of the car, Master Sergeant William Lavigne II, a member of the U.S. Army’s top-secret Delta Force who had been trained in evasive driving and countersurveillance, told Leshikar that he was hallucinating. They were northbound on Interstate 95, headed for Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where both men were stationed. Lavigne, the older and more highly ranking of the two, had been keeping a close watch on the rearview mirror for miles. There was no one on their six o’clock, he insisted. But Leshikar wouldn’t listen.

			Two little girls, Lavigne’s daughter and Leshikar’s, were in the back of the car, tired and sunburned after days of exploring the theme parks in and around Orlando, Florida. They were too young to understand what the tense bickering in the front seats was about. All they knew was that their daddies were starting to scare them.

			According to Leshikar’s mother, sister, and wife, he had been acting strangely for the last six months. The trouble began, they said, in late 2017, as a result of an ambiguous mishap that he sustained while on deployment to Tajikistan, a remote and mountainous narco-state that the United States used for many years as a staging ground for the war in Afghanistan. What exactly happened to Leshikar in Tajikistan, a global hub of international heroin trafficking, is a mystery. An anodyne Pentagon press release states that he and his Green Beret teammates were there to train the Tajik military on standard infantry tactics like target practice, rock drills, and first aid. Everyone in the accompanying photograph looks pretty bored. But upon Leshikar’s return to the United States, he didn’t seem like the same person. His appearance had changed, too. “When he came home,” said his mother, Tammy Mabey, “notably, you could see a droopiness in his eye.”

			Leshikar told her and his wife, Laura, that he and his team had come under attack in an ambush and that a roadside bomb had rocked the truck he was in, leaving him with a traumatic brain injury. But a spokesman for the United States Army Special Operations Command, known as USASOC, said that no American soldier has ever been killed or wounded in Tajikistan. Nor do Leshikar’s personnel records reflect that he was awarded a Purple Heart, a decoration given to soldiers wounded as a result of enemy action.

			Whatever the cause of Leshikar’s injury, a military doctor had prescribed him tramadol, an opioid painkiller that was freely distributed to elite troops during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and became a popular drug of abuse among special operations soldiers. Leshikar also came back from Tajikistan with a steady supply of the benzodiazepine Xanax, which he took along with tramadol to treat anxiety associated with his supposed PTSD, another claimed effect of the fictitious ambush. On top of this volatile pharmaceutical cocktail, which, in addition to suppressing the central nervous system, can cause bizarre episodes of uninhibited behavior, Leshikar had taken up snorting cocaine. He tried to rationalize it, telling Tammy that he and his fellow Green Berets regularly used the stuff to stay awake during night operations. “It’s just like taking an antidepressant,” he’d said.

			Tammy, a single mother who had worked for a succession of small-town police departments in the Pacific Northwest, first as a jailer and dispatcher, later as a patrolwoman, wasn’t convinced. Cocaine is illegal, not something prescribed by a doctor, she reasoned. But it was her son’s alcohol consumption that concerned her the most. “Marky always acted perfectly fine when doing cocaine,” she said. “When Marky would spiral was if he drank too much.”

			In the past, Leshikar had been a proud, stoic, taciturn man, not given to displays of incontinent emotion. Now, after no more than two or three alcoholic beverages, which combined poorly with the medications he was on, a maudlin gloominess would overtake him, a sullen and wounded sort of machismo. He would turn to his wife and say things like “You know I’m a bad person, right? I kill people for a living.”

			

			—

			In a photo taken at an American base in Afghanistan, where he served six months in combat from 2015 to 2016, Leshikar wears wraparound Oakley sunglasses, a thick beard, and a pleased grin while getting pinned with a Bronze Star medal and a Combat Infantry Badge. In other photos, he sports a custom skull patch on the front of his body armor, a Confederate battle flag on his left shoulder, and an oversize belt buckle shaped like a fanged demon with ram’s horns.

			“Such a pigheaded, egotistical man,” was the first impression that he made on Laura, a paralegal originally from Hawaii whose dad was a marine. She initially scoffed at his swaggering boastfulness and the ridiculous lies he told. He was rather tall and handsome, though: six feet four, with light blue eyes and a jawline as well defined as a carpenter’s square. “Over time,” said Laura, “he grew on me.”

			Leshikar was born in 1984 in rural Idaho and joined the active-duty Air Force at age eighteen. He served in the Air Force Honor Guard, a ceremonial unit in which he felt left out of the real action entailed in America’s escalating wars. In 2010, after an aimless period in civilian employ, he secured a Special Forces slot in Washington state’s Army National Guard and was sent to Fort Bragg for Green Beret training.

			Assigned to the 19th Special Forces Group, a National Guard formation that has teams of part-time Green Berets stationed all over the country, Leshikar went on to patch together a career as a so-called guard bum, a reservist with no other regular source of employment who jumps from orders to orders, picking up deployments, temporary duty assignments, and paid training gigs as often as possible. He deployed for a year to the Philippines, worked for a time as a SWAT trainer and private security guard, then did his tours in Afghanistan and Tajikistan.

			“His deployments were pretty kinetic,” said Jordan Terrell, a paratrooper in Fort Bragg’s 82nd Airborne Division, originally from Chicago, who was friends with Leshikar. “I know he threw a bunch of incendiary grenades on a villager’s hut and burned a couple of people alive,” Terrell said. “He showed me videos. It was pretty fucked up.”

			Shortly after returning from Tajikistan in 2017, Leshikar suffered a severe clonic-tonic seizure, resulting in his hospitalization. A computed tomography scan of his brain, as well as magnetic resonance imaging, failed to disclose any physical trauma. There was no clear etiology for the seizure, but the doctor who examined him surmised that it had something to do with his heavy use of prescription drugs, as well as chronic insomnia.

			In February 2018, about a month before the ill-fated trip to Disney World, Leshikar’s little sister Nicole Rick and her husband, a Navy submariner, stayed with Mark and Laura for two weeks while closing on a house in Chesapeake, Virginia. Whenever a babysitter could be found to look after their children, the group of four young parents, all in their mid-thirties, went out on the town together, invariably joined by Leshikar’s best friend, Billy Lavigne, the Delta Force soldier. “Full disclosure,” Nicole said, “me and Billy and Mark all did coke together.”

			Before hitting a bar or club, they would stop at Lavigne’s house, a cookie-cutter tract home at the end of a cul-de-sac in a newly constructed subdivision of Fayetteville, the moody military town, a low-slung sprawl of suburbs and strip malls, studded with billboards, that surrounds Fort Bragg on three sides. Lavigne had recently divorced, and now that his wife and daughter had moved out, the three-bedroom house was often full of his fellow operators from Delta Force, a highly classified unit a cut above the ordinary Special Forces.

			No less secretive than the Central Intelligence Agency, Delta Force exists to carry out covert actions, defined under federal law as overseas operations “in which it is intended that the role of the United States government will not be apparent or acknowledged publicly.” Wearing civilian clothes or operating in disguise under false identities, soldiers from Delta Force infiltrate foreign countries and commit clandestine acts of sabotage, espionage, and assassination, often on direct orders from the White House. Behind a heavy curtain of government secrecy, twenty-plus years at war in Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen, Libya, Somalia, Syria, the Philippines, and elsewhere has given rise in this ultra-elite unit to a toxic culture of addiction, criminality, madness, violence, and impunity.

			“The unit guys kind of separate themselves into two groups,” said Terrell, who, like Leshikar, aspired to join Delta Force but failed to meet the rigorous and often arbitrary selection criteria. “You have the teetotalers, the guys who are super Christian, warriors for God. No drugs, no alcohol, super goody-goody, by the book. Then you have the guys who are just complete fucking derelicts, constantly doing nefarious shit.”

			Lavigne definitely belonged to the latter category, as did his buddies who congregated at his house. Laura and Nicole described his core group of friends from the unit as half a dozen tall white men, grizzled and bearded and heavily tattooed, ranging in age from their late twenties to early forties. In between shots of liquor and lines of cocaine, they joked about the operations they had been on and boasted of their exploits in combat, indefatigable in their attempts to one-up each other. “You got 42 confirmed kills?” said Laura, imitating a man’s deep voice. “Well, I got 120.”

			Laura, Nicole, and Terrell, who himself sold marijuana and psilocybin mushrooms on Fort Bragg, all attested to the flagrant and continuous use of cocaine as well as MDMA and other drugs by a regular procession of active-duty Delta Force operators at Billy Lavigne’s residence. “They’ve done coke in front of me,” said Laura. “Other operators that were there. Sometimes when I would walk into Billy’s house, it was just everywhere.”

			Lavigne was the one who dealt the cocaine. He collected the cash, went off someplace to meet with somebody, and when he came back, doled out the coke to those who partook. “Billy coordinated it,” said Nicole. “All the money that was pulled together was given to Billy.”

			“Drugs are just the culture there,” Terrell said of Delta Force. “Everybody knows it, everybody is complicit in it, and nobody does anything about it.”

			

			—

			Billy Lavigne was born in 1983 in Gladstone, Michigan, a small town on the shores of the Green Bay that’s more northerly in latitude than Ottawa or Quebec. His father was a tire salesman and his mother worked in a nursing home. In February 2001, he enlisted in the active-duty Army cavalry, not out of any surfeit of patriotic fervor but to get free corrective eye surgery, a little-known perk of military service. Then the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, happened, touching off the longest period of war in American history. “He fell in love with what he was doing,” said his father, William Lavigne Sr., “and decided to make a career out of it.”

			Lavigne did an early tour in Iraq as a cavalry scout, then got taken up the pipeline of the 1st Special Forces Group. He made it past the Delta Force selection board in 2009, at a time when the unit, despite its virtual invisibility to the American public, was emerging as the dominant force in the United States’ burgeoning special operations complex, waging a ruthless manhunting and assassination campaign in Iraq and Afghanistan, and across the whole Islamic world, from the snowy passes of the Hindu Kush to the desert scrublands of Somalia, often in partnership with the CIA. By the age of thirty-four, Lavigne had spent a total of forty-one months and twenty-two days in combat. “Pretty much anywhere the U.S. had anything going on between 2006 and 2018,” said his dad, “he was there.”

			Trained in the recondite methods of targeted killing by expert Israeli assassins, Lavigne had most recently deployed in support of the war against the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, where he had most likely belonged to a secret “expeditionary targeting force” dedicated to liquidating the ranks of ISIS commanders in covert hit jobs carried out under cover of night, often in denied areas deep behind enemy lines. Unlike Leshikar, who had a propensity to exaggerate his inner turmoil and psychological darkness for dramatic effect, Lavigne really did kill people for a living.

			In his official military portrait, in which he is attired in a blue dress uniform replete with rows of multicolored campaign ribbons, the red arrowhead of USASOC on his breast pocket, and the glittering regalia of a master free-fall parachutist, Lavigne’s buzzed head looks like a big white egg, and his ashen face has the pale and drawn appearance of a man who has just shorn off a beard and shaved to the skin. “It’s a horrible photo,” said Nicole. “Like he’s already dead.” In real life, Lavigne wasn’t bad-looking: tall and bald, with blue eyes and neatly trimmed facial hair. “Him and my brother had similar features,” she said.

			Lavigne initially made a positive impression on Nicole, a spiritual life coach and Reiki energy healer keenly attuned to the auras that people exude. “Billy was the oddity amongst the Special Forces guys that I was introduced to,” she said. “I’m tenderhearted. I would rather see peace than war. He seemed to have ideals that matched mine.”

			Nicole’s tough-talking brother, who’d seen far less combat than Lavigne, was of the opinion that the United States ought to simply nuke the Middle East and be done with it. Lavigne, whose demeanor she describes as “thoughtful” and “introverted,” as well as “depressed,” disagreed with those belligerent sentiments, speaking up in favor of peace and tolerance toward Muslim countries. “They have a different society,” she recalled him saying, “and while I don’t agree with it, we shouldn’t be doing what we’re doing over there.”

			Ben Boden, Lavigne’s best friend from high school, saw his views on the post-9/11 wars evolve over the years. “During the 2005 to 2011 time frame,” said Boden, “he was all about kicking ass and taking names.” Later, “he was questioning what they were really accomplishing,” and “wasn’t as gung ho.”

			To Nicole, Lavigne seemed weighed down by “sadness or guilt,” partly on account of his recent divorce, but mostly because he was “tormented by elements of his job.” A “soulless” look would come over him, she said, “almost like he was looking through you, as he was talking about the things he had inflicted.”

			One night at his house, Lavigne confessed to Nicole that he had once shot and killed a child. “He was just a little boy,” he told her, “but he had a gun.” He also introduced her to his dog, a tautly poised, hyperalert Belgian Malinois named Rocky that had been one of the unit’s working animals. Nicole wanted to know why it had no teeth. Lavigne told her that its titanium dentures had been surgically removed upon retirement because the dog had been trained to attack and had grown accustomed to feeding on the flesh of people killed in special operations raids, including being allowed, “as a treat,” to eat human brains. “Oh my God,” said Nicole, watching the dog gulp down its supper of wet mush. “That’s disgusting.”

			Like many other Delta Force operators, Lavigne had been prescribed dextroamphetamine early in his career to help him cope with sleep deprivation. Legal meds given to him by an Army doctor were what originally engendered his taste for the clean, cold rush of euphoric confidence that stimulants trigger in the brain. By the early 2010s, he had begun using cocaine. By 2018, he was smoking crack on a daily basis and regularly ingested MDMA, smoked crystal methamphetamine, snorted powdered heroin, and had even taken to inserting speedballs—a dangerous mixture of heroin and cocaine—into his rectum in a dissolvable capsule to get a quicker and more powerful high. “It was out of control,” said Laura, who resented how much time her increasingly addled and erratic husband spent with Lavigne. “Every time I saw Billy, he was strung out on something.”
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					William J. Lavigne II in official dress uniform, December 2018.

				
			
			

			—

			On the night of February 26, 2018, after his wife’s thirty-sixth birthday party at a bar called Paddy’s Irish Pub, Mark Leshikar got so drunk that he nearly threw Nicole off the balcony of an apartment complex in a fit of irrational rage. “He thought I was trying to get in between him and Laura,” said Nicole, who had merely suggested that her brother be a little nicer when speaking to his wife. Master Gunnery Sergeant Jens Merritt, a comrade of Lavigne’s and friend of the group, had to step in to restrain Leshikar and make him unhand Nicole. “It was scary,” she said.

			To play the peacemaker in this way was characteristic of Merritt, who joined Delta Force out of the Marine Corps rather than the Army. “Jens was a sergeant major and a unit operator,” said Terrell. “I don’t know what his direct correlation was with Billy, but he was his senior.” Nicole, Laura, and Tammy, who all met Merritt, were under the impression that he was Lavigne’s immediate supervisor, a “direct boss to Billy,” in Nicole’s words.

			The next day, once he’d sobered up, Leshikar was shaken by what he’d almost done to his little sister, to whom he’d been a father figure in high school. The time had come, he decided, to get clean. “We had a long discussion,” recalled Nicole. “He knew that alcohol and drugs were getting in the way of the father and husband that he wanted to be. Both him and Laura were going to get sober together.”

			Then came the trip to Walt Disney World. The occasion was to celebrate the sixth birthday of Leshikar’s daughter, Melanie, and the upcoming birthday of Lavigne’s daughter, Ava, custody of whom he shared with his ex-wife. The Leshikars, joined by a female friend of Laura’s, drove down from North Carolina with the two children and rented a house in Orlando. There they were met by Lavigne, who arrived from a nearby special operations base in Tampa, where he had been leading a Delta Force training mission in the role of a troop sergeant major.

			Unfortunately for Leshikar’s newfound commitment to sobriety, alcoholic beverages are available for purchase throughout the Magic Kingdom. Also, it was Saint Patrick’s Day. To commemorate the Irish holiday, he and Lavigne got duly inebriated. Nicole spoke to her brother for a final time that night. “It was his last hurrah,” she said. “He was getting clean.”

			The weather in Orlando over the weekend was muggy and wet, the sticky humidity alleviated by short-lived downpours. During the daytime, the adults discreetly sipped from liquor-spiked thermoses while the kids rode the rides and explored the theme parks. At night, with thunder rumbling in troubled skies, they stayed up late partying on the patio of the rented house.

			Cocaine is a drug known for being hard to keep on hand. Supplies of it have a tendency to run out sooner than anticipated. Laura and her friend said that Lavigne repeatedly snuck off throughout the weekend and into Monday to rendezvous with sketchy military dudes, and that on the way home he stubbornly insisted that he and Leshikar stay a night in Savannah, Georgia, by Hunter Army Airfield, home of an elite Army Ranger battalion, in order to meet some guy at a hotel “in the bad part of town,” as Laura’s friend recalled. She figured that the purpose of the detour was to procure more drugs.

			The geographic corridor from Tampa and the Florida Panhandle into southern Georgia and along the coast of the Carolinas includes some of the densest nodes of the United States’ global special operations complex, the beating heart of which is Fort Bragg. The tangle of interstates that runs through this stretch of the southern Atlantic coast, collectively known as the Dixie Highway, is also among the busiest drug-trafficking routes in the world, because it connects the ports of Florida to a string of voracious drug markets, including Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, and Boston, with Fayetteville lying at the precise midpoint. Between these two clandestine worlds, there is significant overlap.

			In July 2018, for instance, Florida police officers arrested a Fort Bragg paratrooper, Master Sergeant Martin Acevedo III, in a bust-up of a heroin deal by the railroad tracks in downtown Orlando but released him after learning that he was in the Army. Master Sergeant Acevedo, an Iraq veteran who belonged to the 82nd Airborne Division, would later be convicted of trafficking kilogram quantities of cocaine through the international postal service from Puerto Rico directly to his home on Green Heron Drive in Fayetteville, just fifteen doors down from where Billy Lavigne lived on Anhinga Court.

			All throughout the first half of 2018, another of Lavigne’s near neighbors, Sergeant First Class Henry Royer—a Green Beret originally from Hong Kong and who, like Leshikar belonged to 19th Group—together with his partner in crime, Master Sergeant Daniel Gould, a legendary 7th Group team leader who’d won a Silver Star for heroism in Afghanistan, were actively smuggling million-dollar quantities of cocaine into the United States on military flights from Bogotá, the capital of Colombia, to a small special operations base near Pensacola, Florida, called Duke Airfield. “Elite soldiers have access to whatever they have the balls to get into,” Gould wrote me in a letter from federal prison in Safford, Arizona, where he was serving time for trafficking cocaine. “Whores, guns, drugs, you name it,” he wrote. “We are far from the flagpole and expected to be incorruptible.”

			

			—

			One of the last photos of Leshikar ever taken shows him and Melanie resting with Lavigne and his daughter on a park bench beside the Jungle Cruise attraction at Disney World, in front of some fake boulders and real plants. Leshikar and Lavigne are dressed in tattered baseball caps, cargo shorts, and flip-flops. Both look haggard and slightly sunburned, their eyes blurry, bloodshot, and unfocused, but their bodies give an impression of relaxed strength and vigor with their long limbs draped all over the wooden seat back. Two months earlier, Lavigne had recorded a perfect score on the Army’s physical fitness test, and Leshikar looks even leaner and stronger. “Anywhere we went,” said Nicole, who’s shorter than her brother by a foot, “they were generally the biggest people.”

			Laura didn’t stay in Savannah the night of March 20, but drove on to North Carolina to drop her friend off at the Raleigh-Durham airport. When she left the girls behind with their reprobate fathers, Laura thought that sticking them with babysitting duties would make them behave. In this, she was sadly mistaken.

			Lavigne and Leshikar were coming and going from the motel room all night. In the morning, when they set out on the four-hour drive to Fayetteville, Leshikar in particular was wrecked. On top of the alcohol, cocaine, MDMA, tramadol, and Xanax in his system, he had the unregulated Russian pharmaceutical phenazepam, plus pentylone and N-ethylpentylone, so-called bath salts that are often cut into poor-quality coke and ecstasy and can cause paranoia, agitation, heart palpitations, and hallucinations.

			Ever since his deployment to Afghanistan, Leshikar had carried within him a shadow being, a tenebrous doppelgänger that Nicole thought of as his “dark passenger.” Dark Mark was “harder, shorter, and more mean in how he would talk,” and also more “outwardly physically aggressive,” she said.

			Now something had gotten into Leshikar, a monomania that he couldn’t shake loose of. He was convinced that they were under surveillance. Through whispers and hand signs, he intimated to Lavigne that they should keep their voices down. He was adamant that the interior of the vehicle was bugged. His trembling hands moved all over the dashboard and glove box, in which a handgun was locked, in search of imaginary electronic eavesdropping devices.

			Around noon, Lavigne sent several text messages to Laura, warning her that Leshikar was acting strange and that his manic behavior was putting the girls at risk. The word “unsafe” jumped out at her from one of the texts. Alarmed, she placed a video call to her husband. “Are you acting weird?” she demanded to know.

			“Weird how?”

			“Do you seem paranoid?”

			“About what?” Leshikar asked, seemingly unperturbed.

			Laura figured that Mark and Billy were playing some kind of joke on her. “Those two would always pull some shit,” she said. “I could never take anything serious.”

			Leshikar’s antics, which Lavigne found increasingly irritating, continued all the way home. At times, Leshikar’s delusions had to do with his failed attempt to pass Delta Force selection, which hadn’t deterred him from hopes of trying again. “The unit has a bucktail on me,” he raved, referring to a type of electronic tracking tag. “I feel like you think I’m a threat,” he said to Lavigne, “and I’m not going to be able to assimilate into the organization, so you’re here to take care of me if shit goes bad.”

			“No, dude,” Lavigne replied. “That’s not what’s happening. I’m your friend.”

			When they arrived around five o’clock in the afternoon at Lavigne’s gray two-story house at the end of Anhinga Court, Leshikar stepped out of the car, popped the hood, and began to disassemble the motor while it was still hot. He was certain that innocuous parts of the Honda were actually hidden microphones. Lavigne tried to explain to him that they were ordinary engine components, even doing image searches on his phone to show him photos of automotive fuses, but Leshikar refused to be dissuaded.

			The situation escalated from there. Lavigne attempted to take the screwdriver from Leshikar’s hands, which led to a physical fight. As the two children looked on in terror, the grown men grappled on the driveway, toppled over into the front yard, and wrestled in the patchy grass, burned over from the dry winter. Leshikar had two inches and twenty pounds on Lavigne, but Lavigne had been trained in a syncretic brand of martial arts unique to the Army, drawn from Muay Thai, Brazilian jiujitsu, Krav Maga, and plain old American-style boxing. Despite being the smaller man, he managed to subdue Leshikar. He grabbed hold of both girls, bundled them into the house, and locked the front door, leaving Leshikar panting, red-faced, and enraged.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				They Do What They Want

			
			Lavigne sent the girls upstairs to play with Ava’s tablet and walked around the house making sure that the garage door, the sliding glass door to the patio, and all the windows were locked. He placed a last-ditch phone call to Jens Merritt, who he hoped could intercede before things turned violent.

			Merritt, the forty-three-year-old Delta Force operator from the Marine Corps who had prevented Leshikar from throwing his sister off a balcony, was not especially alarmed, at first, by the call for help. Whatever Lavigne and Leshikar were fighting about, it was nothing a couple of cigars and a round of whiskey couldn’t fix, he figured. He grabbed a handful of stogies from his stash and jumped in his truck.

			In spite of his mild manner and apparent level-headedness, Lavigne’s fifteen years at war had imbued him with a profound capacity for explosive rage. By going inside the house, locking the door, and calling Merritt to come over, he had given himself and Leshikar both a chance to cool off. But he’d taken Melanie with him, separating the girl from her father. That gave Leshikar the right to seek entry into the house to retrieve his daughter.

			Lavigne, who must have been securing the back door or talking to Merritt on the phone, ignored Leshikar’s incessant knocking at the front entrance and failed to take into account the possibility that Melanie, just six years old, would naturally come downstairs in response to her dad calling her name. He didn’t seem to realize how easy it would be for Leshikar to prevail on his own kid to unlock the door from the inside.

			When Lavigne came around the corner of the kitchen, he was greeted by the unexpected sight of the front door wide open and Leshikar coming straight toward him, across the foyer. Leshikar had nothing in his hands. He was unarmed. But Lavigne was so startled and angered that he drew his sidearm, a Colt 1911 that he carried concealed on his person at all times.

			Melanie, who witnessed what happened next at close range from the bottom steps of the stairwell, was struck dumb for more than a year afterward. When she recovered enough to speak, she gave an account of the shooting to her grandmother, mother, and aunt.

			“Her daddy and Uncle Billy had been arguing,” said Grandma Tammy. “Uncle Billy locked her daddy out of the house. And she heard her dad knocking at the door and yelling for her to come open the door. And when she opened the door, that’s when he was mad at Uncle Billy.”

			Next, said Laura, “she got pushed to the side,” back into the carpeted stairwell, as Leshikar instinctively acted to protect his daughter by shoving her out of the way. “She looked up and saw Billy pointing the gun at her daddy. And she looked at her daddy and it was like he was dancing.”

			While relating these facts to the grown-up women, Melanie acted out the so-called dance moves that her father had performed, pirouetting and ducking as if to avoid the muzzle of a gun. “Then she heard a shot,” said Laura, “and her daddy was on the ground.”

			Melanie dropped to her knees and covered her head with her hands, imitating what her father had done. “Then she heard another boom,” said Nicole. “She crinkled her little body like how Marky was found,” said Tammy, “and rolled into a fetal position.” Then, said Laura, “Billy was over him and shot him more times.”

			Forensic evidence corroborated the child’s version of events, including the delivery of a final coup de grâce. Diagrams drawn in conjunction with Leshikar’s autopsy show that the trajectories of the gunshots that killed him were various combinations of front to back, back to front, upward, downward, and right to left, indicating that Lavigne had circled around and shot him from multiple angles, or that Leshikar had been gyrating wildly as he was being shot.

			Only one bullet impacted him from the front, hitting him square in the neck above the clavicle. Another bullet, whose seemingly backward path investigators were at a loss to decipher, inflicted a superficial graze wound to the left side of his neck, detaching a slender piece of flesh, four inches in length, that was found stuck to the ceiling of the kitchen. A third shot, which by itself would have been fatal, hit Leshikar in the right side, penetrated his lung, impacted his spine, and left his thorax filled with more than a liter of hemorrhaged blood. Two bullet fragments found lodged in the soaked carpet beneath Leshikar’s body indicate that Lavigne, unable to stop himself once reflexes and muscle memory took control, had stood over his best friend and finished him off with a kill shot to the rib cage at nearly point-blank range.

			

			—

			Jens Merritt got a second call from Lavigne a short time after the first, while he was still negotiating crosstown rush-hour traffic. Merritt would later claim that due to the noise of the highway he couldn’t be sure that he understood Lavigne correctly. But initially there was no ambiguity. Lavigne told him, in a panicked lie, that Leshikar had committed suicide.

			“Mark just shot himself,” Lavigne said, according to the notes of the Army detective who interviewed Merritt. “What should I do?”

			“Call the fucking cops,” Merritt responded. He hung up the phone and floored the accelerator.

			Lavigne dialed 911 and, quickly changing up his story, told the dispatcher that he’d shot an intruder, a stranger. He didn’t know the man, he said. He’d never seen him before.

			Joshua LaFave, a Cumberland County sheriff’s deputy, was the first law enforcement officer to arrive at the scene, at 5:29 p.m. “Upon my arrival,” Deputy LaFave wrote in his incident report, “I made contact with William Lavigne (suspect) who was standing on the front porch with his hands up above his head.” He ordered Lavigne to turn around and put his hands behind his back. “While securing Lavigne in the back of my patrol car,” LaFave wrote, “he asked me to check on the two children that were inside of the residence.”

			Additional sheriff’s deputies and police officers and an ambulance pulled up with their lights flashing and cut their sirens. Among the first responders was a medical examiner who noted in his preliminary report that Leshikar was found lying prone on the floor of the foyer of the house in an awkward, twisted position, with one arm beneath him. No weapons, or objects of any kind, were near his body.

			Merritt was already at the scene by then, inside the yellow police tape. As the police went about securing evidence and taking photographs, Merritt discreetly retrieved Leshikar’s cell phone from where it had fallen to the floorboard of the Honda Accord. Instead of turning it over to investigators, he held on to it for several days, then gave it to Laura Leshikar, who reset the device to its factory settings, erasing all its data.

			Around sundown, Lavigne was taken to the Cumberland County jail in downtown Fayetteville. On the police report that names him as the sole suspect in Leshikar’s murder, his employer is simply listed as “U.S. Army,” and his occupation, “soldier.” But it wouldn’t have taken detectives long to realize that they had a Delta Force man on their hands.

			Across Worth Street from the detention center, on an industrial lot hidden behind tall fences and overgrown kudzu, was a metal warehouse that a group of motorcycle-riding Delta Force soldiers used as an after-hours speakeasy where they threw parties often attended by local cops. “It’s like a clubhouse for unit guys,” said Terrell of the location, which lies within the county jail’s no-drone zone. “They go there and drink and do drugs and party and stuff.”

			Just a few weeks earlier, in February 2018, lawyers for the Special Forces command had persuaded the district attorney to drop rape charges against Lavigne’s good friend and Delta Force teammate Cristobal Lopez Vallejo, also known as Cris Valley, over an incident that had occurred at the warehouse after a drunken fundraiser hosted by a military-affiliated biker club called Coast x Coast. The evidence against Vallejo was damning, but the Army’s lawyers had persuaded the DA to move the trial onto Fort Bragg, where it could be quietly carried out under the auspices of USASOC. Lavigne, a charter member of Coast x Coast, had been present at the warehouse the night of the alleged rape and was to be a key witness in Vallejo’s stage-managed exoneration. But now he had turned up in handcuffs, accused of an even more serious offense.

			At the Cumberland County jail, Lavigne was given special treatment from the beginning. The handcuffs were removed, and he was never officially placed under arrest. He was not booked, photographed, fingerprinted, or taken before a magistrate for a bond hearing. He was subjected to no rougher treatment at the hands of detectives than a gentle, informal questioning.

			He had already given contradictory accounts of the shooting to different people, first claiming that Leshikar had shot himself, then that Leshikar was a stranger who had broken into his home. Now Lavigne settled on the story that he would stick to henceforth. In this new telling, Leshikar had come at him with a screwdriver, and Lavigne had shot him multiple times in an act of self-defense, and to protect the children.

			It was a self-serving tale that he would later repeat to Leshikar’s mother and sister. “I let him tell me his side of the story,” said Nicole, who spoke to him by phone a few months later. According to Lavigne, the screwdriver that he had supposedly spotted in Leshikar’s hand was the same one that Leshikar had been using to disassemble the engine of the Honda Accord. “All he could think of was the screwdriver going through one of the kids’ heads,” Nicole said, paraphrasing Lavigne. “And he knew that Mark had to be ‘put down.’ That’s how he worded it. That’s what really bugged me. Such a horrible way to say it: ‘I knew he had to be put down.’ ”

			She asked Lavigne why he hadn’t attempted to perform cardiopulmonary resuscitation, or any other emergency lifesaving procedure, on her dying brother. “I’ve shot enough people,” Lavigne replied, “to know that he was gone before he hit the ground.”

			Cumberland County officials pretended to believe Lavigne’s phony story, even though it was definitively contradicted by the physical evidence. The medical examiner’s report established that no screwdriver was found anywhere near Leshikar’s body. The tool that he’d been using to disconnect the battery of the car was found right where he’d dropped it in the driveway.

			Likewise, an Army major who conducted an administrative inquiry to determine, for life insurance purposes, whether Leshikar had died “in the line of duty” shredded Lavigne’s claim of self-defense. “There is no evidence to support the assertion” that Leshikar came at Lavigne “in a threatening manner,” wrote the major, noting that no weapons were found on or around Leshikar’s body, and that Lavigne initially told someone, presumably Merritt, that Leshikar had shot himself. Ultimately, the major wrote, “I determined that [Lavigne] is NOT credible.”

			Even if Leshikar had been brandishing a screwdriver when he entered the foyer of the house, Lavigne had no need to respond with deadly force. The field manual for the course he’d completed in hand-to-hand fighting, known in the Army as “combatives,” specifically prepares unarmed soldiers to face an attacker with a knife, spike, shiv, or shank. Trainees are taught to grit their teeth, be “mentally prepared to be cut,” and then use a “check and ride” or “check and lift” technique to gain the upper hand over an inrushing assailant. “Billy wouldn’t just forget how to disarm somebody,” said Nicole. “He was trained for that. If Mark ended up dead, Billy had to want it.”

			Had there been the prosecutorial will to charge Lavigne, the evidence would have supported a count of first-degree murder, which requires not lengthy premeditation but only a specific intent to kill another person, even if formed a split second before the act. If Lavigne had been a civilian or an ordinary Joe in the 82nd Airborne Division, he would have been extremely lucky, with the services of a skilled attorney, to get the charges against him reduced to manslaughter. Instead, county investigators feigned satisfaction with his flimsy claim of self-defense and immediately closed the case. The office of the district attorney, Billy West, deemed Leshikar’s killing a justified homicide within a matter of hours. “They did the bare minimum of investigation,” said Nicole. “Obviously, higher-ups had cut Billy some kind of deal.”

			Lavigne wasn’t even subjected to a drug test. The authorities, intent on remaining willfully ignorant of his intoxicated state, omitted the normally routine step of administering a urinalysis or blood draw. “That’s where the cover-up started,” said Nicole.

			Laura, who knew firsthand that Lavigne had been drinking and doing drugs all weekend, later confronted the sheriff of Cumberland County, Ennis Wright, and questioned him about this. “I asked him why no tox screen was done,” Laura recalled. “He basically avoided the question.”

			Lavigne was allowed to walk out of the jailhouse a free man that same night. Waiting for him outside, in a menacing convoy of lifted pickups, was a group of his Delta Force teammates. “There were three trucks that pulled up to the street,” said Laura. “A lot of team members or operators were out there.”

			It was a show of support for one of their own, but also a show of force, lest anyone in Fayetteville forget who they were: a covert troop of black-ops assassins that acts on direct orders from the highest echelons of the U.S. government. Their presence that evening was a reminder to anyone who needed reminding that the unit is a law unto itself and, as far as outsiders are concerned, doesn’t even exist.

			“They are a very hush-hush community,” said Diane Ballard, the lone police detective in nearby Vass, the tiny town where many Delta Force operators, active and retired, own homes. “They do what they want.”

			

			—

			The following day, the local NBC affiliate in Raleigh-Durham reported that “a Fort Bragg soldier,” identified as Mark Leshikar, “was shot and killed during an altercation” in Fayetteville, but Lavigne wasn’t named as the shooter. Lieutenant Sean Swain, a spokesman for the sheriff’s office, told the reporter who wrote the story that no charges had been filed and that “investigators do not have a suspect.”

			In fact, Lavigne had been identified as a suspect, in writing, by Deputy Joshua LaFave. No uncertainty existed with respect to the identity of the responsible party, but Lavigne had already been cleared of wrongdoing and released. The case had been closed, but by referring to an unnamed “person of interest,” Swain gave the false impression that an investigation remained ongoing.

			Leshikar’s mother, Tammy Mabey, was utterly contemptuous of the shoddy and aborted pretense of an investigation that the sheriff’s office and district attorney did. “I was in law enforcement for eighteen years,” she said. “I was never a detective, but even the limited crime scene investigation that I’ve done tells me that these guys are full of shit. Why in the hell would you just let some guy off on murder?”

			Tammy is the first to admit that her son was a troubled man. “Did he have demons? Absolutely,” she said. “Did he struggle with drugs, alcohol, tramadol, cocaine? Absolutely.” But Mark Leshikar was a patriotic soldier, devoted father, faithful husband, and loving son. He didn’t deserve to be killed or to have his death covered up by government officials. The shooting “was not self-defense,” she insisted. “There is proof that he was shot from behind.”

			
				
					
					[image: ]
				

				
					Mark Leshikar with his mother, Tammy Mabey, on the day that his daughter was born.

				
			
			Laura went in person to the sheriff’s office to request a copy of their case file, but they flatly refused to share it with her, citing the sanctity of police investigations and the privacy of victims. “Even though I’m the spouse,” Laura said, “they told me to hire an attorney and try to get a judge’s order.” Otherwise the answer was no.

			

			—

			Not long after his death, Leshikar’s wife held a wake for him at a Fayetteville restaurant and bar called Carolina Ale House. “Jens was there,” said Jordan Terrell, who went with his wife. “Mark’s team was there. And they were all pissed.”

			The Green Berets from Leshikar’s unit—A Company, 1st Battalion, 19th Special Forces Group—had traveled to North Carolina from Washington state to be at the memorial service. “They were sitting by themselves,” said Terrell, so he went over to their table to offer his condolences. “They all got quiet,” he said, regarded him coldly, and met his attempts to engage them in conversation with monosyllabic replies. “We’re going to find out who fucking did this,” one of them muttered, “and we’re going to take care of it our way.” The others grunted and murmured in assent.

			Terrell awkwardly took leave of the disgruntled group of Special Forces reservists. At the other end of the bar, he saw Jens Merritt, drinking alone, keeping an eye on everything. “He wasn’t talking to anybody,” said Terrell. “He was just observing.”

			Terrell went to use the restroom, and one of Leshikar’s teammates, drunk and in an aggressive state of mind, followed him in. “Who are you?” he demanded to know.

			Terrell tried to play it cool. “Mark was like a mentor to me,” he said. “We were friends.”

			“Are you with the unit?” asked the man from Washington, meaning Delta Force.

			“No,” said Terrell.

			“Is that girl with you in the unit?”

			“No,” he said. “That’s my wife.”

			“Do you have a bucktail on you? Are you recording this conversation?”

			“No,” Terrell said for a third time. “I’m in the 82nd, dude. I’m nobody.”

			This seemed to mollify Leshikar’s teammate. Terrell was only twenty-seven and was black. Nine out of ten Delta Force soldiers are white and in their thirties. The man from Washington pulled Terrell in for a “bro handshake,” but “when I dabbed him up,” said Terrell, “he pulled me in and did a full body sweep while he was hugging me. He slid his hands down my back, and then around my butt, and checked my pockets.”

			“What the fuck are you doing?” Terrell said, grabbing the man’s wrists and breaking free from his embrace. Terrell left the bathroom and told his wife that it was time to go, but before leaving, went over to Merritt and quietly relayed the implicit threats made by the National Guard soldiers. Merritt listened attentively but was inscrutably blasé about the situation. “Jens was a fucking enigma,” said Terrell. “The dude’s expression would never change. Ever.”

			At Leshikar’s burial service, Merritt stood beside Laura in his Marine Corps uniform, “making sure I was keeping my head high,” said Laura. Some of the men from 19th Group who were present grumbled at the usurpation of this role by a member of Delta Force, the organization that had fostered and protected the killer of the deceased, but Laura was grateful for Merritt’s companionship. “Jens is one of the good ones,” she said.

			

			—

			The Army’s Criminal Investigation Division, a quasi-military, quasi-civilian detective agency with jurisdiction to investigate crimes involving American soldiers, conducted a parallel investigation into Leshikar’s death a year after the fact. The CID agents first told Laura, Nicole, and Tammy that they couldn’t open their case until Cumberland County had closed theirs, which wasn’t true. Then, after an extended period of additional delay, CID blamed the county for failing to collect sufficient evidence of Lavigne’s guilt, leaving CID with no alternative but to adopt the district attorney’s finding of justifiable homicide. “A waste of paper,” is how Nicole described CID’s report, which she received in heavily redacted form: block after block of black ink.

			A less redacted version of the same document, obtained years later, shows that CID, rather than adopting the county’s findings wholesale, rigged together an alternative but equally tendentious theory of justified homicide that hinged on the small handgun that had been locked in the glove compartment of the Honda Accord, a weapon that belonged to Laura Leshikar.

			Army investigators noticed that in one photo of the crime scene Laura’s gun, a diminutive 9-millimeter Glock 26, was sitting on the counter between the living room and the kitchen. The slide, which had a distinctive engraving of a star and a woman, was locked back, the chamber was empty, and no magazine was loaded. Another photo taken by the sheriff’s office and examined by CID showed the Honda Accord’s ignition keys inserted into the lock of the glove box. “This would be consistent if prior to his entrance into the residence,” a CID agent wrote, “Leshikar obtained the pistol and placed it into his pocket.”

			The most obvious flaw in this hypothesis was that Lavigne never told anyone that Leshikar had threatened him with a firearm. When exactly the gun made its way from the car to the kitchen, and who moved it, remain a mystery. But at the moment of truth, under pressure to come up with a believable self-defense narrative, Lavigne had invented the story of the screwdriver, the sight of which was fresh in his memory from the fight in the driveway. At no time, then or later, did he say anything about Laura’s pistol. So CID contrived to put the necessary testimony into the mouth of a child.

			On March 8, 2019, CID agents interviewed Melanie Leshikar, now nearly seven, at the Child Advocacy Center in Fayetteville. The interview was done with Laura’s consent, but she wasn’t allowed to be present. Nor was she permitted to view the recording afterward. “We’ve requested that video so many times,” said Nicole, “and nobody will give it to us.”

			The investigators, led by Special Agent Steve Chancellor, came out of the interview claiming that Melanie had told them that her father had been in possession of a gun when she let him in through the front door. “CID tried to say that Melanie told them that Mark had a gun,” said Tammy. “And that’s why they didn’t further the investigation.”

			But Melanie repeatedly told her mother, grandmother, and aunt that her father didn’t have a gun. To be precise, she’d said that “my daddy was a Special Forces soldier,” and usually or often carried a gun, but hadn’t been carrying one that day. “She didn’t know why he didn’t have a gun, because he always had a gun,” Nicole recalled. “From the very beginning, that’s all she would tell us.”

			Unable to view the video and denied access to CID’s files, Laura, Nicole, and Tammy surmised that the agents who interviewed Melanie had taken these qualified statements or similar ones and twisted them around to figuratively plant a gun on Mark’s dead body. Laura’s Glock didn’t figure into Lavigne’s own narrative of the shooting or the medical examiner’s firsthand report of the crime scene, but largely on the basis of Melanie’s disputed testimony, CID concluded that “there is ample evidence” to believe that “Lavigne act[ed] in self-defense.” On July 22, 2019, a USASOC prosecutor, a female captain, endorsed that conclusion and shut down the investigation.

			Chris Grey, a spokesman for CID, said that the agency “rejects any notion that anything but a complete and unbiased investigation was conducted.” However, like Cumberland County, he wouldn’t answer the most basic questions about that investigation’s factual findings, such as whether agents determined that Leshikar had a gun, screwdriver, or another weapon in his hand or on his person when Lavigne shot him.

			Lavigne remained an active-duty operator in good standing on Delta Force. And his use and distribution of cocaine, which neither Cumberland County nor CID made any apparent effort to probe, not only continued but greatly increased, as did his mental illness, disillusionment, and propensity to violence. “Had it been properly looked into,” said Nicole, “all the other bodies and drugs that have come in the past two and a half years could have been avoided.”

		

	
		
			Part II

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Fayettenam

			
			The 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment—Delta, also known as the Combat Applications Group, or CAG, is generally considered to be the most selective organization in the entire Department of Defense. Colloquially known as Delta Force, the unit was founded in 1977 by a small number of Special Forces officers including Colonel Charles Beckwith, a bull-necked college football player from Georgia who took his inspiration from the British Special Air Service, or SAS.

			During the Vietnam War, Beckwith served as an exchange officer with the SAS in Malaysia, where the British army waged a savage and indiscriminate war to put down anticolonial and communist resistance to imperial rule. Beckwith’s time in Malaysia convinced him that the United States needed its own version of the SAS, which had sabotaged aircraft and blown up railroads behind Axis lines in World War II and evolved into a long-range reconnaissance and raiding force highly adept at ending the lives of problematic guerrilla leaders. Returning to Vietnam on the eve of the Tet Offensive, Beckwith led a prototypical U.S. Army unit called Project Delta, which penetrated deep into Vietcong territory to rescue prisoners of war, select bombing targets, install wiretaps, and emplace mines. The end of the Vietnam War led to a period of directionless malaise in the Special Forces, but the success of a daring raid to rescue hostages from a hijacked airplane in Uganda by the elite Israeli unit Sayeret Matkal in 1976, combined with heightened anxieties around international terrorism, provided the final impetus for American war planners to give the go-ahead to Beckwith’s pet project. Delta Force became operational the following year, replacing an interim counterterrorism unit in the 5th Special Forces Group called Blue Light.

			Made up of a few hundred select soldiers, many of whom were seasoned Vietnam veterans, Delta Force was originally intended to be a rarely used team of crack commandos to whom the president could turn in the event of a hostage crisis, terrorist attack, loose nuclear weapon, or another international incident requiring a tactically difficult, highly precise military response in which failure was not considered a realistic option. Yet the unit’s first live mission, known as Operation Eagle Claw, was a catastrophic debacle that did grave damage to the presidency of the man who ordered it, Jimmy Carter.

			After Iranian revolutionaries overran the U.S. embassy in Tehran and took scores of hostages, President Carter sent about a hundred Delta Force soldiers into the country to rescue the captives. But because the Army operators had to be supported by the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps for transport and logistics, the mission devolved into confusion and recrimination between commanders from each of the four service branches involved, and ended in disaster when one of the helicopters, blinded by a sandstorm, crashed into a transport plane loaded with jet fuel, causing an explosion that killed eight crewmen.

			Six months later, Carter lost the 1980 presidential election to former California governor Ronald Reagan, who went on to preside over a transformation of America’s special operations forces that broadened Delta Force’s purview and laid the foundations for the secret killing machine that Billy Lavigne, born in 1983, would serve for the majority of his adult life. In retrospect, the creation of this Fort Bragg–based apparatus, the Joint Special Operations Command, or JSOC (pronounced “jay-SOCK”), was the most significant event in U.S. military history since the emergence of a permanent standing army following World War II. But at the time, it escaped all public notice. There was no ceremony to mark JSOC’s official formation and no press release to announce the appointment of its first commander.

			Delta Force has always been the core of JSOC, its center of gravity, and the source of most of its top officers. In 1980, the Pentagon formed a naval special mission unit called SEAL Team Six, with capabilities broadly similar to those of Delta Force but with more of an emphasis on maritime operations. An obscure Air Force unit known as the 24th Special Tactics Squadron supplied the command with pararescuemen, air traffic controllers, air-strike spotters, and long-range scouts. In addition, two existing Army special mission units were brought under the JSOC umbrella. One was the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, staffed by experienced helicopter pilots skilled at the difficult and dangerous task of flying low to the ground in the darkness of night. The other was a shadowy surveillance and reconnaissance unit that’s been variously known as the Field Operations Group, Gray Fox, the Army of Northern Virginia, the Intelligence Support Activity, or simply the Activity.

			In the beginning, JSOC’s commander was a relatively middling two-star general. Nevertheless, he answered directly to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the secretary of defense, who in turn answer directly to the president. Nowhere else in the armed forces will you find so abbreviated a chain of command, with just two or three links between the White House and shooters on the ground.

			Within the military, a kind of creation myth has sprung up to explain the formation of JSOC at the outset of the Reagan administration as a direct response to the failure of Operation Eagle Claw. Cadets at West Point and lieutenant colonels pursuing graduate studies at the Army War College will inevitably learn from their PowerPoint presentations that the mission to rescue the hostages held at the Tehran embassy went sideways on account of the improvisatory nature of the task force dispatched to Iran, with its hasty mix of personnel and lack of a coherent command structure. In place of this unsightly gaggle, the official story goes, JSOC took shape directly under the wing of the secretary of defense to provide the president with a vertically integrated, full-spectrum, counterterrorism strike force ready to deploy at a moment’s notice.

			This pat narrative, a sort of morality tale intended to illustrate the cherished principle of joint warfare, is not factually inaccurate. But neither does it exclude another, alternative manner of understanding the creation, at this juncture in American history, of a secret military within the military.

			In the 1970s, the Central Intelligence Agency’s reputation was at its lowest ebb ever. Investigative reporting and congressional hearings revealed that the agency had presided over the Phoenix Program in Vietnam, a ghoulish mass assassination and torture campaign that left tens of thousands of suspected communist sympathizers dead. The epidemic of heroin abuse among American soldiers in Vietnam had also been traced back, in part, to the CIA’s secret war in Laos and support for anticommunist proxy forces that funded their operations by trafficking opium. In 1975, the Senate convened the Church Committee, which exposed some of the most egregious abuses in the CIA’s history, including murder plots against foreign leaders, domestic spying on antiwar dissidents, torture of prisoners, collaboration with Nazi war criminals, and twisted mind-control experiments with psychedelic drugs. A number of reforms resulted, including the establishment of standing intelligence committees in the House and Senate. The CIA was banned from conducting political assassinations, and henceforth its clandestine actions had to be authorized by a type of executive order known as a presidential finding. New laws also required the CIA to brief certain congressional leaders on its activities, which had previously been kept concealed from the legislative branch.

			The Senate Select Committee on Intelligence formed in May 1976. Its counterpart in the House of Representatives formed in July 1977. Delta Force, which specializes in reconnaissance and eavesdropping as much as it does in lethal direct action, was activated four months later. The Intelligence Oversight Act, which mandates CIA reporting to a group of eight Republican and Democratic legislators, passed in June 1980. Six months later, JSOC came into existence.

			Congressional regulation of covert action is a complex legal subject pervaded by ambiguities, but as a general matter the clandestine activities of the military are less subject to scrutiny than those of civilian agencies. Much regulatory legislation is written specifically to apply to the CIA and makes no mention of the Department of Defense, despite the military having robust spying capabilities of its own, not to mention far more money and manpower. In addition, congressional and judicial deference are at their highest with respect to the president in his powers as commander in chief, which some “unitary executive” legal theorists believe cannot be abrogated at all.

			These niceties of law and regulation were largely lost on President Reagan, a politician more distinguished by his television presentation skills than the depth of his intellect. But Reagan’s vice president, George Herbert Walker Bush, was a canny bureaucratic operator, the ultimate insider in the world of intelligence. In the aftermath of the Church Committee, Bush was the man tapped to implement reforms as director of the CIA, an institution to which he had deep ties. In 1980, he ran against Reagan in the Republican primary and lost, then joined his ticket as vice president. Bush’s subsequent tenure in the Executive Building coincided with a transfer of power from the CIA to the military, which, thanks to the creation of JSOC, now had operatives fully capable of carrying out the same skulduggery as civilian spies, but without the added baggage of congressional meddling.

			Over the next eight years, as Reagan and Bush waged off-the-books dirty wars in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala, and also intervened in Colombia, Haiti, and Grenada, the administration leaned heavily on Delta Force and other undercover soldiers. The militarization of covert action was tied up with the rapidly metastasizing “global war on drugs,” another brainchild of George H. W. Bush’s, and partially exposed by the hydra-headed Iran-Contra Affair, the essence of which was the use of illegal arms deals and the sale of other untraceable commodities to fund secret operations. A classified White House memorandum that Reagan signed in 1984 reads like a sketchy blueprint to the “global war on terror” that Bush’s son and political heir would institute at the dawn of the twenty-first century. Among other things, the memo authorized killing in “preemptive self-defense,” so long as the targets were defined as “terrorists.”

			That same Orwellian year, The New York Times belatedly broke the news of JSOC’s existence. The article, titled “U.S. Military Creates Secret Units for Use in Sensitive Tasks Abroad,” was sourced to members of Congress and intelligence committee staffers. “The worry,” concerned lawmakers told the Times, was that JSOC might become “a uniformed version of the Central Intelligence Agency
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