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Dedication

For my husband, Dan Morgan, and our son,

Andrew Shannon Morgan, my earth and my sky;

For my brother Edward Hogan Shannon, force of nature;

For my brother Michael Willard Shannon

and my nephew Michael Willard Shannon II,

who are in the stars.





Epigraph

I saw the inconceivable mystery of a soul that knew no restraint, no faith, and no fear, yet struggling blindly with itself.

—Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

You must make a friend of horror. Horror and moral terror are your friends. If they are not, then they are enemies to be feared. . . . You have to kill without feeling . . . without passion . . . without judgment . . . without judgment! Because it’s judgment that defeats us.

—John Milius and Francis Ford Coppola, Apocalypse Now

All non-state actors, whether malign or benevolent, are both finding enormous profit in two related phenomena. The first has been the amazing global growth of the free flow of information, goods, services, and people. The fact that you can be anywhere in the world, buy something, and have it delivered to you within three days is simply amazing, but increasingly commonplace. The second has been the arrival of the so-called “Digital Age,” where it is now possible to have a supercomputer and high-speed access to information about virtually anything wherever one happens to be around the world at one’s fingertips. The power and advantage this is generating has been enormously beneficial for most of mankind, but malign actors can profit just as much.

One of the results we’re now seeing unfold before us is that non-state actors, whether malign or benevolent, can accrue power, influence, capability, and reach that were once exclusively available only to nation-states.

—Lieutenant General Michael K. Nagata, director, Directorate of Strategic Operational Planning at the National Counterterrorism Center and veteran of the U.S. Army Special Forces
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Foreword by Michael Mann

WE’RE SITTING IN A GULFSTREAM II, STARING AT A STEROID-POPPED, MUSCLE-bound ex–NATO sniper in handcuffs. He looks out the window. We lift off from Monrovia, Liberia. That look of ennui on his face decays into self-pity, because he knows he’s bound for long-term incarceration in the United States. He hasn’t uttered a word about the irony. He and his partner, Tim Vamvakias, a former U.S. Army military policeman, flew from Phuket, Thailand, to murder a Libyan sea captain and drug transporter turned informant and the DEA agent for whom he worked. The “Libyan informant” has just arrested him. The targets were a setup. So were the coordinators who supplied staged surveillance photos of the targets, a daily log of their movements, the opportune kill spot, and the French mercenary in charge of their West African transportation and the supplier of silenced .22 caliber pistols and Heckler & Koch MP7s.

On that Gulfstream, the man opposite Dennis Gögel, the hired killer, is “Taj.” Taj is a superstar undercover DEA agent, working with the agency’s elite and secretive 960 Group. Taj and the group’s boss, Lou Milione, staged themselves as targets. Another pair of mercenaries just as dangerous as Gögel and Vamvakias have been arrested simultaneously in Tallinn, Estonia. Yet another team of killers, including their leader, Joseph “Rambo” Hunter—a retired US Army sniper trainer—is being apprehended at this very moment in Phuket. We have been dropped inside a complex operation in which five separate undercover stings, involving three different nations’ police forces in different parts of the world, all needed to be synchronized to conclude with arrests—simultaneously. That was so that none of LeRoux’s teams could alert any of the others.

Elaine Shannon’s Hunting LeRoux delivers us into close proximity to dangerous people in the most ungoverned places on the planet. The moment-to-moment, heartbeat-to-heartbeat suspense of the five takedowns pervades many sections of Shannon’s book. Fiction would be hard pressed to match the tension and color and the new dimensions of criminality revealed here. There is nothing else quite like it. Its authenticity is based on her knowledge of federal and transnational law enforcement, criminal enterprises, and the trust of her sources, who are exclusive to her.

It, simply, is better than most crime stories people can make up. Shannon has the magical ability to write from inside the flow of actual events, making them come alive. You know it’s real, and you are there.

Reading Shannon’s partial manuscript almost two years ago, I felt I had never been taken inside an organized criminal empire within day-to-day proximity of its lethal and brilliant entrepreneur with such specificity. The atmosphere of danger and continual scrutiny is tangible. It’s as if we’re captive in a series called Lifestyles of the Rich and Malevolent.

Equally, the manuscript parachutes us into the lives of Tom Cindric and Eric Stouch, the two agents in the DEA’s secretive 960 Group, who initiated and are the protagonists driving the mainstream investigation into LeRoux. Across continents and time zones, in dark motel rooms and in dangerous countries, we are with law enforcement’s most major-league big-game hunters.

The revelation at the center of this true-crime saga is Paul Calder LeRoux and the transformation he innovated. LeRoux is a cybertech genius turned crime lord—committing cold-blooded murders along the way. He created a revolution in how transnational organized crime organized itself. LeRoux deconstructed the conventional ways even sophisticated drug cartels or arms merchants operated. They still had “farm-to-the-arm,” vertically integrated business models often locking them to physical locales. Infrastructure and personnel hierarchies made them vulnerable, visible, and out-of-date to LeRoux. He deconstructed that model and created something completely different. His criminal enterprises—linked by a dark web of his own invention—were like a cutting-edge Silicon Valley start-up, using the gig economy, pivoting quickly off failed ideas, capable of rapid scalability, and climbing a hockey-stick curve of success.

He—and those who have followed—traffic in advanced weapons systems, tonnages of drugs, and exotic fissile materials, and engage in money laundering. They corrupt struggling small countries into failed nation-states to provide transport hubs and service regional conflicts. This new world’s innovator and its architect is Paul Calder LeRoux.

Early on, the 960 Group came to the realization that LeRoux was the Elon Musk, the Jeff Bezos of transnational organized crime. They believe LeRoux is the “new now” as well as the near future.

Many in LeRoux’s presence describe his lethal aura of brilliance, deviance, and sociopathy.

As a dramatist, it is this additional quality of Hunting LeRoux that appeals to me, perhaps even more compellingly than its revelations. That is, our proximity. We are there. We are brought there because people trust Elaine Shannon. She has a reputation among intelligence agencies and top-echelon law enforcement as a highly respected journalist who courageously goes where the story is, never betrays confidences, and gets it right. Their confidence in her, their openness, and the acuity of her insight—plus her irony and charm—is why the book has its unique ambiance and close-up engagement.

The agents driving the investigation—Cindric and Stouch; their bosses, Lou Milione and Derek Maltz; the undercover DEA agent Taj—share their first-person perspectives, diaries, memos, documents, personal feelings, intuitions, suspicions, fears, and, sometimes, triumphs with Shannon. Their perspectives are woven into the compelling fabric of this narrative.

So, too, is the perspective of “Jack,” the man LeRoux calls his “golden boy.” Through the eyes of Jack, we are taken into LeRoux’s strangely empty, twin luxury Manila penthouses and read his body language and experience the brainstorm-a-minute outbursts of this blond three-hundred-fifty-pounder. We’re flattered by his seductive speech and feel the danger of his MRI-like stare. Threat is redolent in the heat and humidity.

Jack built the compound and the militia for LeRoux in Somalia, helped him move money, and buy sumptuous safe houses. Jack flipped to Agents Cindric and Stouch and became their undercover source, reporting on and surreptitiously recording LeRoux at enormous personal risk. Not only had LeRoux created squads of killers, he’d begun pulling the trigger himself.

The image of LeRoux on this book’s cover is one frame from a surveillance video Jack recorded through a lens in a small device hidden in his clothing.

Overseeing Agents Cindric and Stouch is ASAC Lou Milione, one of the founders of the 960 Group under Special Operations Division chief Derek Maltz. Milione and his right-hand man, Wim Brown, have taken down some of the world’s most insulated and sophisticated criminal figures, including the arms merchant Viktor “Merchant of Death” Bout, Monzer al-Kassar, and Haji Juma Khan, an Afghani heroin kingpin. The 960 Group, quietly, is law enforcement’s heavy-hitter.

In Hunting LeRoux, Shannon creates a work in which we walk in the shoes, live in the skins, and see through the eyes of these people. It is a revelatory true-crime saga.

Michael Mann is an acclaimed four-time Oscar-nominated director, writer, and producer. His credits include Thief, Manhunter, The Last of the Mohicans, Heat, The Insider, Ali, Collateral, Miami Vice, Public Enemies, and Blackhat. He produced Martin Scorsese’s The Aviator and Hancock, and the television series Miami Vice, Crime Story, Luck, and Witness—as well as the Emmy-winning miniseries Drug Wars: the Camarena Story, based on Elaine Shannon’s bestselling 1988 book, Desperados, about the murder of DEA agent Enrique Camarena in Mexico.





Introduction: Malign Actor

TO UNDERSTAND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PAUL CALDER LEROUX, THE CREATOR of the Innovation Age’s first transnational criminal empire, start at the other end of the evolutionary scale.

When the last cocaine cowboy went down, it wasn’t classy.

On the run from the Mexican marines, Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzmán emerged stinking from a sewer pipe. His idea of keeping a low profile was to steal a fire-engine-red Ford Focus from a grandmother. Black-clad Mexican federal police intercepted him in a matter of minutes and locked him in a fetid rent-by-the-hour sex motel until a government helicopter took him back to the prison he had tunneled out of six months earlier.

El Chapo, taken into custody on January 8, 2016, was one of the last relics of the first phase of the cocaine invasion—call it the Miami Vice era—when cocaine cowboys built their brands by festooning themselves in diamond-encrusted guns and belt buckles and by surrounding themselves with cars, corpses, trucks, SUVs, dealerships, whores, horses, hotels, nightclubs, soccer teams, TV stations, zoos, boats, and more corpses. The most famous and fabulous shot and betrayed one another until nearly all of them were dead or in prison.

Phase Two began in the first years of the twenty-first century. The global black market in illegal drugs had become a vast, mature industry estimated to generate $400 billion a year (and probably much more), exceeding the combined profits of the underground trade in arms, humans, and blood diamonds. Responding to attractive profit opportunities on the dark side as well as in the visible economy, the underworld globalized. As traffickers militarized, militants criminalized, and they met in a borderless swamp. Colombian cartels joined forces with Lebanese syndicates and Hezbollah operatives in South America, Africa, and Europe. Colombia’s Marxist guerrillas, the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, or Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), went into cocaine production on an industrial scale; by the early 2000s, DEA officials estimated that the FARC supplied more than half the world’s cocaine. Mexican organizations turned up in Nigeria and China. The Serb mafia posted gun runners on every continent. The Russian mafia laundered money, smuggled, bribed, intimidated, and launched cyberattacks for profit. Afghanistan’s Taliban insurgency was founded with money from Afghan heroin kingpins.

The men and women at the top of transnational organized crime had evolved for the era of globalization. They were discreet and smart enough not to go to war with one another. They were in the game to make money, not news. They embraced the tools of the Digital Age—encrypted mobile devices, satellite phones, cloud storage, the dark web. They were ardent capitalists who worshipped no god but money. They drank alcohol, gambled, whored, raped, and blasphemed. Radical ideology left them cold, except as a means of destabilizing governments that threatened their impunity. They invested strategically, in chaos, because the threat to their existence was not rivals or soldiers or cops but peace. They paid off armed bands who held territory, who controlled roads, ports, rivers, border crossings, and air strips. They were never the face of conflict. But they were the money in the back room, and it was the money that kept things boiling.

However sophisticated the infrastructure, during Phase Two, most criminal organizations were still working within an industrial model of organized crime. They had to control the supply directly and supervise the steps of production, from farm to arm. That meant lots of people and facilities to grow, harvest, refine, transport, reprocess, produce, guard, smuggle, protect with internal security and counterintelligence, distribute, collect money, and launder money. Lots of people. Lots of organization. Lots of aboveground and belowground infrastructure, all of which was vulnerable to discovery and attack by adversaries and law enforcement.

Now Phase Three—the model for transnational organized crime of tomorrow—has emerged, and it is changing everything. It is the innovation of Paul Calder LeRoux, who has introduced the principles of twenty-first-century entrepreneurship to the dark side of the global economy.

Born in the outlaw colony of Rhodesia, LeRoux has a complicated psyche and near-genius intelligence. With his imposing 350-pound physique, anvil-shaped forehead, and blue-black eyes that gleam like lit cigarettes, he strides into a room and takes command, projecting the menacing gravitas of an absolutely powerful medieval monarch, a Gilded Age robber baron, or a Wagnerian antihero. His mannerisms evoke Marlon Brando’s Colonel Kurtz, the renegade Green Beret turned warlord in Francis Ford Coppola’s Vietnam War epic, Apocalypse Now. LeRoux conveys the tension roiling his soul just as Brando/Kurtz did, by rubbing his pale shaved head, twisting his neck, and smiling when there is nothing to smile about. These are gifted, seductive souls who have weighed good and evil and chosen evil, justifying it as more honorable than hypocrisy. “There’s nothing that I detest more than the stench of lies,” Brando/Kurtz told his interlocutor, boasting that he had surrounded himself with warriors “who are moral . . . and at the same time who are able to utilize their primordial instinct to kill without feeling . . . without passion . . . without judgment! Because it’s judgment that defeats us.” Of course, for Kurtz, it was really about power. No judgment meant no reason and no remorse. That was madness, but who has more power than a madman?

LeRoux understood the usefulness of fear very well. In a similar vein, he bragged of buying an island off the Philippines coast because “every villain needs his own island.” The password that unlocked his laptop was “Hitler.” He sought alliances with malefactors he admired—Colombian cartels, Russian oligarchs, Somali pirates, the Serb mafia, and Chinese Triads. He surrounded himself with enforcers as pitiless as Kurtz’s headhunters.

For years, the chief operating officer of LeRoux’s empire was a hard-drinking, meth-smoking English sadist named Dave Smith, who, LeRoux said, “got great pleasure in torturing animals and killing people and torturing people. Obviously, he is very violent, and he is the type of person I needed.” LeRoux instructed Smith to hire more men like himself—men who “enjoyed killing and torturing and beating.”

Brando’s Kurtz adorned his jungle dwelling with human skulls. LeRoux updated the concept, loading his laptop with digital snapshots of the bloodied corpses of people he ordered killed. Inside his sparsely furnished penthouse, he toiled in lonely splendor, obsessed with accumulating dollars, euros, rands, rubles, dirhams, and rupees by dealing in chemicals, drugs, gold, timber, and arms. His customers, he said proudly, were “warlords, criminals, essentially anyone who had money.”

Greed and cruelty are as old as humankind. What is groundbreaking about LeRoux is his unique combination of dazzling intellect and absence of conscience. These qualities have allowed him to develop a formidable business style. He is transnational organized crime’s supreme innovator. He is Netflix to Blockbuster, Spotify to Tower Records.

For LeRoux, money is just a way of keeping score. He dresses with the ironic downscale look known as Silicon Valley billionaire—battered khakis and primary-colored polo shirts that can be seen from space. He stuffs himself with Domino’s pizza and Big Macs. His women are expendable and interchangeable. For LeRoux, sex is a snack, like an energy bar or a stress reliever.

When doing business, he is crisp and focused. He has racked up numbers that Silicon Valley’s forward leaners would envy. Starting in 2004, when he emerged in East Asia as the brash young founder of a new kind of e-commerce business, he built a criminal empire stretching from Manila and Hong Kong, across Jerusalem and Dubai, to Texas to Rio. By 2012, he employed close to two thousand people. His first venture generated at least 3 million orders valued at close to $300 million total. More recently, he has developed numerous unquantified cash streams for various criminal enterprises and legitimate fronts.

Yet, typical of Silicon Valley style, in his operations there is little or no infrastructure. He wants no permanent administration, locale, or means of production; no retinue, no partying, no posse. He uses the gig economy to procure contract mercenaries and temp workers. He issues orders to them by email or text in his own unbreakable encryption, sending them to distant corners of the earth to sequester assets, bribe officials, and negotiate business agreements. At any given moment, his hired hands never know where he is or even what he looks like. Loyalty, the adhesive of mafias, Chinese Triads, and cartels, isn’t in his playbook. Once he is done with people, he abandons them or, if they annoy him, has them executed. He calls his Filipino, African, and Israeli subordinates “marginals,” meaning less than human and expendable.

Phase One and Phase Two criminal organizations tended to be linear, logical, and tied to physical geography. LeRoux is the first crime lord to operate in the realm of pure cyberspace. He browses among clients, suppliers, fixers, and networkers, meeting them wherever fiber optic cables and satellite links take him. His strange big brain empowers him to juggle multiple projects at once and remember everything. His ambitions are unrestrained by conscience and second thoughts.

His entrepreneurial style might be compared to his fellow South African Elon Musk and to Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon, ranked among the world’s richest men. Like Musk, who zigzagged wildly from business directories to PayPal to outer space to electric cars to self-driving cars to tunnels, LeRoux’s brain vaults effortlessly from online casinos to e-commerce in pharmaceuticals to small arms to missile technology to North Korean crystal meth.

And like Bezos, who created the Everything Store, the online superstore that aspired to sell anything anybody might want, LeRoux set out to build the Amazon for arms, with an ultraefficient fulfillment and transshipping facility in a sparkling new, entirely self-sufficient, heavily armed planned community in the Somali badlands.

Most of the buzzwords of twenty-first-century entrepreneurship apply to LeRoux—contempt for tradition, disruption, lean management, global reach, and rapid scalability. He knows how to find and exploit unfilled niches, upend markets, travel light, move fast, and stay nimble.

He has kept his dealings clandestine by creating his own, virtually uncrackable dark web. He is not a hacker. He never bothered to break into government or business systems, though he could have easily learned the knack. To him, computers are tools, like ballpoint pens and can openers. He used an old Dell that he configured himself. He was confident it couldn’t be breached, and he wasn’t so sure about newer models. Hackers as a rule don’t kill people. LeRoux did, personally and by proxy.

For years, LeRoux was a ghost, flickering on and off the screens of the Drug Enforcement Administration, the CIA, and United Nations, yet evading becoming a target of counterterrorism and global crimefighting units. He went almost unnoticed even when he started dealing with Iran and North Korea. The monitoring systems of the U.S. government and its allies were alert to signs of conventional criminal groups, with their predictable, visible hierarchies. The DEA agents who started hunting LeRoux in early 2012 saw only a spectral outline, far more mysterious and challenging than any crime lord they had faced before. “He was creating a whole new industry that transcended the concept of drug trafficker and gun runner and was becoming something original,” said Lou Milione, head of the unit that tracked him. “With the economies of scale of which he was capable, he was going to reach a point where, if nobody took him out, he would have continued to get stronger and more powerful, and God knows what he would have been involved in. And He. Would. Not. Have. Cared.”

The hunt began with a tip to two of Milione’s best agents, Tom Cindric and Eric Stouch, who had been partners for years and at that point were assigned to track international drug trafficking across Africa.

Cindric, Stouch, and their fellow agents in the 960 Group, a secretive element inside the agency’s Special Operations Division, are some of the boldest and most creative criminal investigators in the U.S. government. Milione was, in his youth, an actor with serious off-Broadway and film credits. Within the DEA, he was famed for taking down Monzer al-Kassar, the so-called Prince of Marbella, his story splashed across the pages of The New Yorker. The ultimate arms merchant, Kassar, a Syrian, supplied every generation of terrorists and rogue leaders, from Abu Abbas, leader of the Palestinian Liberation Front and leader of the 1985 Achille Lauro Mediterranean cruise ship hijacking, to Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. Milione and his agents also arrested Haji Juma Khan, a kingpin of the Afghan heroin cartel. Most spectacularly, in 2008 Milione and his agents staged a sting that captured the Russian arms merchant Viktor Bout, the vaunted “Merchant of Death” who inspired the film The Lord of War.

Milione handpicked agents who were smart, curious, capable of deception, in constant motion, enterprising, irreverent, and not what they seemed. They revered the law but didn’t mind breaking rules. These qualities were personified by Cindric and Stouch. Their hunt for LeRoux, detailed for the first time in this book, is revealing and unsettling. With bold imagination, highly specialized partners, some luck, and faith in their own gut instincts—qualities that can’t be learned and can’t be taught—they recruited one of LeRoux’s confidants and penetrated his hidden world.

The ability to sense what’s over the horizon is not necessarily a blessing. The deeper they went down the rabbit hole, the more ominous their discoveries, the more acute their foreboding.

“Paul is who’s coming,” Cindric said. “He is steps ahead of everyone. And we are not ready for that.”





Chapter One

September 25, 2013

THE BLOND GIANT WEPT RACKING SOBS, FAT TEARS SOAKING THE FLOWERED turquoise board shorts and flip-flops that were his idea of keeping a low profile.

Dennis Gögel, a former German army sniper and crack shot, had just arrived in Monrovia, capital of Liberia, on an errand for his employer, Paul Calder LeRoux, an eccentric entrepreneur who had made his first fortune with a scheme to sell pharmaceuticals on the Internet.

LeRoux was branching out into ventures of geopolitical significance—Colombian cocaine, North Korean meth, advanced weapons systems, war profiteering, and Iran sanctions busting. For settling scores, he recruited a team of mercenaries from the swelling ranks of American and European military warfighters who had seen combat in Afghanistan, Iraq, and NATO peacekeeping missions. Most vets settled into civilian life without incident, but a few, like Gögel, remained adventure-addicted Lost Boys in search of Neverland. LeRoux, happy to play Captain Hook, put them up in a safe house in the rowdy Thai beach resort of Phuket and financed their adrenaline-charged revels. All they had to do in exchange was occasionally get rid of people who threatened him or impeded him.

As the best shot on the team, Gögel was to be assigned the trickier contract hits, called “bonus jobs” because they paid extra. The job in Monrovia, his first for LeRoux, was to kill a DEA agent named Joey Casich, who was posted to the U.S. embassy there, and his informant, a Libyan ship captain and professional smuggler named Zaman—Sammy to his pals in Colombia. LeRoux complained that Casich and Sammy were interfering with him and his new business partners, a Colombian organization that was setting up a cocaine route from South America to West Africa and then to Europe.

LeRoux’s head enforcer, Joseph Hunter, a retired U.S. Army sniper trainer and drill sergeant, had received covert photos of Casich and Sammy and a detailed surveillance report of their routine movements. The photos showed Casich and Sammy meeting in various places in Monrovia. Hunter, who took pride in his cold-blooded efficiency as LeRoux’s head hit man, posted the photos on a wall in the mercenaries’ safe house and told Gögel and his wingman, Tim Vamvakias, a former U.S. Army military policeman, to memorize the faces and come up with an attack plan.

The mercenaries figured that Sammy wouldn’t be hard to spot. He was a cocky young dude with walnut skin, black eyes, and a devilish grin. He dressed flashy, West Coast gangster style, in a black T-shirt, black cargo pants, and Oakley shades.

Recognizing the American agent would be tougher. Pale and middle-aged, average height, average weight, dressed in a zippered windbreaker, polo shirt, and khakis, he looked like every traveling business pro striding through any airport concourse and hotel lobby anywhere in the world. His colorless appearance was not an accident. As players on both sides knew, the first rule of traveling anonymously was to blend in. For a DEA agent, that meant dull tan slacks or utilities, cut loose for striding purposefully, kicking doors, climbing walls, and jumping out of windows; shoes for sprinting, plain, not neon; tan shirts and jackets with pockets for a sidearm, badge, cuffs, and two or three mobile phones. An agent had to have at least one phone per identity. No shorts—they were for the weight room. Suits were for kids’ graduations, weddings, divorce court, and funerals.

During the four flights from Phuket to Monrovia, Gögel ignored Hunter’s blend-in rule and also his grandmother’s folk saying—“Man soll das Fell des Bären nicht verteilen, bevor er erlegt ist.” Don’t sell the bear’s fur before you’ve killed him. His festive beachwear getup was his way of celebrating the $80,000 he and Vamvakias were about to make for the bonus job—the first of many, he expected. LeRoux and the Colombians had plenty of enemies. Knocking off a few of them was going to make him rich.

“Actually, for me, that’s fun,” Gögel told Hunter as they were planning the hits. “I love this work. . . . I am very happy with my job right now.”

Only, things hadn’t gone the way the young German planned. Now his steroid-swollen forearms torqued uselessly inside handcuffs that tethered him to the seat in an executive jet, idling on the tarmac while the pilot and copilot set a course for a small private airfield in White Plains, New York. From there he would be taken to federal court in lower Manhattan.

The shackles gave him just enough slack to move his hand to his lips. Every so often he kissed a scrap of paper that bore the scrawled cell phone number of the Russian girl he had met in Phuket. She must have been something, because that high-pitched wail didn’t sound like a noise that would come out of such a big guy. You’d think that years of looking at the human race through crosshairs would crush all romantic impulses. Love is strange.

Vamvakias was tied down in the rear of the jet, sagging and close to inert. A skinny forty-one-year-old from San Bernardino, California, he’d been around the track longer than Gögel. As he would eventually tell the court, he had spent thirteen years in the service, eight of them on active duty as an explosives-detection dog handler and on a military police SWAT team. He had never deployed to a war zone as a soldier, but after his retirement from the U.S. army in 2004, he had worked as a contractor, running bomb dog operations in Doha, Qatar, and Kandahar, Afghanistan. He was fired from the last job for lying about his diabetes. His health was failing, and he sensed that this time, he wasn’t going to catch a break.

The younger man couldn’t sit still. He fidgeted and grimaced. It didn’t help that Taj, an intense thirty-four-year-old DEA agent, had settled into the seat directly across from him and explained, not unkindly, that he would take care of all Gögel’s needs during the trip. Buckling himself in across from Gögel, Taj smiled at the flight attendant and told her to give Surfer Dude another Pepsi, and no, she couldn’t comfort the guy, pitiful as he looked. The good-looking German was just twenty-seven, and life as he knew it was over. He was looking at maybe twenty years in an eight-by-ten cell. He’d be a pasty, flaccid fifty-something by the time he got out. (In fact, both Gögel and Vamakias would plead guilty to conspiracy to murder a law enforcement agent and a person assisting him and other serious crimes. Each would be sentenced to 240 months in prison.)

Taj didn’t feel sorry for Gögel. He thought that a couple of decades in the slammer was better than the macho piece of shit deserved. Taj had recently returned from Afghanistan, where he had spent four years in disguise, recruiting a network of informants inside the Taliban and the Afghan heroin cartel that supported it. He had often deployed to the front lines with American and allied special operations troops. He had seen good men die, men younger than Gögel or himself, bleeding out from the kinds of bombs Gögel’s boss, LeRoux, sold to Iran for terrorists. The agent looked at the prisoner with a mix of cold fury and detached irony. They had been in Afghanistan at the same time, supposedly on the same side. Taj wondered how many civilians the German had shot just to see if his gun worked.

Shortly before takeoff, Taj, wearing a navy raid jacket with huge yellow letters that shouted DEA, leaned into Gögel, glared at him with eyes that burned like hot needles, and snapped, “You recognize me?”

Gögel stared and shook his head.

Then, Gögel’s eyes widened. WTF? Sammy the Libyan? He’s got a badge? That’s when the German started sobbing. He realized that this was a sting, street theater, a snare, and he had taken the bait. Taj was the man Gögel had come to Monrovia to kill. They stared at each other across an unbridgeable gulf.

Taj had enjoyed certain advantages that had eluded his target. Gögel’s youth had been sad but conventional. Taj’s was extreme, inside, warmed by the unconditional love of family but, beyond the walls, besieged by a society going up in flames. He was born in Kabul in 1979, a few months before Soviet tanks rolled in. He spent the first ten years of his life in the crossfire between mujahideen fighters and Soviet troops occupying Kabul. Many evenings, he huddled with his family in a dank subterranean bomb shelter they had dug underneath their dining room table. Bombs went off daily outside the house and his elementary school. His uncle, a doctor, was killed by a rocket attack on the hospital where he was treating the injured. His grandparents and another uncle were bayoneted and shot by Soviet soldiers rampaging through their farm.

In February 1989, during the last days of the Soviet occupation, the communist regime’s secret police set out to kill his father, an engineer who worked in the political section of the U.S. embassy. The father had already been accused of spying and had been tortured. He and his wife got a warning from a friend in intelligence—get out of the country now! They were forced to make a terrible choice. They sent Taj, who was ten at that point, and his two teenage sisters with a smuggler who promised to take them across the Khyber Pass to Pakistan. The parents bundled up the baby and climbed into a truck driven by a second smuggler. They split up the family, hoping that if they were intercepted and shot, their older children would survive.

Taj left his childhood on the frozen slopes of the Hindu Kush mountains above Tora Bora. His father had lectured him that he was the man of the family now and had to get his older sisters through the treacherous mountain passes to safety. Taj knew that virgins brought a high price in the bazaars. He knew what he had to do—watch, hide, never sleep, and keep the three of them moving. Miraculously, the family reunited in Peshawar. A couple of years of wandering led them to a melting-pot California town of taquerias, pho shops, and tattoo parlors. His father found work as an engineer for an American oil company, but money was tight. Taj worked two and three jobs to pay for books, shoes, tuition, and anything else he wanted. He grew to adulthood revering the God of Muhammad, Abraham, and Jesus, the U.S. Constitution, the American educational system, the American work ethic, Willie Nelson, and Harley-Davidson, not necessarily in that order.

After the attacks of September 11, 2001, he set out to join the U.S. Marines but acceded to his mother’s tearful pleas—“No more war!” He earned a master’s degree in criminal justice and signed on with the DEA because the agency promised to put him on the street instead of sticking him at a desk and making him translate and write reports. He was allergic to desks. He went undercover the first week on the job, playing meth and heroin dealers of vaguely Mediterranean ethnicity. He became adept as passing as a Mexican cartel operative, though he didn’t speak a word of Spanish, only the Spanglish he picked up from high school friends.

To play Sammy the Libyan, he didn’t even have to fake an Arabic accent, just pose for a few photos, looking flush and seedy. What mattered, he discovered, was not facility with language but the way he carried himself. As long as he swaggered, coldly menaced, and bragged about the money he and his targets were about to make, nobody dared question him about his family background.

In 2009, he returned to the land of his birth with a mission to infiltrate the Taliban and the heroin cartel that supported it. The countryside’s flourishing poppy fields had transformed what should have been a limited conflict into a permanent, self-funding quagmire. He could recruit informants in Farsi, Dari, and Pashto, so he decided to use his languages and street smarts to do something about the pain of ordinary Afghans—those kids flung out into bitter cold, begging for food and coins amid minefields, graveyards, and open sewers. Call it altruism or survivor’s guilt, he knew that but for an incredible string of good fortune, he would have been out there with them.

Like all plans in all wars, the DEA strategy to break up the cartel, shorten the conflict, and clear the way for stability and reconstruction didn’t survive the first skirmish. Few in the U.S. government but DEA agents gave priority to stopping the heroin trade. Heroin supported both sides of the war. Prominent figures in Afghanistan’s nominally pro-Western power elite were getting a fat slice of the heroin action. American and NATO military commanders feared that attacking the drug trade would cost hearts and minds. Taliban insurgents relied on drug profits as their main source of financing for weapons and logistical support. Osama bin Laden and his followers weren’t directly selling heroin, as far as the DEA agents knew, but Bin Laden was protected by the Taliban and Pakistan’s leadership, both of which benefited from the burgeoning South Asian heroin trade. In addition to figuring out how the drug trade worked, Taj and his partners focused their informants and wiretaps on helping American and NATO forces locate IEDs and arms caches, on heading off ambushes and bombings, and on pinpointing locations of high-value targets. At the request of U.S. special operations commanders, Taj sent informants across the border into Pakistan’s North Waziristan to locate several hostages, including U.S. army private Bowe Bergdahl and American tourist Caitlan Coleman, her Canadian husband, and their children, born in captivity. The Afghan sources returned with GPS coordinates of the compounds where the hostages were being guarded by Afghan insurgents affiliated with the Taliban.

In 2012, after four years in the war zone, Taj transferred to the DEA’s Special Operations Division. Milione tapped him for his 960 Group. That was the best job in the agency, if you didn’t mind living out of your suitcase. Milione’s team had a license to go anywhere in the world to find and stop transnational drugs, arms, and money-laundering networks that played critical roles in the operations of terrorist groups and rogue regimes.

The agents sometimes found themselves in direct conflict with the CIA. DEA agents wanted to arrest smugglers of drugs and arms, but sometimes the CIA wanted to hire the same people and keep them in play as sources. The CIA could do that because its missions were overseas, covert, and outside the legal system. DEA agents played by American laws, rules, and procedures John Adams and Wyatt Earp would recognize. Everybody got his day in court. No drones, no renditions, no secret prisons, no torture, no illegal intercepts, no clandestine judgments, no summary justice, and no targeted killings.

Wim Brown, Milione’s alter ego, led the 960 Group’s Africa team when it started looking into the LeRoux organization. Midway through the investigation, he transferred to Nairobi. He was gray-haired, engaging, quick-witted, and unfazed by just about everything except Washington, which he despised. Under Milione and Brown were the two case agents for LeRoux—Cindric, energetic, garrulous, charming, and hot-tempered; Stouch, thoughtful, meticulous, coolheaded, and utterly reliable. Cindric went wide-angle. Stouch zoomed in.

Taj played utility. For the Gögel-Vamvakias takedown, he pulled double duty, first, as Sammy the Libyan, and later, as Gögel’s escort and guard. Taj wasn’t as big as Gögel—nobody in the DEA contingent was—but he had been under fire, in places most soldiers never got to see, and he wasn’t about to let this blond slacker ruin his day by trying to escape.

Gögel came from the sleepy German town of Stadthagen, an hour’s drive from Hanover. His mother died of asthma when he was three and his father left him to the care of his grandparents. In 2007, at the age of eighteen, after graduating from trade school, he enlisted in the German army, where he discovered that he had talent as marksman. He became a sniper in the Panzergrenadier division, the equivalent of the U.S. Army Rangers, with two deployments to Kosovo and an honorable discharge in 2010.

Ex-soldiers trained in communications and electronics could find work in corporations, information technology, or civilian law enforcement. Airmen became civilian pilots and flight engineers. In Western Europe, there wasn’t much call for sharpshooters. Gögel drifted into what ex-commandos called “the mercenary Facebook” of footloose American and European vets. It wasn’t literally a Facebook page, but it served the same function for restless, underemployed, hard-core warfighters, whose numbers had swelled during U.S. and NATO engagements in Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Action-loving men of many nations met and mingled while working in combat or intelligence-gathering units and in command-and-control centers. After they left active duty, many of those who craved more high-risk assignments took jobs in security companies that protected diplomats, UN employees, foreign officials, businesspeople, and aid workers in war zones. Smartphones and encrypted messaging apps like WhatsApp, Wickr, ProtonMail, and Signal made it easy for old army buddies to find one another and exchange job tips.

After a short gig as security for a television station in Kabul, Gögel moved on to the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean, guarding merchant vessels in pirate-infested waters off Somalia. Those long days and nights on cargo ships gave him a lot of time for his favorite activity, bodybuilding. He used ship lines as training ropes, balanced his toes on buckets to perform dozens of knuckle push-ups, and popped steroids.

In early 2013, he connected with Hunter, a brusque Kentuckian who called himself Rambo. With his gleaming bald head, chiseled cheekbones, and ballooned biceps, Hunter looked the part. As he would eventually write the court in New York in a bid for mercy, Gögel was awed by Hunter’s tough-guy boasts and claims, mostly false, that he had been in special operations, that he lived an ascetic lifestyle devoted to perfecting his body and mind and that he was now leading what Gögel described as a “highly specialized security group to protect and secure high profile clients.” Gögel latched on to Hunter, he later confessed, “not only as mentor but as a father figure, something I never had before. He seemed to offer everything I dreamed of, career development and family. It seemed my life was finally on track.”

Gögel misread Hunter. The sour American didn’t want to be anybody’s daddy. He hired mercenaries to please LeRoux, who had instructed him to find “capable guys who are willing to do black ops jobs.” Black ops meant murder-for-hire. What “capable” meant to LeRoux depended on the task. Filipinos and Israelis who worked in his pharmaceutical e-commerce call centers had to be neat, polite, discreet, and adept at taking credit card authorizations.

For his security team, LeRoux wanted U.S. and NATO-trained veterans in superb physical shape, disciplined and willing to take orders unquestioningly. He was not happy with two of Hunter’s hires as contract killers, Adam Samia and Carl David Stillwell, out-of-shape civilians who lived in Roxboro, North Carolina, collected guns and fantasized about becoming soldiers of fortune. In early 2012, the pair had carried out a hit demanded by LeRoux, the murder of a young woman named Catherine Lee, who had worked as a real estate broker for LeRoux, finding expensive properties for him to buy through straw purchasers. LeRoux suspected her of skimming and ordered her killed. The North Carolinians bungled the job and left a trail of evidence wide and bright as the Vegas strip at midnight. By the time Gögel set out for Monrovia, the only reason nobody had traced the Catherine Lee murder back to LeRoux was that he had paid massive amounts of protection money to a long list of Philippines cops and other officials.

LeRoux made it clear to Hunter that the next bunch of mercenaries had to be truly battle-hardened sharpshooters willing to kill people they didn’t know for $25,000 a head. The list of people he wanted knocked off was growing. He didn’t want any more mistakes that would enable corrupt Asian and African police officials to shake him down for even more cash. On the other hand, he didn’t want gunmen who were too bright. They might talk back or even refuse hit jobs. LeRoux wouldn’t put up with being second-guessed. He didn’t want anybody around who could think for himself. He did the thinking for everyone.

Gögel checked all the boxes. He was a bronze god, beautiful, obedient, fun-loving, not too clever and, so it seemed, thoroughly amoral. He was eager for the perks that came with the job—a condo on Phuket Island, sugar-crystal sand, a pocketful of euros, all the ecstasy he wanted, a gym where he could build abs like knuckles, and a welcome at go-go clubs where the bar girls and ladyboys climbed his body like a pole. LeRoux and Hunter had thoughtfully based the mercenary team near Phuket’s Patong Beach scene, the sex tourism capital of the world, where every day was Mardi Gras on Whore Island—horns, stench, glare, blinking neon lights, boom boxes, tequila shooters, Suzy Wong’s Rock Hard’s Crazy Girls A Go Go, Club XTC, and so much more.

Aside from plenty of recreation to distract the sort of young unattached men LeRoux was after, Phuket was an easy place for LeRoux’s team to come and go unnoticed. It wasn’t a traditional organized-crime hangout. People everywhere, cars all over the place, noisy revelers banging around the streets at all hours. By night, the beach roads were thick with college guys, soldiers and sailors on leave, young professionals escaping from cubicles and mingling with hookers, drag queens, deejays, bar girls, bartenders, women who performed in sex shows with other women, women who performed in sex shows with snakes, masseuses, waitresses, more hookers, women who shot Ping-Pong balls and darts with their vaginas.

On this particular day, though—September 25, 2013—Phuket had extra visitors who weren’t getting their freak on in the clubs.

Cindric, Stouch, and Milione were in Phuket, using the resort as a base to run arrests. They had been tracking Paul LeRoux and his henchmen since December 2011 and had designated September 25 as Takedown Day, when they intended to dismantle the most dangerous components of LeRoux’s operation—his mercenary team and his drugs-and-arms-trafficking team.

The degree of difficulty of their op plan was extreme. Normal law enforcement and military agencies would have called it insane. One problem was that LeRoux’s five-man security team operated globally. Its member were practiced at detecting and evading surveillance.

To incriminate two of the five, Gögel and Vamvakias, and make arrests, Cindric and Stouch created the elaborate Liberian undercover sting.

To build the theatrical scenario, Milione, undercover as DEA agent “Casich” and Taj as “Sammy the Libyan,” infiltrated into Monrovia. Credible-seeming emails and an hour-by-hour surveillance report had to be crafted to simulate how a Colombian cartel would spy on Casich and Sammy, the “targets” of the assassination plan. The undercover agents playacted surreptitious meetings for low-res iPhone photos in popular Monrovia nightspots. Costumes and disguises were acquired. Evidence of flights, hotel rooms, car rentals, and other logistics had to be generated. Liberian authorities had to be briefed to make the arrests and expel the hit men into DEA custody. It all had to happen amid the anxious awareness that one mistake or leak from anyone would blow the entire operation.

The op plan, difficult enough to pull off on its own, was multiplied by five. A second multilayered sting had to be set up and run in Tallinn, Estonia, to arrest two more of LeRoux’s men, Soborski and Filter, lured there on what they were told was a different mission. And, at three separate locations in Phuket, Thailand, six more LeRoux henchmen had to be taken down.

To further increase the difficulty, each of the targets had to be surprised and overpowered and all the arrests had to occur virtually simultaneously so that no one could alarm the others by texting an ABORT signal. Or, if the mercenaries were clever, by not calling or texting at a designated “check-in” time. The cue to vanish might be silence. Each set of arrests had to be prepared and advance like clockwork to Takedown Day. Nothing—from complications with local authorities to the weather, nothing—could cause any of the five operations to delay.

The Estonian operation required theater and logistics similar to Monrovia. The three ops in Phuket—taken down in coordination with a Thai police SWAT team and an elite plainclothes unit—involved intercepting Hunter, as well as rolling up five men identified through messages and undercover meetings as leaders of a branch of LeRoux’s empire that smuggled North Korean meth, South American cocaine and small arms from many countries.

In the larger context, Takedown Day was as ambitious and daring as any ever attempted by American law enforcement. For Cindric, Stouch, and Milione, it was another routine, anxiety-ridden 960 Group operation. They lived with the knowledge that if anyone in any of the three theaters of operation put a foot wrong, or if secrecy was blown by an incompetent or corrupt local government official, a jealous CIA officer or a nervous diplomat, the whole scheme would fall apart and shatter like a disco ball. Such disasters had happened before. Who was to say they would not happen again?

Milione, Cindric, and Stouch didn’t see any other way to proceed. Milione told the two agents to “plan for as many curveballs as possible” as they were setting up the arrests. “Like a dance—every piece has to be choreographed.” Once they gave the “go” signal, there was no turning back.

There was no exaggerating the danger of the arrests, not only to the DEA agents but to their local police partners and innocent bystanders. LeRoux’s five hit men were battle-hardened military snipers. The five other suspects—LeRoux’s smugglers—were professional criminals who had survived for decades on the streets, and they were targets of geostrategic importance, having established a connection to purchase tons of nearly pure meth, industrially produced by a North Korean supplier that appeared to be protected by the regime of dictator Kim Jong Un. The arrangement was worth millions of dollars to a heavily sanctioned, cash-starved rogue nation that was racing to develop nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles that could reach the American homeland. Depriving North Korea of hard currency was the immediate goal. Beyond it, the DEA agents had a longer-term plan. They thought that if they could get inside the North Korean meth/money pipeline, they could gather valuable intelligence about the rat lines that enabled North Korea to evade International controls and raise money to finance its weapons programs.

LeRoux’s smugglers had other intrigues in the works. Investigations of these schemes could spin off valuable leads into the small arms underground in unstable countries and regions. They were making deals with Chinese military officers who offered to sell them SAMs, antiaircraft missiles coveted by terrorists everywhere; with white South African arms dealers and mercenaries; and with a gang of Serbian gun runners LeRoux’s men nicknamed “the war criminals.”

Early on in the setup, working with three accomplished DEA undercover sources, Cindric and Stouch maneuvered Hunter into believing that LeRoux wanted “Casich” and “Sammy” assassinated in Monrovia. The undercover sources—about whom we’ll learn more later—were “Colombian cartel representatives” who used the cover names Diego and Geraldo, and Georges, a French bush pilot, who was introduced to the mercenaries as LeRoux’s liaison to their unit, their fixer, weapons supplier and transportation. Hunter assigned the Monrovia hit job to Gögel and Vamvakias. He told them to map out exactly how they intended to do the hit, with maximum stealth and no clues to connect the murders back to LeRoux. He gave them a “Colombian surveillance report” that he thought had come from LeRoux and his cartel partners. In fact, the DEA agents had written it and illustrated it with snapshots of Milione and Taj.

Gögel and Vamvakias responded with an assassination plot that was as callous and blood-drenched as the video games the mercenaries liked to play. They discussed it in conversations captured on DEA’s hidden bugs and video.

Through Jonathan Wall, LeRoux’s U.S.-based purchasing agent, they acquired Hollywood-grade latex masks that would transform their faces into those of black Africans. They intended to pull on the masks and prowl the nightspots until they located their quarries. The fake surveillance report said that Casich and Sammy might be found at a bar and restaurant called the Blue House in Congo Town, half an hour from the city center. Hipster tourists favored the place for its Mexican-African fusion food. The DEA agent and his snitch had been spotted stumbling drunk out of the place, according to the surveillance report. It added that they had also been spotted at the Level 1 Steak House, an upscale place patronized by the political elite, and Bishoftu, an Ethiopian joint that attracted adventurous diners.

Gögel and Vamvakias intended to execute the DEA agent and the informant with shots to the heads from .22-caliber pistols with silencers. Or, if they couldn’t get close, they would use Heckler & Koch MP7 “personal defense weapons,” which were shrunken submachine pistols designed for special operations forces and security details. Just seventeen inches long and weighing four pounds, the MP7 fired up to forty high-velocity rounds that could pierce NATO-standard titanium body armor. YouTube videos of the H&K MP7 were gun porn that racked up millions of eyeballs. Gögel and Vamvakias lusted after those MP7s the way drunken college guys drooled over the bargirls at the Rock Hard Club on Patong Beach.

“Whatever gets in that kill zone is going down,” Vamvakias boasted.

“Even if they wear a Second Chance vest,” Gögel said laughing. He referred to a brand of body armor popular with security contractors.

If innocent people who stumbled into the “kill zone” died—tough luck.

The slight hitch was that the MP7 packed so much firepower into a concealable automatic weapon that it was banned for civilian sales. During planning meetings in Phuket, Georges had assured them, no problem, he’d pick up a couple of MP7s on the black market and smuggle them into Monrovia, along with the handguns, masks, and other gear. He’d have everything they wanted waiting in their hotel. They would be back in the Patong bars in a day or two.

After they killed their two victims, the two shooters expected to step out of the blood-drenched bar and into a car waiting to whisk them to the Monrovia airport, where Georges would be warming up a private getaway plane.

They would carry nothing with them that hinted at a murder plot, except for two hollowed-out euro coins, one per shooter. Each coin contained an encrypted microchip. Even if the local cops found the coin and pried it open, they wouldn’t be able to read the chip. Hunter had encrypted the data on them because he was afraid that his emails were being intercepted by the DEA or other law enforcement or intelligence agencies. The data was “target package” with photographs of the intended victims, names, descriptions, cell phone numbers, and locations of apartments and hangouts.

The plan got rolling at 9 p.m. on September 24. At that hour, Gögel and Vamvakias took a puddle jumper for the flight from Phuket to Bangkok International and then boarded Kenya Airways 887 for Nairobi. Their flight took off shortly after midnight and landed in Nairobi just past dawn. Gögel and Vamvakias had some breakfast and changed to Kenya Airways flight 508. The plane stopped for an hour in Accra and arrived at their destination, Monrovia, at 3:10 p.m. local time.

They unkinked their knees, grabbed their daypacks, and descended into the blazing sunlight. At the bottom of the steps was Georges, their lifeline. Vamvakias lunged clumsily toward him, as if to embrace him.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” Georges snarled. “Just follow me!” He was scowling. As a onetime commander in the French navy, he had professional standards. He thought Vamvakias had been drinking. He whirled on Gögel, who was grinning like an overgrown kid on a visit to Toyland. The German’s beach-rat attire offended Georges, whose khaki civvies were trim and just so, as usual.

“Hey, man, you’re not supposed to look like that,” Georges snapped.

As they crossed the tarmac, Georges explained to Gögel and Vamvakias that he had spread around plenty of LeRoux’s money so they didn’t have to present themselves to Liberian border control or have their passports stamped. They nodded and grinned, looking forward, after a cramped, swamp-crotch-inducing twenty-five-hour sky-slog, to a decent meal, VIP treatment, a shower, and pressed hotel sheets. They had been around the Frenchman long enough to know that he was sharp-tongued and judgmental, but he was good at what he did, and they needed him. They tagged behind him through the terminal, a dilapidated cargo building that had been pressed into service as Monrovia’s airport after the original terminal burned in 1990 during the Liberian civil war.

Georges handed the men’s passports to a kindly-looking middle-aged Liberian with dark skin, short salt-and-pepper hair, and a sweet smile. Georges introduced him as Sam, a Liberian immigration officer paid to usher them past border control. Sam beckoned the three men out of the terminal and along a narrow walkway that led to a squat two-room cinder-block hut behind the terminal.

At the door, Georges gestured toward Sam. “He’s my buddy. He’ll take care of you. I have to talk to immigration for a few minutes. I’ll be back, and we’ll go into town.”

Gögel and Vamvakias stepped inside and found themselves in a dingy room, empty but for a wooden desk and hard, straight-backed chair on one side and a second hard chair on the other. Just as they settled in, the interior door burst open and four figures exploded into the room.

“Police, police, get on the ground, GET ON THE GROUND!” shouted an angular white American man in a T-shirt and jeans. The three Liberians alongside him took up the clamor.

“Police!”

“Get down! Now!”

The startled mercenaries threw up their hands and started to crouch. The cops shoved them the rest of the way until they were prone and face down on the concrete floor.

The American yanked Gögel’s arms backward and cuffed them, while one of the Liberians cuffed Vamvakias.

“I’m Special Agent Jim Scott of the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration,” the American said, bending over the pair to show them his credentials. “You guys are under arrest.”

Scott stood up, enormously relieved that the mantra he had learned in basic agent training—surprise, speed, and violence of action—had worked. He had dreaded wrestling the mercenaries to the floor, especially that blond beast. He asked the Liberian cops to make a ferocious racket, hoping like hell the mercenaries obeyed before they noticed a key detail, that Scott and the three Liberian airport cops weren’t armed. American lawmen couldn’t carry firearms in most foreign nations. The Liberian airport cops routinely went unarmed.

Scott pulled out a card and read Gögel and Vamvakias their Miranda rights. They had been indicted in the Southern District of New York for conspiring to murder an American official and an American informant, which were federal felonies. The DEA had already presented the Liberian government with a warrant for their arrest. Liberian president Ellen Johnson Sirleaf had declared them “undesirable aliens” and ordered them expelled to the custody of the DEA.

Scott could see that Gögel didn’t get it yet. He looked nonchalant, as if this were just another third-world airport hassle. Scott peered into his bag. It was full of anabolic steroids. Gögel said it was time for his dose. Would Scott give him a shot?

“I’ve got to stay on my regime or I’ll get manboobies,” he whined.

“You’re not going to get any more steroids,” the agent said.

With Scott and the cops watching them, the prisoners spent the night on the floor of the airport’s presidential lounge, which had been commandeered as a holding cell. The next morning, more DEA agents showed up to escort Gögel and Vamvakias to lower Manhattan for their day in court. Wim Brown pulled off Gögel’s T-shirt to photograph his body, to prove he hadn’t been tortured. Taj helped him. The German’s entire back, shoulder to shoulder, neck to waist, was one big tattoo with splotches of black and enormous Gothic letters that spelled INFIDEL.

“What’s that?” Taj asked, though he knew. Gögel looked down at his bare tanned toes and shrugged. Did he think INFIDEL was a defiant message for Al-Qaeda and the Taliban? If so, the tattoo was just dumb. If an Islamist militant ever got close enough to see the German’s naked back, it would be to saw off his head.

Or maybe that enormous INFIDEL was meant to impress other soldiers in the showers and hooches. If so, he had insulted the people he was sent to Kosovo and Afghanistan to protect. Good Muslims, and Taj considered himself one, knew that INFIDEL didn’t mean Christian or Jew. It meant atheist, somebody who believed in nothing.

During these procedures, it started to hit home for Gögel that since he embarked on this job, practically nobody he met was who he said he was.

Brown, the senior DEA agent on the ground in Monrovia, had been sitting knee to knee with Gögel and Vamvakias on the airport tram in Nairobi, then a few rows behind them on the Kenya Airways flight from Nairobi to Accra. Gögel hadn’t really noticed him. Brown had looked like any other globetrotting businessman absorbed in his smartphone. Actually, he was DEA’s man in East Africa. He had been tailing the mercenaries since they changed planes in Nairobi and texting their movements to Scott and the DEA crew on the ground in Monrovia.

Georges was a bona fide bush pilot and mercenary, but he was also Brown’s friend and was working with the DEA, not against it. After his service as a French navy pilot, flying a Crusader interceptor-reconnaissance aircraft, he became a private pilot in Africa, flying for a number of African leaders and strongmen. On the side, he worked gigs for various Western intelligence and law enforcement agencies. In his fifties, he was tanned, fit, and impeccable, even in Monrovia’s soggy heat.

Sam, the “corrupt Liberian immigration officer,” was Sam Gaye, a retired DEA agent turned security consultant who had been the agency’s man in West Africa for many years. Like Georges, he was a pair of eyes and ears for Cindric and Stouch. Born in Monrovia, he moved with his family to the United States when he was fifteen, joined the DEA after college, and volunteered to return to the war-torn region of his birth. Gaye knew just about every West African who mattered, most importantly, his childhood friend Fombah Sirleaf, the stepson of Liberian President Johnson Sirleaf. She had appointed Fombah to the helm of the Liberian National Security Agency. The president and Fombah Sirleaf were in on the sting from the beginning. Sirleaf had posted his own armed, plainclothes agents throughout the airport to make sure the unarmed airport cops managed the arrests of Gögel and Vamvakias without a hitch.

On the DEA-chartered Gulfstream II executive jet that would take the prisoners to New York to face the charges, Taj sat across from Gögel, close enough to hear him breathe. Whenever Gögel needed to go to the head, Taj took him there and stood by. Not the most pleasant part of the job, but the agents couldn’t have a prisoner try to rip out wiring that would affect the plane’s instruments. Whenever Gögel wanted a drink or food, Taj fetched it. No cutlery, metal, or plastic. Any implement could gouge out an eye in a split second.

Federal agents were required to treat every prisoner with respect, and Taj did. He kept it professional and civil. He served his would-be killer Pepsis and banana pudding and answered his questions patiently. Yes, he could write the Russian girl. No, American prisons didn’t allow conjugal visits. Steroids again? No, he couldn’t get steroids in lockup. Yes, he’d probably get manboobs. No, the warden wouldn’t help him out on the steroid front.

But Taj was entitled to his own thoughts, and what he was thinking was, Fuck you, Gögel. You are the trash of humanity. You want to kill an American citizen for money? Why should you hang out on the beaches of Phuket, enjoying life on my blood, or Lou’s blood, or another human being’s?

Taj had seen this show before. He expected that Gögel would throw himself on the mercy of the court and plead that he was practically an orphan. He didn’t know any better. He was poor, lost, and confused. Taj had been there—a refugee, penniless, cold, hungry, and hunted, with nothing but what he could carry. But he never felt alone, was never confused and never lost.

Knee to knee with Gögel, he leaned in and asked again, “You recognize me now?”

The German looked down at the floor.

“You have my picture on your wall. You and your pal wrote an op plan about how you were going to kill me.”

The German refused to meet Taj’s gaze.

“I actually feel sorry for what you’re going to go through, as a human being; I really do,” Taj said softly, “because you have a long road ahead. It’s going to be bad. But imagine if you actually did kill me. I don’t think you would’ve had second thoughts. Where would you be right now? Probably in Phuket, getting drunk and celebrating your actions. Crazy how the world works?”

Gögel still didn’t say anything. He put his face up to the window, mashed his cheek against the cold glass, and sobbed.
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