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					Xi Jinping: “There are changes happening, the likes of which we haven’t seen for 100 years. Let’s drive those changes together.”

					Vladimir Putin: “I agree.”

					—At the Kremlin, March 22, 2023

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					PROLOGUE

					THE MOTHER LODE

				
				
					The great democracies triumphed, and so were able to resume the follies which had so nearly cost them their life.

					Winston Churchill, Triumph and Tragedy (1953)

				

				THE RUSSIANS WERE getting ready to roll.

				That was the stark warning contained in a top-secret set of briefings circulating among a tight group of White House, Pentagon, State Department, and intelligence officials in the third week of October 2021. Its contents were shocking, but not a surprise to anyone who had listened carefully over the previous summer, when Russian president Vladimir V. Putin argued that Ukraine was not an independent nation, but rather an integral part of the old Russian empire. Seven years after he had annexed the Crimean Peninsula and launched a low-level war in Ukraine’s south and east, Putin, along with his closest aides, was fine-tuning a plan to seize the entire country.

				This was the kind of naked aggression, from a nuclear-armed power, that wasn’t supposed to happen three decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union. When he was first presented with the evidence, President Joe Biden told one of his aides that it beggared belief, even for Putin. Yet the intelligence report was comprehensive: a massive compilation of electronic intercepts, skillful cyber penetration of Russia’s networks, and reports from a small number of informants nurtured along by the CIA, who, after a long drought, had once again tapped into the upper reaches of the Kremlin. It was, as one key administration official described the analysis to me, the “mother lode” of intelligence on Putin’s planning.

				Barely four months earlier, Putin had sat opposite Biden in a mansion on the shore of Lake Geneva in a tense diplomatic session that was primarily about halting Russian ransomware attacks on American pipelines, hospitals, and other critical infrastructure. Ukraine had been discussed, Biden and Putin both said after the session, albeit briefly. When Biden raised the topic, Putin complained anew that the Ukrainians were failing to obey the terms of an accord that had been negotiated, with the help of the West, after Crimea. That agreement did nothing to end the slow, grinding conflict that was playing out in the Donbas region. But Putin gave no indication that his patience had run out or that he was preparing a far larger attack.

				Some aides were left wondering whether Putin had used the meeting to take the measure of Biden’s mindset and concluded that the new president was so focused on other issues—America’s domestic political struggles, made so vivid on January 6 of that year; competing with China; the imminent withdrawal from Afghanistan—that he had no bandwidth for engaging in another foreign conflict. Biden, he may well have concluded, had no stomach for mounting a serious, costly effort to stop Russia from taking what Putin believed, to his core, was rightfully Russia’s territory.

				“He emerged from COVID thinking he was Peter the Great,” one of Biden’s top advisors later told me. And like Tsar Peter, Putin planned to restore Russia to its former glory.

				As the “mother lode” was passed around the White House Situation Room, Biden and his aides debated whether they should confront Putin directly. Clearly, Putin had the intent to invade. Among those deep in the details of the intelligence was Jake Sullivan, the Minnesota wunderkind whose meteoric rise to national prominence began during the 2008 elections, when he advised Hillary Rodham Clinton in the primaries and then Barack Obama in the general. At forty-two, he had emerged as Biden’s last-minute choice for national security advisor. “I didn’t believe this was an absolutely hopeless situation,” Sullivan recalled later, walking me through his feelings when he first saw the evidence. He remembered thinking, “Okay, this is the plan now. Can we try to design some strategy, knocking them off the plan?”

				Ordinarily, it would be too great a risk to confront the Russians with evidence that U.S. officials were so plugged into their top leadership that the White House knew what Putin was planning. It might tip off Putin to the traitor—or traitors—in his midst or to the electronic and cyber intercepts that were diverting Russian military plans straight to American intelligence agencies. But there were so many sources in the mother lode—signals intelligence, satellite images, the handful of human spies with access to Moscow’s leadership—that it would be difficult for the Russians to identify any single breach.

				So Biden decided to send an emissary, armed with a letter from the American president, to warn the Russian leader of the danger he faced if he tried to topple Volodymyr Zelensky’s government and occupy the country. Several candidates for the job were discussed, but only one made sense: William J. “Bill” Burns, the former career diplomat, tapped by Biden to run the CIA. Burns was a natural for the task: He had served as the American ambassador to Russia in the heady days when Putin was taking power and Russia seemed neutered. Among Biden’s inner circle, Burns knew Putin best. (“That’s where I got most of my white hair, I think,” he liked to quip.) And Biden, a president who values old relationships above all else, trusted Burns deeply.

				Burns’s objective was clear: Engage Putin in a conversation, tell him that the United States knew exactly what he was planning, and try to slow or derail his final decision. It was the kind of frank discussion that always went over better in a face-to-face conversation. But it wasn’t until Burns landed in Moscow aboard an unmarked CIA plane, the letter securely in his portfolio, that he learned that the Russian leader—famously reclusive since the COVID pandemic had begun, a year and a half earlier—was in isolation in his Sochi dacha. The Russians offered Burns a phone call with the president, something Burns could have done from his office back in Langley. He agreed to conveying his message by phone. He hadn’t come all this way to miss the chance to speak with Putin directly.

				So over a secure line in a Soviet-era government office in Moscow, Burns laid out his case to Putin that an invasion would be a horrific mistake, one that would cost Putin, and Russia, dearly. The Russian leader offered little reaction, as usual. If he was upset, or surprised, that the United States was onto his plans, he showed no sign. Nor did he alter his plan. Putin, Burns told me later, felt “almost an entitlement to control Ukraine, and control Ukraine’s choices as well.”

				By December 2021, American spy satellites had begun to detect Russian forces moving into place, exactly along the lines the intelligence had warned. A few short weeks later, you didn’t need a billion-dollar spy satellite to realize what was happening. Daily images pouring in from Maxar and Planet Labs and other commercial satellite firms all told the same story: Rows of Russian tanks were massing less than a hundred miles from Kyiv, just inside Belarus, a nation run by one of Putin’s most loyal lackeys. Estimates suggested that some 60 percent of Russia’s land-based fighting forces were already deployed along Ukraine’s borders, some massing in attack formations. Medical units were spotted carrying blood for transfusions—something almost never seen when troops are conducting routine exercises. Eager to complicate Putin’s preparations, the administration released a bit of the evidence every few days or quietly guided reporters to commercial satellite photos or social media posts that captured, often in more granular detail, actions that had the United States’ early-warning systems sounding the alarm.

				By February 2022, there was no doubt in the minds of America’s top national security officials that Putin was preparing to redraw the borders of Europe by force. From the intelligence they were viewing, it would happen something like this:

				First, a mad dash from the north down to Kyiv, in the hopes of taking over the capital city and capturing or killing Zelensky within the first few days of action.

				Then an amphibious landing in Odessa, the critical port where so much of Ukraine’s grain and other goods are shipped across the Black Sea to feed much of the world. Russian forces would then take over the coast, cutting off Ukraine’s access to the sea and linking the Crimean Peninsula overland to Russian territory.

				And to finish the country off, a Russian drive across the industrial east and south—where Russian and Ukrainian forces had conducted a low-level war since 2014, when Putin seized the Crimean Peninsula and held a sham referendum to declare it a Russian province once again—and then a sweep back to the west.

				If anything still remained of the old Ukrainian government, Biden was told, it would operate only in exile, as a rump state retreating west toward the Carpathian Mountains. Quietly, the United States had already outfitted Zelensky with secure communications equipment so that he could keep talking with Biden over systems that would complicate Russia’s effort to track him down and kill him.

				But in the best traditions of the worst days of the old Cold War, the Russians declared this series of American-orchestrated leaks to be fake news. When General Mark Milley, the gruff, Princeton-educated chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called his Russian counterpart, Valery Gerasimov, he got a straight-up denial that invasion was imminent. It’s just military exercises, Gerasimov told Milley. “I don’t bitch you out when you line up troops and do exercises on the Mexican border,” Milley later recalled Gerasimov telling him, in essence. Milley pushed back: “Well, we don’t put 150,000 troops on the Mexican border.”

				Meanwhile, Antony J. Blinken, Biden’s secretary of state and his closest confidant on global issues, conducted a similarly dead-end conversation with the infuriating Sergey Lavrov, the longtime Russian foreign minister. Lavrov was in high dudgeon about the American warnings of an imminent invasion: It was all Western disinformation, he insisted, the latest effort to spur what he called “Russophobia.”

				Blinken, who had served as Biden’s chief national security advisor when Biden was a senator and again when he was vice president, suspected that Lavrov was out of the loop—that if Putin was planning a war, he wouldn’t bother to tell his own foreign minister. But it was such a bizarre performance that, at a session in Geneva, Blinken pulled aside the Russian diplomat to ask him—quietly, out of the earshot of reporters—why he was denying what was clear to anyone with eyes. Did he even believe what he was saying? Lavrov—who began his diplomatic career when Blinken was still a teenager living in Paris—stared at him, then turned and walked away.

				

				—

				FOR THEIR PART, the Europeans were in denial, too, unable to imagine that part of their continent could soon be in flames, with Ukrainian populations massing in the subway stations to avoid bombardment. In mid-February, Western leaders gathered in Germany for the Munich Security Conference, the annual event of the Atlantic establishment that had gained a reputation as the meeting place of Western world leaders, diplomats, and CEOs. The meeting was often a bellwether for transatlantic anxieties, and when I arrived the night before the conference opened, it was clear that stress levels were sky-high.

				Still, European foreign and defense ministers adamantly insisted to me that an invasion would not happen. Putin was putting on a show to scare the world, I was told. He wouldn’t be so stupid as to threaten his own economic interests, most significantly, the imminent opening of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline that would pump gas directly from Russia to Western Europe, routing around Ukraine. Putin’s goal, one German leader told me, was to make the continent more dependent on Russian gas—and on his whims—than ever. He wouldn’t threaten that plan to settle old scores.

				When I caught up with Blinken over breakfast toward the end of the conference, the rationalizations were clearly driving him crazy. “This is going to happen,” he told me of the invasion. “I can’t give you an exact day, but it is just days away.” Yet no matter how many satellite photographs he laid on the table for his counterparts, he said, many of Europe’s leaders saw only what they wanted to see.

				The Ukrainians appeared to be in denial, too. When Zelensky arrived in Munich—just for a few hours, and in a plane leased by the Pentagon, which the Biden administration was betting the Russians would not shoot down—he insisted in public that he didn’t believe an invasion was imminent. But there were indications he didn’t believe his own message.

				At the security conference that Saturday afternoon, Zelensky took the stage to press his case, as people stuffed into the crowded auditorium to hear the Ukrainian leader, wondering if it was the last time they would see him alive. They were struck by his anger.

				“What are you waiting for?” he demanded, urging the leaders there to act immediately rather than wait to see if Putin would really pull the trigger. “We don’t need your sanctions” after the Ukrainian economy has collapsed, he said, and after “part of our country will be occupied.” But perhaps because he was in Munich—a city synonymous with Neville Chamberlain’s failed effort to appease Hitler more than eighty years before—Zelensky also warned his “partners and friends to not agree about anything behind our back” with Putin.

				“We’re not panicking,” Zelensky insisted, before heading back to Kyiv, on an indirect route that avoided sending him over Russian airspace.

				It didn’t sound that way.

				

				—

				JUST TWO WEEKS before the Munich conference Putin had emerged from isolation for what became his biggest gamble yet. He flew to the site of the Winter Olympics in Beijing, ostensibly to take in the opening ceremony. His real purpose, however: to make a show of his relationship with China’s president, Xi Jinping.

				For years, Putin had courted Xi, and vice versa. While both leaders were reclusive during the pandemic, they kept talking to each other, and each, in his own way, cemented his authority and became vocally more nationalistic. Now Putin needed Xi to demonstrate to the world that he and his fellow autocrat could combine their power and influence. For all their differences—and there were many—they had one common purpose: to stand up to the United States, frustrate its ambitions, and speed along what they viewed as its inevitable decline.

				It was a remarkable pre-Olympics show. As the athletes prepared to compete, Putin and Xi signed a lengthy statement attesting a common interest in opposing the West’s attempts at global influence, vowing there would be “no limits” to their partnership, and calling on all countries to have respect for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of other states. It wasn’t exactly an alliance. But it was almost exactly the kind of arrangement Henry Kissinger had tried to head off in the 1970s, when he urged President Richard Nixon to initiate diplomatic discussions with China in an effort to avoid opening a second front in the Cold War.

				Of course, in the 1970s, China was an agrarian nation, a tiny player in economic terms, a nonplayer in global technologies still shattered by the traumas of the Cultural Revolution. The Soviet Union was the senior partner whenever they crossed paths. Now the balance was reversed: China was the leading power and Russia the dependent one.

				There is some dispute about exactly what Putin said to Xi about his plans for Ukraine. Some U.S. national security and intelligence officials believe Putin simply assured Xi there would be no invasion during the Olympics, which would distract from China’s big moment on the world stage. Senior U.S. intelligence officials later concluded that Putin described to Xi plans for a limited military operation—one that might take some eastern regions but would be quick and easy.

				If so, Putin lied. Except for the part about waiting for the Olympics to end.

				

				—

				FOR THOSE IN MUNICH, the forces massing to invade Europe carried echoes of 1938. But some five thousand miles away, at the Microsoft headquarters in Redmond, Washington, the warning signs looked more like June 2017.

				That was the month, just five years before, when Russian hackers targeted the Ukrainian economy with an innovative cyberattack awkwardly called “NotPetya.” The fallout was devastating: The attack crippled small businesses and large, making it all but impossible for them to conduct simple credit card sales in stores. Worse, the malware spread quickly beyond Ukraine’s borders and flattened Western firms in the region like FedEx and Maersk, costing them hundreds of millions of dollars. The world was reminded that Russia knew how to kneecap a country without firing a shot.

				So at both the Microsoft campus and at the White House, the assumption was that the Russians would replicate the NotPetya attack in the first hours of any invasion of Ukraine. “This is what we think the first wave attack will look like,” said Tom Burt, Microsoft’s chief of trust and safety, one Saturday night in January 2022, just weeks before the war began.

				Burt, an intense executive with equal passion for hunting down hackers and piloting his racecar at breakneck speed on racetracks across the country, had been on high alert for Russian cyber activity for months. He was convinced that the first shot in this new conflict would be digital. “A cyberattack first, the land attack next” was his prediction. The Russians’ goal, he said, would be to prevent Ukrainian leaders from communicating with each other or their own people in the opening salvos of the war.

				Burt called me on that January evening to describe the latest Russian activity in cyberspace that his team had found: in this case, a type of wiper malware they dubbed “Whispergate,” so named because the Russians seemed to be hinting at more to come. Whispergate had a limited number of targets—both civilian infrastructure and government entities—but it didn’t initially cause any significant damage. Burt’s team responded quickly by warning the White House and devising a security fix nearly simultaneously. After eight long years of incessant Russian cyberattacks—including on their election system in 2014 and their power grid in 2015 and 2016—the Ukrainians mostly just sighed and brought their systems back online as soon as they could. But to Microsoft, the attack helped firm up their suspicions.

				“It was pretty clear the Russians were preparing for something,” recalled Justin Warner, one of Microsoft’s security engineers and a former Air Force cyber operations officer. For months now, Warner and his colleagues had been focused almost entirely on how to defend against attacks from Russia as part of a hundred-person team that Microsoft had quietly set up as geopolitical tensions ratcheted higher. Meanwhile, senior executives at Microsoft were quietly trying to convince Ukraine to move its data into the cloud and off of servers inside Ukraine that would be sitting ducks when the Russians attacked.

				Warner suspected that the January incident was exploratory, a scouting expedition designed to test Russia’s ability to paralyze Ukraine’s government and military communications. And the assumption—right or wrong—was that the real cyberattack, whenever it came, would be a prelude to an invasion.

				At midday on February 23, 2022, Microsoft began to see evidence of another incident, and Warner got the call he was waiting for.

				“It was a little after 1 p.m. Eastern time on the twenty-third,” he recalled a few months later. One of his colleagues, another Microsoft analyst, was on the line, and “he basically just said, ‘I think we have another incident going down in Ukraine.’ ”

				Whatever was “going down” was clearly worse than what they had seen in January. This malware, while different in the details from the previous incident, shared several key indicators. And it had clearly been activated at scale, hitting government agencies, financial institutions, and the energy sector. It was spidering out from high-level servers called “domain controllers” to the computer networks that kept Ukraine going.

				This looked like it might be “the big one”—but the team wasn’t yet sure, so they brought in Ramin Nafisi, Warner’s teammate and a malware expert and former defense contractor whose specialty was reverse-engineering suspect computer code.

				“It was my job to disassemble it, piece by piece, to understand what the actual destructive capability of the malware was,” Nafisi later told me.

				It didn’t take him long. The evidence screamed out from the five monitors in his home office in Maryland. The program was a “wiper code,” so named because it was designed to wipe a hard drive clean, making computers useless. And in the code, he could see a list of the malware’s Ukrainian targets: mostly government systems, a lot of them.

				“It was pretty obvious within minutes,” Nafisi said, “what the target was and what they were trying to achieve.” Soon, they had Tom Burt on the line.

				

				—

				AT 3:43 p.m. on Wednesday, February 23, 2022—four days after my breakfast with Blinken in Munich and just hours before tanks would roll across the border, headed for Kyiv—Burt composed an urgent warning to the White House.

				“We have learned of and are investigating a significant destructive attack,” he wrote to Anne Neuberger, President Biden’s deputy national security advisor for cyber and emerging technologies. He went on to provide the details: Several of Ukraine’s government ministries were under attack.

				Already, Burt wrote, 150 or so Ukrainian digital systems had been hit, across ten different organizations. And the count kept climbing.

				Neuberger had been the National Security Council’s point person for dealing with several major Russian ransomware attacks on the United States in the administration’s first year, including the shutdown of the Colonial Pipeline, which provided nearly half the gasoline and diesel fuel for the East Coast. Starting in the fall of 2021, she began shuttling back and forth to the headquarters of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Brussels with the warning that it was possible that a cyber winter was approaching, encouraging them to brace themselves so that a devastating Russian attack didn’t take out their networks—or those of NATO itself. “There’s muscle memory for what to do with a traditional attack,” she often told me in the days leading up to the outbreak of fighting. “There isn’t any for cyberattacks.”

				In a series of quick conversations on February 23, Neuberger connected Burt to her counterparts abroad—starting with Serhii Demediuk, the deputy secretary of Ukraine’s National Security and Defense Council, and Mircea Geoană, the deputy NATO secretary general. The Ukrainians needed to move fast, Neuberger thought, but the Europeans also needed to be prepared if the attack spread beyond Ukraine, hitting NATO and non-NATO allies.

				“I was very concerned,” Neuberger told me later. “I had NotPetya on my mind,” she said, fearing that an attack aimed at Ukraine could spread like wildfire across Europe. The damage could have run into the billions of dollars. But NotPetya had hit at a time of peace. If this attack spread at a moment of open warfare, it could bring NATO directly into the war—exactly what Biden had ordered his staff to avoid.

				Neuberger brought Burt’s report to Sullivan, the national security advisor, at his nightly meeting to assess the risk of imminent conflict. For more than a week, Sullivan had been operating on an “any day now” basis for the start of the conflict. The problem, he recalled, was that there were so very many indicators of the coming violence—troops in attack formations, orders coming down the line, flight patterns that preceded the launch of cruise missiles—that it was hard to pinpoint the actual day that the Russians might kick off hostilities.

				Still, Sullivan said, Burt’s warning was important. “Microsoft,” he told me, “could see things we could not.”

				

				—

				IN FACT, THOSE hours before the war began demonstrated how radically different this new era was from wars past—and from the Cold War. The physical war for Ukraine might be contained to the country’s borders. But the worry that cold February day was that the digital war could spread much more quickly and change the dynamic, turning a war against Ukraine into a war against NATO.

				As it turned out, the concern was misplaced, or at least premature. The Russians had prepared neither a cyberattack nor a physical attack beyond Ukraine other than taking out a European satellite system that the Ukrainians used for some of their government communications. It seemed that Putin was being careful.

				But it was clear in Sullivan’s office that night, as the participants mulled Microsoft’s findings, that a new era had dawned. “There was this assumption in the past,” Neuberger told me later, “that governments had access to perfect information. But today it’s reversed. Companies have all the insight.”

				Two other things had changed, she said. Those same tech companies had the ability to defend national networks, independently, from thousands of miles away, in ways the U.S. government could not. Furthermore, when Burt reached out to Neuberger—and when Google and others turned to the U.S. government as well—it wasn’t simply to notify the authorities. It was to coordinate the rollout of protections and defenses, starting with moving the operations of the Ukraine government to the cloud so that Russia could not take out the government by bombing Ukraine’s servers. In short, in the effort to keep the country running—even if Kyiv was a smoking ruin—companies were now the front line of support.

				Yet in the heat of that moment, it wasn’t clear that even the best cyber defenses would matter. From Sullivan’s office that night, it looked like the Russians held every advantage: From three sides they were ready to roll across the country and into Kyiv. Their force looked overwhelming. Their goal was not only to isolate Ukraine’s leadership; it was to kill its leaders—in three days, if all went smoothly. The only question was: How long could Zelensky and his government hold on?

				

				—

				BY THE NEXT MORNING, Europe was at war again. Microsoft’s warning had been prescient: The wiper code was indeed a prelude to the Russian tanks.

				But as the days and weeks wore on, almost nothing unfolded as expected. The acclaimed Russian military failed to take Kyiv. Putin and American intelligence agencies alike had wildly overestimated the capabilities of Russian troops and wildly underestimated the fighting spirit of the Ukrainian people. Putin’s commanders proved plodding and unimaginative—how else could you explain the forty-mile traffic jam of armored vehicles and tanks frozen in place on the road between Belarus and Kyiv? The world watched as Russia’s once-vaunted forces became sitting ducks for Ukrainian attacks on fuel tanks at the two ends of the convoys. Twitter was soon awash in photos of Russian troops whose bodies were ejected from their own tanks after the Ukrainians succeeded in their aim of setting off the explosive rounds stored under the Russians’ very seats.

				Within months, the Russians began a humiliating retreat, headed back to Ukraine’s industrial south and east. They shelled cities mercilessly along the way, and dug into their positions, only to be routed from some of them months later in a renewed Ukrainian counterattack.

				This turn of events wasn’t what Putin expected. It wasn’t what anyone expected. But then again, everything about this war, and the era it demarcated, seemed at once familiar and surprising.

				There is never a clear line between the old world and the new, between traditional conflicts and modern ones. Ukraine was a particular blur. General Milley saw, as the first months of the war unfolded, thousands of Ukrainians and Russians digging in, seeking safety in long trenches meant to survive brutal artillery fire. As it wore on, the threat that Russia might use a nuclear weapon against its non-nuclear-armed foe surfaced and resurfaced every few months, altering critical decisions in Washington over how to arm Ukraine and what restrictions to place on how those arms could be employed. And within a year, hordes of drones, some guided by artificial intelligence, were identifying targets on the battlefield or had been turned into weapons themselves, hovering over Russian trenches in search of targets.

				“Trench warfare!” Milley exclaimed to me one day about six months into the war, shaking his head. “For a while we thought this would be a cyber war. Then we thought it was looking like an old-fashioned, World War II tank war. And then,” he said, pausing, “there are days when I thought they are fighting fucking World War I.”

				In his colorful way, Milley had put his finger on one of the most unsettling features of the new geopolitical era: It is part 1914, part 1941, and part 2022.

				All at once.

			

		

	
		
		
			THE SHAPE OF THE NEW COLD WARS

			THIS IS A book about a global shock that took Washington by surprise: the revival of superpower conflict.

			In Washington, London, and Berlin, many government officials today insist that they had seen all this coming. If so, neither the United States nor its Western allies acted as if they had. For more than thirty years—from the fall of the Berlin Wall until the invasion of Ukraine—there was a sense of certainty that the greatest byproduct of America’s undeniable victory in the Cold War was something like a permanent era of peace among the world’s nuclear superpowers.

			Even before the fall of the Berlin Wall, much less the collapse of the USSR, there were declarations that we were in a new world—one in which democracy had won out, permanently. “What we may be witnessing,” American political scientist Francis Fukuyama famously wrote in 1989, “is not just the end of the cold war, or a passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalisation of western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.”

			Fukuyama had his doubters at the time, of course. But over the past fifteen years, the warning signs that this optimism was deeply misplaced have only accelerated: the invasion of Georgia and then Crimea; cyberattacks launched from Moscow and Beijing; Putin’s move into Syria and his effort to influence an American presidential election and destabilize the country; Xi’s determination to use the Belt and Road Initiative and Huawei and other national champions to wire Europe, Africa, and Latin America with Chinese-made 5G networks to spread Beijing’s influence. But America was distracted—by two misbegotten wars in the Middle East that cost thousands of American lives and trillions of dollars and blurred our focus on bigger strategic threats. Then came a deadly pandemic followed by the internal upheavals epitomized by the effort to overturn a legitimate election. It was hard to focus on America’s role in the world when we were consumed by the attendant images of a democracy that had lost its bearings.

			We were also convinced that, for all the shock, trauma, and disorder of the twenty-first century, the world would sort itself out in the way we had long anticipated. Key to that was the almost universally held assumption that Russia and China—a fast-declining power and a fast-rising one—would integrate themselves into the West in their own ways. Each, it was argued, had an overwhelming national interest in keeping its products, profits, and financial interactions flowing, even with geopolitical adversaries. Economics would ultimately trump nationalism and territorial ambition.

			So while it might be true that Vladimir Putin wanted to reconstitute Peter the Great’s Russian empire, the thinking went, in the end he would value his oil and gas revenues more than imperial expansion. And in China, the same logic ran, Xi Jinping would follow his immediate predecessors, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, by focusing on the urgent issue of keeping China’s astounding domestic growth from falling back to earth. He would not take the risk, the intelligence assessments concluded, of immediate challenges to the United States’ global predominance. As I traveled the world with five U.S. presidents—Clinton, Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden—I heard variations of this argument from their lips and those of their closest advisors, though uttered, as the years passed, with diminishing levels of conviction.

			There were shocks to the system, of course. Putin’s cyberattacks on the West and his invasions of neighboring countries. Xi’s consolidation of power in Beijing, his interest in extending China’s military reach to the South China Sea, and his efforts to wire up the world with Chinese-made technologies, sometimes freely chosen by China’s customers, though often not. But for years nothing shook the dominant view that when Xi was faced with a choice between taking control of Hong Kong and Taiwan and preserving the flow of revenue, technology, and ideas that China needed to make the next great leap forward, he would inevitably choose the latter.

			It is only in the past few years that this faith in the power of globalization has come to be regarded as a fantasy era of early-twenty-first-century American foreign policy. It was a bipartisan assumption that the post–Cold War age would last indefinitely and that for all of America’s internal divisions and outside challenges—and despite China’s aggressive rise and Russia’s violent disruptions—American power would remain fundamentally unchallenged.

			Each one of those presidents believed that the strength of America’s economy, its technology, or the U.S. president’s own persuasive power could bend history in Washington’s direction.

			I was with Bill Clinton at Beijing University in 1998 when he told students that the internet would undercut the Communist Party by exposing young Chinese to democratic ideals and the corruption of the Chinese system and lay the groundwork for democratic rejuvenation.

			George W. Bush was certain, at least for a while, that he could join forces with Putin in a common war against terrorism and that over time he could lure the former KGB officer into joining the European Union—and maybe even NATO.

			Barack Obama deeply distrusted Putin but was oddly reluctant to call him out for cyberattacks on the White House, the Pentagon, and the State Department, and, ultimately, for directly seeking to influence America’s election outcome in 2016. And when Putin annexed Crimea, Obama made it clear that while the United States disapproved, he wasn’t going to risk war over a remote spit of land that for hundreds of years had been part of the Russian empire.

			Donald Trump wanted a deal with China so badly that he chastised his secretary of state for harshly criticizing the “Chinese Communist Party” for the spread of COVID-19—until it became clear to Trump, early in the pandemic, that it was politically more useful to vilify the originators of what he came to call “the China virus.” And to the end of his term—even after the full invasion of Ukraine—Trump could not stop expressing admiration for Putin’s strength, the only thing that seemed to impress him.

			Each president claimed he had achieved meaningful progress toward integrating America’s adversaries into a world order Washington had created and nurtured for seventy-five years. Clinton brought China into the World Trade Organization. Bush made Beijing and Moscow uneasy partners in counterterrorism. Obama struck an arms control treaty with Putin and a climate change agreement with Xi. Obama boasted that Russia and China joined the West in negotiating the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran and were episodically helpful in reining in North Korea. Trump finally struck a modest trade deal with Xi in 2020. Each new bond was trumpeted as a major win, as a sign the world’s most powerful nations were rowing together.

			They were not.

			“I think it’s fair to say that just about every assumption across different administrations was wrong,” one of Biden’s closest advisors told me. “The internet would bring political liberty. Trade would liberalize the regime” while creating high-skill jobs for Americans. The list went on. A lot of it was just wishful thinking.

			Much of the rest was oversold, part of what became known as the “Washington Consensus” that globalization was, on balance, the pathway to economic growth and political stability, despite the evidence that middle-class workers, not tech entrepreneurs, were its primary victims. Or that economic interdependence was no guarantee that countries would restrain their instincts to take power or land or disrespect human rights.

			“I was as guilty as anyone else,” the advisor concluded.

			Eventually, we reached the point at which the cognitive dissonance—between the future we expected and the reality we confronted—was too big to ignore.

			

			—

			WHEN PRESIDENT BIDEN’S team took office in January 2021, American power seemed at a nadir: COVID-19 had the country on lockdown, the previous president was trying to cling to power, China seemed ascendent, NATO had lost its way, and the Russians paid little price for their panoply of disruptions.

			It was clear that Biden faced a challenge parallel to the one that confronted Harry Truman, the president who dropped the atomic bomb and then confronted the first cold war: how to prepare the country for what looked increasingly like an emerging, protracted era of superpower confrontation.

			But what would this look like?

			The easy temptation was to fit this new landscape into a familiar paradigm. In Washington and beyond, the phrase “New Cold War” began to be bandied about—as if history were directly repeating itself. Which it never does exactly. In early 2021, the phrase almost exclusively referred to America’s relationship with China; Russia was still an afterthought, a sort of superpower emeritus that would barely attract attention save for the fact that it still possessed six thousand nuclear weapons.

			The Biden administration, still finding its footing in its first year, immediately pushed back on the Cold War characterization. That race, they said, concerned who would be the first in space, who could build more intercontinental ballistic missiles, who could amass a larger, more deadly arsenal. Today, Biden and his aides pointed out, China was a far broader potential strategic adversary than the Soviet Union ever was. It was a technological threat, a military threat, and an economic rival all in one—while, confoundingly, remaining a critical trading partner. Eager to squash the historical analogy, Biden told the United Nations in his first appearance there as president that “we are not seeking a new Cold War or a world divided into rigid blocs.”

			But it was Biden himself who gave this confrontation an ideological edge, a sense that a struggle was under way from which only one victor could emerge. He argued that the world was facing an “inflection point,” a term he used again and again in the months that followed. “This is a battle between the utility of democracies in the twenty-first century and autocracies,” he said in his first press conference. “We’ve got to prove democracy works.”

			He singled out Xi, saying he was “a smart, smart guy” who shared with Putin a belief that “autocracy is the wave of the future and democracy can’t function” in the complexities of the modern world.

			The timing couldn’t have been more awkward. The world had just watched rioters tear through the U.S. Capitol Building to try to overturn the outcome of a presidential election—effectively, to stage a coup. The Chinese broadcast to their own people images of the worst moments of the attack, making the unsubtle point that the road to democracy was littered with chaos, destruction, and death. The Russians broadcast the same images outside of Russia, to show the world that the hypocritical Americans should be lecturing no one—least of all, them—about true democratic rule.

			Still, in making this argument, there were more than a few political benefits for Biden. Some contended that it had less to do with calling out autocrats like Putin and Xi than affirming America’s democracy in one of its darkest hours. For those who predicted Biden would be a caretaker president—a bridge between the traumas of the Trump era and a brighter future—Biden’s words suggested a larger mission at stake.

			The dichotomy rankled American allies with authoritarian tendencies, from Saudi Arabia to Singapore, and by the third year of his presidency, Biden rarely repeated it. But at home the democracy vs. autocracy construct cleared the way for him to capitalize on fears of Beijing and direct hundreds of billions of dollars to technology, research, and domestic infrastructure.

			The administration began with optimistic diplomatic bromides—“We’ll cooperate wherever we can; we’ll contest where we must”—and a conviction that the only way to stay competitive with China was to rebuild American capacity at home while starving Chinese industry of the Western technologies it most coveted. New export controls were implemented to buy time, depriving China of the specialized equipment it needed to make the most advanced computer chips, including the high-end chips that have a clear use for artificial intelligence as well as in China’s stealth bombers, its hypersonic missiles, and its omnipresent surveillance equipment. Gina Raimondo, Biden’s commerce secretary, who was put in charge of blocking the most advanced exports, put it simply: “We are trying to choke their military capacity.” No wonder the Chinese called it a containment policy.

			Biden made no apology that his devotion of federal funds to rebuilding America’s ability to produce chips was classic industrial policy—the use of taxpayer dollars and government programs to influence the private sector with the aim of reviving America’s technological edge. In 2022, he pushed Congress to approve $52 billion for chipmakers in an effort to give them time to restore a lead America had once held—and then squandered. It would take the better part of a decade, his aides agreed, to make it succeed.

			Most Republicans went along, because it was easy to sell an anti-China policy back in their home districts—especially if you left out the words “industrial policy.” To many Americans, and certainly to China’s leader, the U.S. plans resembled a classic containment strategy, a concept imported straight from the old Cold War. Then, the idea of “containment” meant preventing other countries from becoming communist; now it meant starving American competitors of key technologies in order to maintain an edge in AI and nuclear weapons, in space and cyberspace.

			The technology race today runs far deeper than the one that defined the old Cold War. Back then, America had never been dependent on its chief adversary for either the technology it needed to keep the United States running or the supply chains that kept America fed, clothed, and connected. Those chains now linked American consumers directly to the whim of Chinese leaders. Apple’s iPhone—a device millions of Americans depend on for everything from their financial lives to their medical histories to the apps that open their front doors—has been assembled in China since its invention, and the company’s efforts to diversify its sources of manufacturing have made a difference only around the margins. “If you gave us five years,” one senior Apple executive told me, “I think we’d be lucky to move 10 or 15 percent of production out of China.”

			What worried many in Washington, in fact, was that China’s success no longer depended on stealing Western technologies, like the design for the F-35 fighter. (The Chinese version closely resembles the American one.) Slowly, then quickly, Chinese engineers began beating their American counterparts to market with innovations that seemed to understand the mindset of American consumers better than Americans did. TikTok, the addictive app that 150 million Americans put on their phones—first for the dance videos, then for the memes, and finally for news—was the first piece of Chinese software to go viral across the United States. No American firm seemed capable of displacing it. Its ubiquity raised concerns about whether the Chinese government could use it to track the habits and tastes of American citizens—and then influence the next election. Panicked, governments across the United States started banning the app from state-owned phones. But officials knew they could not wrest it from the hands of a third of the country.

			

			—

			THEN CAME THE invasion of Ukraine.

			Suddenly there wasn’t much debate about whether the United States was in a new Cold War. With Russia, at least, it seemed obvious. The crisis in Ukraine posed a classic, direct challenge to the West—whether it would defend an emerging, if corruption-ridden, democracy against Putin’s efforts to restore Russia to what he regarded as its greatest era of glory: the first quarter of the eighteenth century, when the Russian Empire coalesced.

			But there was more to it. If Putin succeeded in Ukraine, there was no telling where he might reach next. And because war changes the nature of power relationships, Washington soon began to worry that the conflict could prove an accelerant for China and Russia to join forces in facing off against the United States. The war was regional; the stakes were global.

			When the effort to expose and undercut Putin’s plan in Ukraine failed to prevent war, Biden faced an immediate choice. Ukraine was not a NATO member; the United States had no treaty obligation to defend its territory. He could have stayed out of it—as Putin expected he would—denouncing the violation of sovereignty and imposing some sanctions, exactly as Obama had done in response to the annexation of Crimea in 2014. For Biden, arming the Ukrainians, feeding them intelligence, helping them strategize about how to kill Russians faster—basically throwing everything into the effort except American troops—was an option, not an inevitability.

			Biden’s instinct, he made clear to his staff, was that if the United States abandoned Ukraine, everything he was saying about the struggle between democracy and autocracy would ring hollow. But taking action to stop a superpower from rolling over another state’s borders carried real risks, including nuclear escalation. So Biden laid out two goals, in tension with each other: Do everything you can to help Ukraine, and don’t get sucked into World War III.

			For the first year of the war, Biden’s strategy proved an unexpected success, and, improbably, American power was resurgent as well. Russia’s military failures exposed a system so rotten that it could not produce fresh ammunition or defeat a far smaller, if remarkably innovative, opponent. Biden’s ability to rally allies revived NATO and reversed perceptions of who had the upper hand between Washington and Moscow. It also likely unnerved many in Beijing.

			China’s prospects also seemed dimmer. For the first time in decades, its population was shrinking. Its insistence on relying on its own technology led Xi to reject the idea of importing COVID-19 vaccines that worked—worsening the country’s own suffering. Suddenly a country that had known nothing but growth for decades was fighting deflation and youth unemployment so worrisome that Beijing eventually discontinued publishing the statistics. Yes, China remained the one power with the technology, economic strength, and military capability to challenge the United States over the long term—the reason that many feared the Ukraine war was a distraction from the real contest. But for the short term Xi Jinping found himself facing down protests that were likely to grow more intense if he could not restore the era of atypical growth that fueled China’s rise.

			All of this was an important reminder that America’s adversaries were not ten feet tall. They had weaknesses, just as the United States does, though ours are often on more vivid display. The question was whether China and Russia had both peaked and were now facing years of decline or slow growth—and what they might do on the way down.

			

			—

			IF THIS IS an era of new Cold Wars—two under way simultaneously—it is a more complex and dangerous era than we have faced in nearly a century. Almost everything about how we think about the next few decades—how we defend ourselves, how we nurture international alliances, how we spend money at a time when the national debt has soared to over $30 trillion—is up for contentious debate, at home and around the world. In Washington, it is no longer a safe assumption that the United States views its role as being the indispensable nation; a major swath of the Republican Party, which throughout the Cold War advertised itself as the defender of democracy and individual freedom around the world, has abandoned that view. And while just a few years ago it was commonplace to say that we could not solve climate change or manage pandemics without the close cooperation of the world’s most powerful nations, now even floods, droughts, wildfires, and new viruses cannot bring together leading nations that are undermining each other every day. Nor can the fight against terrorism: In the years after the September 11 attacks, the major powers came together in something akin to a common cause. When Hamas killed 1,200 Israelis, triggering a new crisis in the Middle East, there was no semblance of unity.

			Clearly, the “peace dividend” that dominated Washington rhetoric after the end of the Cold War—taking the money spent on the military and moving it to projects at home—is long gone. (Thanks to Afghanistan and Iraq, the dividend never paid out.) The money we hoped to spend on improving the climate, or education, or ending income inequality will get sucked into bolstering our forces in Europe, even as we “pivot” to concentrate more firepower in the Pacific. But the effects go beyond federal budgets. One of the many risks ahead is that innovation may well be more focused on the military dimensions of space and cyberspace, on autonomous weapons rather than autonomous cars. We all have a lot to lose.

			“The post–Cold War era is definitively over,” Biden’s national security strategy declared in late 2022, as the Ukraine war devolved into a stalemate, “and a competition is underway between the major powers to shape what comes next.”

			Yet the strategy never specified what comes next; what “victory” might look like in this competition is murkier than ever. The old Cold War had a beginning, a long middle, and a surprise ending. If we are looking for this one to follow the same pattern—to end with the collapse of our opponents and a clear victory for the West—we are likely to be disappointed. And there is no guarantee that these cold wars will stay cold.

			This is the story of how we misjudged what would happen after the last Cold War ended. But it is also the story of trying to discern “what comes next” at a moment of maximum peril.

		

	
		
		
			
				PART ONE

				DREAMING OF ONE WORLD

			
		

	
		
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				FLOATING PAST THE HERMITAGE

			
			
				Who lost Russia? It’s an old argument, and it misses the point. Russia was never ours to lose.

				Bill Burns, director of the CIA, March 8, 2019

			

			IT WAS A perfect “White Night” on the Neva River in late May 2002. The sun barely set, and Vladimir Putin’s romance with the United States—and the West—seemed at its zenith. The shock of the September 11 attacks, just eight months before, had not worn off. America was at war in Afghanistan, and George W. Bush was still struggling to define—in his own mind, and the world’s—what a “war against terror” would look like.

			Bush had gone to Moscow to seek the help of Putin. As midnight neared, Putin and his wife at the time, Lyudmila Verbitskaya, were floating down the Neva River in St. Petersburg on a luxury yacht, headed toward the Hermitage, the vast collection of the Tsar’s treasures built on the site of Peter the Great’s Winter Palace.

			Their guests that evening were Bush and his wife, Laura, and a gaggle of Bush’s aides. Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s national security advisor and later his secretary of state, was along, too. The sounds of traditional Russian music and laughter from their yacht wafted across the river as they cruised past the city’s spectacular waterfront, bathed in orange hues, and ate dinner on the deck.

			The menu included black caviar with chopped eggs, foie gras, and filet of beef—elegantly served during the dinner cruise by a brooding man in a dark suit. That night aboard the New Island yacht, we only knew he was Putin’s favorite caterer. Only years later did I learn that the man was Yevgeny Prigozhin, a former convict turned restaurateur. He would, of course, go on to become a central player in much that would go wrong between Moscow and Washington, from trying to manipulate the United States’ 2016 election to recruiting prison inmates to fight in Ukraine for the private army he had founded—an army that he briefly tried to turn against Putin’s own regime. But that night, he was just Putin’s chef.

			Just a few hours before, the Putins and the Bushes had been at the Mariinsky Theatre, watching a performance of The Nutcracker—not the lighthearted version typically served up around the holidays, but a much darker story. The set, the costumes, and the production were all done by a former Soviet dissident who had fled to America during the Cold War and returned after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

			The presidential visit, of course, was as choreographed as The Nutcracker. The storyline of the evening was that the Cold War was over, never to return. Like the Neva itself, Russia was flowing toward Europe, soon to be seamlessly intermingled in its waters.

			Putin seized on that perception to show he was the man to run the project—helping Bush fight terrorism and guiding Russia toward international markets. On this evening, Putin played the gracious host, chatting with Laura Bush and joking with the American president.

			Earlier in the day, the two leaders had signed an arms control treaty—not much of one, but a significant achievement since Bush had just abandoned the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, fearing it was getting in the way of his effort to defend America against a North Korean attack. Putin’s willingness to negotiate a new treaty, with modest cuts in each side’s nuclear arsenal, seemed to indicate that the two countries could still work together in limiting the fearsome weapons. The day was marked less by discussion of eliminating warheads than by their mutual agreement that terror was the biggest threat. There was vague talk of cutting arsenals even further.

			The two men then headed to a vast lecture hall at St. Petersburg State University, where Russian students were invited to ask them anything—another stage-managed signal that a new era had dawned.

			On stage, Bush and Putin’s seeming ease with each other was stunning to anyone who had witnessed the stiff meetings between U.S. and Soviet leaders during the Cold War. The two cracked jokes at each other’s expense and seemed overly familiar, referring to each other as “George” and “Vladimir.” The students asked not a single question about the arms control treaty, which to them may have seemed a remnant of a lost age. But they were deeply interested in Russia’s integration with Europe—and their prospects of studying and working abroad and, ultimately, finding lucrative employment back in Russia.

			The sense of the evening, of the whole trip, was not simply that the Cold War was over but that with effort it could almost be erased from history. Bush’s visit—one of some two dozen with Putin during his presidency, ranging from the inner sanctums of the Kremlin to Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas—would come to seem emblematic not only of a lost age but of a lost last chance. Those visits, the performance, their walk by the burial place of the tsars in Saints Peter and Paul Cathedral, were all part of an elaborate, consciously designed effort by both countries to convince each other and the rest of the world that Russia was coming into the West, and being embraced in return.

			In background briefings, officials made clear they had even figured out the progression: Russia would join the World Trade Organization, just as China had done. Then, perhaps, the European Union. And maybe—just maybe—NATO itself, the organization that had been created to contain, and ultimately crush, the Soviet Union. There remained plenty of brewing disputes, many of them concerning the Western drift of the former Soviet states. But the idea that Russia might follow them into NATO didn’t, at that moment, sound insane.

			Long after, Russians complained it was all a hoax, a vast shell game by the United States to keep Russia neutered. In their telling, America never intended to let Moscow into the club. It was just dangling enticements to tame the country into submission. The Russians suspected, in fact some said later that they knew, that in private American officials preferred to think of Russia as a vanquished former superpower. A common wisecrack was that it was “Italy, but with nuclear weapons.”

			The Russians did not find such jokes particularly amusing. Even during that 2002 visit, one could sense the tension running just beneath the surface—even if few acknowledged it publicly. And for their part, as my New York Times colleague Michael Wines wrote early that week, the United States was not a particularly gracious winner. “American officials are not trying to spare Russian sensibilities,” he wrote. Wines quoted one of Russia’s top America experts, Anatoly I. Utkin: “For five centuries Russia never paid tribute to anybody. Now for the first time we became a minor partner. You are boss; we are partner.”

			Years later, it would become nearly accepted wisdom in Washington that the Vladimir Putin of 2002 was playing out the early scenes of a drama of his own making, darker than The Nutcracker’s fantasies. But an alternative explanation considered that perhaps, back then, he was a different Putin—one who thought he could execute his agenda without overt confrontation. Or perhaps a bit of both versions was true—that he just wanted to extract what he could from the West until Russia was stronger.

			

			—

			EIGHT MONTHS BEFORE that sparkling night on the Neva River, Bush and Putin had found common ground following the September 11 attacks. Putin had been the first to call Bush—an act of goodwill that Bush brought up often. As the Pentagon and the World Trade Center towers burned, the Russian leader agreed to keep nuclear alert readiness levels to a minimum. It was the kind of thing responsible leaders do to make sure that military moves are not misread and do not lead to accidental escalation. But it was also a signal that, in the minds of the two men who oversaw more than 90 percent of the world’s nuclear weapons, there was not even a whiff of superpower involvement in the attacks.

			“For one brief moment the thought flashed through my head: The Cold War really is over,” Condoleezza Rice told me years later.

			That declaration meant something coming from Rice. Long before she was George W. Bush’s right hand on foreign policy, Rice was known as one of the U.S. government’s most prominent young Russia experts. Her PhD dissertation, submitted at the age of twenty-six, focused on the military and politics of Czechoslovakia. She had studied Russian at Moscow State University. Her faculty mentor at the University of Denver, Josef Korbel, was the father of Madeleine Albright. Then she worked for Bush’s father and for Brent Scowcroft, the man many considered the model national security advisor.

			By the time Bush took office in 2001, he already relied on Rice for everything from advice to admonishment. So it was no surprise she was along that night on the river, as advisor and occasional translator. When we talked about it almost exactly twenty years after that night on the river, she spoke of the trip—and the era—almost sentimentally.

			In retrospect, she characterized Bush’s approach of the early 2000s as an effort to pull Putin—and by extension, the battered Russian state—closer to Washington by finding convergences in American and Russian interests and pursuing “strategic cooperation.” The obvious convergence for both leaders was the response to the 9/11 attacks.

			“Putin really thought he had found a new concept for strategic relations between the United States and Russia: terrorism,” Rice said, with the benefit of two decades of perspective. As America dealt with the fallout of 9/11, hunting down Bin Laden, and ramping up its Global War on Terror, Russia was hurting, too—having suffered a series of brutal terrorist attacks, including a deadly string of Moscow apartment bombings in 1999. Later, in 2002, some eight hundred Russians were taken hostage in a Chechen attack on a Moscow theater—a siege that ended in the deaths of nearly all the attackers and more than a hundred hostages, the vast majority of whom died from the gas deployed by the police in their counterattack. Bush offered condolences and support, as Putin had done for him after 9/11.

			For a little while, the concept of terrorism as a unifying cause seemed like it could work. In the early years of the administration, it seemed that relations between the United States and Russia had never been better. “Moscow likened the anti-terror cooperation to the anti-Hitler coalition in World War II,” noted Angela Stent, the former national intelligence officer for Russia and a Putin biographer. “The common enemy was Islamic fundamentalism and together the two great powers would defeat it.”

			In the wake of 9/11, Russia shared logistical information that enabled U.S. forces to navigate Afghan mountain caves in their search for Osama Bin Laden. Soon the two countries expanded their cooperation, working together to promote peacebuilding in the central Caucasus. The two countries developed something that Stephen Hadley, President Bush’s deputy national security advisor, described to me as “The Checklist,” in which cabinet secretaries from the Bush administration would work with their equivalents at the Kremlin on joint projects. “They would write quarterly reports on their progress, jointly addressed to the two presidents,” noted Hadley. “It’s unheard of.”

			The content of the projects was fungible. The whole point of the exercise was to give Washington and Moscow a joint sense of mission. And for a while, the plan seemed to be working. From her West Wing office, Rice told me that she believed the United States was experiencing the best simultaneous relationship with the Chinese and Russians in its history. In retrospect, she was probably right.

			But as the years wore on, the bonhomie began to fade. The terrorism concept worked, but only if it wasn’t examined too carefully or for too long. Bush thought he was doing Putin a favor by cleaning up Afghanistan, a country the Soviet Union had invaded and then, in a humiliation that would portend others to come, retreated from. Putin thought he was entering into an equal partnership with the United States that would restore Russia to the global superpower status it had enjoyed before the collapse of the Soviet Union.

			Yet it soon became clear that everyone had a different definition of who was a terrorist and what to do about them. Bush’s problem was al-Qaeda and its ilk, but for Putin, terrorism was about the Chechens—a Muslim ethnic group from the Caucasus Mountains. The Russians, like the Chinese, wanted to designate their most disfavored minorities as “terrorists,” thereby opening the door to dealing with them however harshly the regime desired.

			Then came the Iraq War. Putin had vehemently opposed the unilateral invasion and rejected outright the concept that by ousting Saddam Hussein the West would be ridding the world of a safe harbor for terrorists. But Putin was often careful to avoid blaming Bush directly for the failures in Iraq, even as he made clear that he disagreed wholeheartedly with the invasion. It was Putin’s bet that if he joined with the Americans’ antiterrorism efforts, the West would look the other way on some of Russia’s human rights issues.

			That was where things began to unravel. Bush made it clear he disapproved of the Chechen conflict, and his administration went so far as to meet with what they viewed as the “moderate” Chechen separatist leadership, a fact that was later twisted into the oft-repeated claim, including by Putin, that the United States was arming and training Chechen terrorists. Counterterrorism, it was becoming clear, could never be the bridge that Putin and Bush had once hoped for.

			But few in the West—and likely not even the Russians—imagined how fast the relationship would sour. Except, maybe, for Paul Kolbe.

			

			—

			IN THE EARLY 2000s, Kolbe was the Moscow station chief for the CIA. A native Michigander with the affect of a midwestern businessman, Kolbe was known as one of the intelligence community’s most savvy Russia-watchers. From early on he thought that Putin would steer the country in ways America would soon find problematic.

			“In retrospect, there was a real naïve expectation that Russia was going to go the same way as Poland, as the Baltics,” Kolbe told me, two decades later. “And that they were on this inevitable march to capitalist democracy. I think we fooled ourselves about the nature of Russia.”

			The Russians knew exactly who Kolbe was. While his business card suggested he was a diplomat, he was one of the “declared” spies that both governments acknowledged. His job was to manage the agency’s liaison relationship with the Russian security services—moving around Moscow, from restaurants to parties, as a known quantity in the genteel, day-to-day game of spycraft—while
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