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For my father and my stepmother





Prologue

We own the doors to the courtroom,” a senior Justice Department official declared in mid-2025. “And we are going to take back the streets.”

Every week, the senior official, Aakash Singh, convened a video conference call with top federal prosecutors around the country. The most experienced lawyers in U.S. attorney offices would gather to listen to the new marching orders from Justice Department headquarters.

Singh had been tapped to deliver those orders on behalf of his boss, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche.

At thirty-three years old, Singh had been a low-level federal prosecutor for only a handful of years, but what he lacked in experience he made up for in swagger and bravado. Singh was part of a group of senior advisors in the administration that some Justice Department veterans derisively called “Blanche’s bros.” Singh’s weekly calls from Washington, DC, tended to be awkward pep talks in which the younger lawyer exhorted his older, more sophisticated subordinates to carry out the drastic changes President Trump wanted to see at the Justice Department.

In the calls, Singh sometimes referred to Trump as the Justice Department’s “chief client,” which grated on a generation of Justice Department lawyers who had taken an oath to uphold the country’s laws and principles, not to serve the whims of a particular person, even if that person was the president.

Singh’s video speeches could be comical but also frightening; for all the bluster, his directives underscored to many veteran government lawyers that one of the most important principles of the Justice Department, prosecutorial discretion, was dying at the hands of the Trump administration. In 2025, prosecutorial discretion would be replaced by an entirely different principle: presidential discretion.

We own the doors to the courtroom. Singh’s point in that call and others was that federal prosecutors had tremendous power to decide whom to charge with crimes, and he implied that federal judges had little authority to stop them. His message was simple: Federal prosecutors should be charging more people with more serious crimes. When he talked that way, people on the video conference thought he came off as oblivious—ignorant of how some federal criminal laws worked. As part of the new Trump administration, Singh frequently urged the legal army underneath him to get more aggressive and to charge more serious crimes for conduct that would previously have merited lesser charges or no charges at all. Someone who loans a car to a drug dealer should be charged with material support for terrorism, he urged in one call. Minnesota officials who criticized immigration crackdowns should be investigated for possibly impeding law enforcement, he declared in another.

Many of the lawyers on the calls found Singh’s commands a waste of time, particularly when he rattled off statutes as if reading from a menu. But like it or not, Singh spoke for Blanche and the other Trump appointees running the department, and those appointees frequently made the job of enforcing federal law in the United States chaotic.

Justice Department lawyers are trained to obsessively follow the rules, of which there are many, particularly the Principles of Federal Prosecution, a 23,000-word set of instructions designed to ensure “the fair, even-handed administration of the federal criminal laws.” Those guidelines are meant to restrain prosecutors from pursuing cases because they like particular people, or dislike others, or because pursuing a case might advance the prosecutor’s career.

The guidebook for prosecutorial discretion preaches restraint in a system with so many federal criminal laws that every violation can’t possibly be investigated and prosecuted. The job of federal prosecutors is to pursue the cases that matter the most in their communities and to do so in a way that builds public trust that the government’s vast law enforcement powers are being used reasonably, carefully, and fairly.

As Blanche, Attorney General Pam Bondi, FBI Director Kash Patel, and the rest of Trump’s team took control of the Justice Department in 2025, federal prosecutors saw the old principles of prosecutorial discretion discarded. Instead, they would operate under new rules, based on personal connections to power, the political agenda of the administration, and a deep-seated desire by the president for revenge against the department that had tried and failed to convict him of crimes.

In 2025, prosecutorial discretion crumbled under the force of presidential decree.

“I was the hunted,” Trump told reporters in June 2025. “And now I’m the hunter. It’s a big difference.”





CHAPTER 1 Day One

The people chosen to run Trump’s Justice Department in his second term came into the job vowing to rid law enforcement institutions not just of the people who had investigated President Trump and his allies between 2021 and 2025, but also of any people who might seriously consider investigating him or his allies in the future. The personnel purges they oversaw didn’t affect every law enforcement official or every case, because much of the Justice Department’s work has no meaningful connection to politics. But the intensely political focus of the department’s leaders was felt almost everywhere in 2025, and many lawyers and agents came to dread being assigned a case that might draw a malevolent eye from their leaders.

I’ve covered federal law enforcement for a quarter century, a time span that has included stints at the Associated Press, the New York Post, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, and now The New York Times. In that period, there has never been a year like 2025, because there has never been this kind of all-out battle within the department or the FBI: a fight over the mission itself.

In Trump’s first White House stint, the president cursed and complained when the people he had picked to run the Justice Department and the FBI failed to do what he wanted. Those individuals often refused to accede to his demands, or they tried to appease him with half measures and vague assurances of future satisfaction.

In his second term, Trump and the members of his inner circle were far shrewder about how to get what they wanted, and far more demanding. In many ways, Trump’s second term has been defined by his four years out of office. In those years, Trump’s home was raided by the FBI, and some of his aides were turned into witnesses against him. In those years, two federal grand juries handed up indictments against him that carried the potential for decades of prison time. In those years, local grand juries in Atlanta and Manhattan also indicted him, piling up the legal risks of what Trump and his allies called “lawfare,” a term he used to mean deploying the legal system as a political cudgel against him.

Trump campaigned explicitly in 2024 on the promise of revenge for those things. That revenge would come first to people who worked at the Justice Department. A second wave of revenge would be delivered by the Justice Department against others. Revenge against the people who had investigated and prosecuted him and his supporters. Revenge against an entire legal system that had once been poised to ruin not just his career but also his business and his life. And ultimately, revenge against the parts of America he despised.

The people tapped to run the department in his second term reflected that change in mindset. No longer would the people in the Attorney General’s Office, on the fifth floor of Justice Department headquarters, or the Deputy Attorney General’s Office, on the fourth floor, seek to protect career prosecutors from a president who viewed them as his mortal enemies.

In the first Trump term, there were huge fights within his administration about the independence of the department and the FBI, but those battles were largely waged along Pennsylvania Avenue, from the White House on one end to the Justice Department and FBI buildings six blocks away. The fights were predominantly between different parts of the government—clashes between institutions and between their powerful leaders.

The second Trump term saw those battles move inside those buildings, from office to office and floor to floor, as career officials pushed to maintain rules and standards meant to ensure that no one was above the law, even if they worked in the White House or Congress or at major corporations.

Over time, judges and juries started to reject some of the cases demanded by Donald Trump and his senior advisor Stephen Miller, but the arsenal of federal law enforcement power was largely the president’s and Miller’s to deploy. In the eyes of many of the people receiving those directions, the White House badly misused the law and the department for political ends. Gone was the long-standing tradition in which decisions about how and when to prosecute individuals were left to law enforcement professionals.

Gone, too, according to many veteran agents, was the FBI as it had existed since the Watergate era. As the nation’s premier investigative agency, the FBI in 2025 continued to pursue a vast array of criminal investigations, many of which were of little interest to the country’s political leaders. But when it came to subjects Trump and Miller cared about, their demands were clear and unbending—hunt the people and institutions they reviled, punish the left for what they considered its cardinal sins against conservatives, and amass within the office of the president far more power over law enforcement operations.

Donald J. Trump was sworn into office as the forty-seventh president of the United States at approximately 12:02 p.m. on January 20, 2025. As one of his last acts in office that morning, President Joe Biden preemptively pardoned his two brothers and his sister, to shield them from what he feared would be politically motivated investigations by the Trump administration.

Earlier in the day, Biden had pardoned a slew of former officials he thought might also be targeted by Trump, including Dr. Anthony Fauci, the retired U.S. Army General Mark Milley, and members and staff of the House committee that had investigated the January 6, 2021, pro-Trump riot at the Capitol Building.

In a statement, Biden made clear that the pardons came from a place of fear—fear of what Trump might do to those people if they were not protected by a federal pardon. “The issuance of these pardons should not be mistaken as an acknowledgment that any individual engaged in wrongdoing, nor should acceptance be misconstrued as an admission of guilt for any offense,” Biden said. “Our nation owes these public servants a debt of gratitude for their tireless commitment to our country.”

At the Justice Department, where Attorney General Merrick Garland and his deputy, Lisa Monaco, had experienced a series of legal setbacks in 2024, the pardons landed like another grim thud, a fresh measure of just how much faith the outgoing Democratic president had lost in the future independence and judgment of the department.

Justice Department headquarters, a seven-story stone building in downtown Washington, DC, opened in 1934. The department outgrew the original 1.2-million-square-foot building decades ago, and what the DOJ employees call “Main Justice” now encompasses a constellation of office buildings scattered around Washington. The main building, named after Robert F. Kennedy, remains the organization’s head, where the attorney general and top staffers meet and make decisions. In the center of the building, protected from the noise of city traffic, is a quiet and often empty courtyard. At the center of the courtyard sits a giant fountain ringed by a circular driveway of pink and beige cobblestones.

Visitors to the courtyard tend to arrive in black SUVs, delivered by stern security details. Cabinet secretaries and foreign dignitaries are whisked in, rarely pausing to look around as they hurry to reach the inner sanctum of the nation’s top law enforcement agency. If they did look up, they still might easily miss the figures carved high on the courtyard walls. Boreas, a bearded, muscular figure, blows the north wind. East, west, and south compass points are staffed by Eurus, Zephyrus, and Notus. The four Greek gods of wind appear to be flying, their robes billowing around them as they blow justice to the four corners of the country.

The Justice Department, which has long sought to serve as a moral compass for the nation, has a physical compass built into its walls. Close examination of the little-noticed carvings reveals a dirty secret: Boreas, the north wind, is off-kilter, pointing more northwest than true north.

The Depression-era sculptors did not build a perfect compass, and since the Justice Department’s creation after the Civil War, it has never been a perfect institution. Like the building’s white marble veined with blue, our justice system has always been streaked with human errors, misjudgment, and instances of shameful wrongdoing.

In the post-9/11 era, Justice Department lawyers wrote legal opinions greenlighting waterboarding and other forms of abuse against terrorism suspects. One 2002 Justice Department memo said the only abuse of prisoners that could constitute torture were actions causing organ failure or death. In 1995, an FBI agent in Boston tipped off mobster Whitey Bulger to his impending indictment—the last act of betrayal in a long-corrupt relationship. In the twentieth century, J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI repeatedly violated the rights of protesters, activists, and subversives under investigation and even sent an anonymous letter to Martin Luther King Jr. decrying his “immoral conduct lower than that of a beast.” The letter warned ominously, “King, there is only one thing left for you to do. You know what it is.”

The capacity for horrible conduct highlights how important the Justice Department is to the functioning of the country. A Justice Department and an FBI without rules, without good judgment, and without a moral compass represent a massive danger not just to Americans’ constitutionally guaranteed rights and freedoms but also to the nation’s stability and safety.

Most Americans can remember the start of the Preamble to the Constitution, the one that begins, “We the people of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union…” But for many, the classroom memory fades just before the next stated reason for creating America: to “establish Justice.”

From the start, this country’s founders sought a shared moral sense of true north—agreed-upon definitions of right and wrong. The path to justice is not drawn with the certainty of GPS positioning. Real-life justice is like navigating by the stars, and the way forward must adapt and adjust to changes in conditions. Hoover long dismissed the threat posed by the Mafia, preferring to focus on spies, subversives, and Communist sympathizers. Later, a new generation of Justice Department and FBI leaders used federal law to end the Mob’s stranglehold on many industries, unions, and cities.

As Bondi, Blanche, and Associate Deputy Attorney General Emil Bove radically reshaped the Justice Department in 2025, lawyers and Democrats sharply criticized what they saw as the death of the department’s independence in matters of criminal investigations and prosecutions. President Trump and his administration defended their actions as a necessary counter to the decisions made by the Biden administration to investigate and prosecute him, and he tended to angrily brush aside any rebuttal suggesting that the Trump cases, whatever their flaws, had been built on evidence gathered and measured by career law enforcement officials.

Much of the public debate about the politicization and “weaponization” of the Justice Department glosses over the dual nature of the department’s work. After Watergate, key safeguards were put in place by successive administrations to prevent White House meddling with prosecutorial and investigative decisions, but the department and the attorney general still took some direction from political leaders. The Justice Department and the FBI have been independent from the White House in some ways and obedient in others. In 1999, President Bill Clinton used his State of the Union speech to announce that the Justice Department would launch a civil investigation of tobacco companies, and months later, the DOJ sued those companies.

What changed in 2025 was not that there were suddenly politics in the sacrosanct halls of justice, but that Trump’s campaign of revenge became the most important work in the building, overpowering long-standing department traditions forged by Republicans and Democrats to insulate criminal prosecutions from manipulation and misuse.

How Trump’s triumvirate of Bondi, Blanche, and Bove carried out his wishes, and the effect it had on the department and the country, is a story of right and wrong, of courage and cowardice. Obscure government lawyers were frequently forced to choose between standing up or submitting, or between speaking out or shutting up. This didn’t mean that speaking out was always a sign of bravery, or that silence always meant capitulation. Inside the Justice Department in 2025, courage was sometimes quiet, and cowards sometimes bellowed.



The real takeover of the Justice Department began at 3 p.m. on the day of Trump’s inauguration, and it came via email.

Four senior officials overseeing the nation’s immigration courts received emails from the Justice Management Division, the human resources office of the department, notifying them they were being fired. Little understood by most Americans, the nation’s immigration courts are actually a part of the Justice Department. The first-day firings showed just how fast the administration would move to crack down on immigration, starting with the people who guided asylum and deportation decisions.

Simultaneously, seven of the most senior career officials in the Justice Department received similarly shocking 3 p.m. emails. The messages said they had been reassigned to something called the Sanctuary Cities Enforcement Working Group, an office that no one had ever heard of because it didn’t exist yet.

More than one of the recipients of these emails initially thought it must have been a mistake. The people targeted within hours of the new administration’s tenure served in some of the most senior and sensitive career positions in the department.

Bruce Swartz was a deputy assistant attorney general, the kind of Justice Department job title that came with too many nouns to be descriptive. But Swartz was an uncommon voice of authority inside the building, having held the job for twenty-five years. As a senior law enforcement official, he often did a significant amount of diplomatic work, negotiating the most difficult cases of extradition and negotiations with foreign law enforcement agencies.

George Toscas held the same nondescript title and played a similarly huge role at the department’s National Security Division, where he had overseen espionage and terrorism cases for nearly two decades.

Eun Young Choi, who was much younger than Toscas, oversaw the department’s rapidly expanding portfolio of cryptocurrency investigations.

At the Antitrust Division, Manish Kumar also received an immediate reassignment to the Sanctuary Cities Enforcement Working Group. Stephanie Hinds, a senior official with thirty years at the Department, received one of the notices.

The most senior lawyer targeted for removal that first day was Bradley Weinsheimer, who served as the top career official in the department. In that role, Weinsheimer had overseen special counsel investigations not just of Trump, but also of President Biden and his son Hunter.

Corey Amundson, the head of the department’s Public Integrity Section, was among the lower-ranking officials targeted that first day, but his rank did not reflect the importance of the office he ran. The Public Integrity Section, referred to as “PIN” by lawyers, and sometimes as “piss” by disgruntled FBI agents, was a critical chokepoint in the chain of command when it came to corruption investigations.

As shocked and upset as the lawyers were to be effectively demoted, some of them had feared or expected it. Toscas had played a key role in the Biden investigations, but also in several Trump investigations, and in the 2015 and 2016 investigation of Hillary Clinton’s use of a private email server. Swartz, too, had touched past Trump cases. Amundson, as the head of PIN, was arguably a frequent flyer in Trump’s angry orbit. He had weighed in on a raft of legal issues related to Trump or his allies. Others, like Kumar, were hard to connect to any case or issue Trump’s inner circle might care about. In one strategic swipe, the new administration removed many of the key players who carried clout inside the organization. Without those people and the personal authority they brought to their positions, the department was newly vulnerable.

About 4 p.m., Amundson and others had a meeting with their new boss, Emil Bove, to talk about a delicate issue for the incoming administration. Tom Homan, who was about to become President Trump’s “border czar,” had been a subject in a secret corruption investigation in Texas the previous year.

According to people familiar with the investigation, undercover FBI agents posing as contractors had been investigating a Texas businessman, a federal contractor who worked near the southern border, when that man suggested in 2023 that Homan could help the undercovers win federal contracts for border security work. The businessman suggested that a payment of a million dollars to Homan could get them contracts worth much more.

That initial conversation in 2023 led to further discussions and, eventually, to a September meeting in a hotel room, where the undercover agents allegedly gave Homan a bag from the Cava food chain containing fifty thousand dollars in cash. Homan’s friend who had first suggested the meeting also got paid, to the tune of ten thousand dollars.

“We both know there’s no Cava in that bag,” one of the undercovers said to Homan, according to a person familiar with the investigation. Homan indicated that he understood, and he told the agents that if they wanted to pass requests to him, to do it through his businessman friend, according to people familiar with the discussion. He left the hotel room with the bag.

When Trump won the election less than two months later, federal investigators realized they now had a bigger headache on their hands. The senior prosecutors in Texas were wary of proceeding, as was the FBI. The next logical investigative step would have been to reconnect with Homan or his friend in December and find out if their plan of paying for contracts would proceed. But that didn’t happen, because the decision-makers overseeing the case were not particularly eager that it do so.

In December 2024, about a month before Trump’s inauguration, the Justice Department gave the Trump team a vague heads-up that there was an investigation related to Homan. To law enforcement officials, it seemed like a potentially awkward but necessary move to deal with the incoming administration in good faith. Neither the department nor the FBI wanted to be accused, once Trump’s team was in power, of having sandbagged them or kept them in the dark about the case.

So, on the very first day of the new administration, Emil Bove walked into the Justice Department as the “principal associate deputy attorney general”—another noun-heavy job title, one that insiders called “the PAY-DAG.” He was also the acting deputy attorney general, which meant he held tremendous decision-making authority in the department, at least until Bondi and Blanche were confirmed by the Senate.

The late-afternoon meeting about the Homan case began oddly, with Bove at first joining remotely by phone, but later he appeared in the room to finish the discussion in person.

Handing an incoming public official a bag of cash is the kind of evidence many corruption prosecutors dream of, but Bove said little in the meeting about his views of the case. A former supervisor in the Manhattan federal prosecutor’s office, where he had a reputation as a bully with a bad temper, Bove would later tell Justice Department lawyers that he thought the Homan case seemed like weaponization of law enforcement against a Trump ally.

Bove, who had worked feverishly throughout 2024 to defend Trump in court, still sounded like a defense lawyer. Meanwhile, the reassigned senior department lawyers were starting to realize who else had been targeted, and it became clear that the administration had decided to do immediate housecleaning of some of the most respected and influential officials in the building.

Among the lawyers fired or sidelined that day, some wept for the end of careers they loved and didn’t want to leave. Others tried to be philosophical about it, reasoning that if the Trump administration wanted to chop off some heads, it was good to get it out of the way early, so that the building could restabilize as quickly as possible. Those who tried to be optimistic did not want to consider the reality that it was just the start of what Trump planned to do to the department and the FBI.

That evening, Trump pardoned or commuted the sentences of everyone convicted or charged in connection with the January 6, 2021, riot at the U.S. Capitol, where a pro-Trump mob briefly delayed the certification of Biden’s electoral victory.

The decision to grant sweeping clemency to more than 1,500 people caught many of Trump’s own deputies by surprise. Just days earlier at her confirmation hearing, Bondi had suggested to senators that Trump would not pardon people convicted of assaulting police officers.

Elizabeth Oyer, the Justice Department’s pardon attorney, struggled to explain to the incoming administration that federal prisons couldn’t simply throw their doors open in a matter of hours and let hundreds of people walk out that night. The bureaucratic process of freeing many hundreds of inmates would take at least a day.

Nevertheless, the federal Bureau of Prisons tried hard to please the new administration. In Colorado, federal prison officials released Andrew Taake, a Texas man serving a six-year prison sentence after pleading guilty to assaulting police officers with bear spray and a whip made of braided metal cable, sometimes called a stinger. Taake was released from custody despite pending charges against him in Houston, Texas, for online solicitation of a minor. Five days earlier, the Houston District Attorney’s Office had specifically flagged to prison officials that Taake should not be released. He was released anyway. It took law enforcement authorities more than two weeks to find the fugitive.

Paul Ingrassia was sworn in that afternoon as the White House liaison to the Justice Department. After Trump signed the January 6 pardons, Ingrassia rushed to the DC jail to join pro-Trump protesters demanding the release of the few remaining January 6 defendants there. Shortly after midnight, jail officials relented and released two brothers who had been charged with assaulting police officers during the riot at the Capitol Building.

Ingrassia hadn’t waited until day one to start flexing his power at the department and the FBI. Four days earlier, in his role as a Trump transition official, he phoned Brian Driscoll, the FBI’s special agent in charge of the Newark field office.

Drizz, as he was known inside the Bureau, was something of a legend. For years he had worked on the Hostage Rescue Team, a kind of supercharged SWAT program designed to tackle the most difficult counterterrorism and hostage situations. Driscoll had excelled in the role, receiving a Medal of Valor for his work raiding an ISIS operative’s home in Syria. He’d also worked on a mission that rescued a kidnapped kindergartener in Alabama, and another that neutralized a mass shooter in Upstate New York.

In the conformist culture of the FBI, Driscoll stood out. He wore his curly hair long and had a mustache that hung over the ends of his mouth, and colleagues compared him to the fictional pirate Jack Sparrow. For much of his career, he had stayed out of the traditional command structure, preferring to operate in the FBI’s equivalent of special forces.

Driscoll had gotten a heads-up from other FBI officials, including Paul Abbate, the acting director, that he and Robert Kissane, the senior counterterrorism official in the FBI’s New York office, were being considered for temporary roles at FBI headquarters, though it was unclear what the roles were exactly.

Ingrassia’s first call with Driscoll, on the Friday before Trump’s inauguration, did not go well. Ingrassia asked two relatively straightforward questions about the organizational structure of the FBI and about threats to the United States. Then he asked Driscoll whom he had voted for. Offended, Driscoll refused to answer, and said asking those kind of questions were a violation of federal law—specifically, the Hatch Act.

Ingrassia then asked if Driscoll agreed that the FBI agents who had “stormed” Trump’s home in Mar-a-Lago should be held “accountable” for what they’d done.

No, Driscoll replied, because they were doing their job based on a properly premised investigation and a warrant approved by a judge.

Ingrassia then asked when Driscoll had started supporting President Trump.

Shocked that he had even been asked the question, Driscoll refused to answer. Like all FBI agents and Justice Department career employees, he had been trained, tested, hired, and promoted in a culture that sought to studiously avoid bringing politics into their work. It’s not that prosecutors or agents were ideological eunuchs or prudes—FBI agents overall tended to run conservative, while Justice Department lawyers, like lawyers generally, often leaned more liberal.

A core principle of federal civil service was that people did not carry their political baggage into work decisions. In such large organizations, there were some people who violated the rules and some people who tried to bend them, but the overwhelming majority of Justice Department employees followed them and understood that they existed for good reason. Generations of law enforcement officials had sought to make a professional class of government lawyers and investigators, a work culture that demanded high standards not just in court or at crime scenes, but in every facet of their work.

None of that seemed to matter to Ingrassia.

He asked Driscoll if he had voted for a Democrat in the last five elections.

Driscoll refused to answer. With that, Ingrassia cut the interview short. The whole exchange had been bizarre. An aggressive young Trump staffer with no law enforcement or even White House experience had grilled a veteran FBI agent with a series of highly inappropriate questions about his political loyalty. Driscoll found it alarming and insulting.

Later that night, Bove called Driscoll and told him he had “failed” the interview. Driscoll, Ingrassia had told others, was not “based out” enough—not willing to declare his allegiance to the president’s agenda.

Bove still wanted Driscoll in the job and told him he had worked to “flip” Ingrassia’s negative review. Driscoll asked what job he was even up for, and Bove told him it was the deputy director position—the number two job at the FBI, an incredibly important and demanding role that is akin to the chief operating officer of the Bureau.

Driscoll told Bove he would serve only if someone above him in the chain of command asked him to do so. Bove explained that the administration planned to make Kissane the acting director and Driscoll the acting deputy director. If either of them refused, Bove added, the president would probably appoint someone from outside the FBI to run the Bureau temporarily while awaiting the confirmation of Trump’s choice for director, Kash Patel. Implicit in Bove’s description was a carrot and stick for two men who had made the FBI their life and wanted to protect it: If you guys don’t do this, we will find someone worse.

Driscoll arrived at FBI headquarters around 1 p.m. Monday, about an hour after Trump became president of the United States for the second time. The FBI director’s conference room features a large table and two special chairs, one reserved for the director and the other for the deputy director. Kissane took the director’s chair, and Driscoll took a seat in the deputy’s chair.

As they sat in the conference room discussing the huge task ahead of them, a senior aide came in with a copy of the White House directive for their assignments. Somehow the paperwork had produced a mix-up in the job assignments and described Driscoll as the acting director and Kissane as his deputy. Confused, Kissane called Bove to explain why the announcement was wrong. Bove, now serving as the acting number two official at the Justice Department, told Kissane that it was a simple clerical error.

But, rather than admit the error, the White House said that Kissane and Driscoll should just take the jobs as described on paper.

Awkwardly, Driscoll got up out of the deputy director’s chair and sat instead in the director’s chair. Kissane, in turn, took a seat in the deputy chair where Driscoll had been sitting. The FBI’s first accidental director then got to work.

At the Justice Department and FBI, day one of the new administration was a blur of sweeping pardons, chaotic promotions, and the sudden ouster of senior career officials who served critical roles in upholding law enforcement standards. Those actions would set the tone for everything that happened next, and they were a warning of just how fast all the president’s men and women would pursue his revenge.





CHAPTER 2 The Worst Lawyers Money Can Buy

On March 3, 2025, John Giordano raised his hand and swore an oath to the Constitution to become the sixty-fourth U.S. attorney for the state of New Jersey. He had previously worked, briefly, as a federal prosecutor in Virginia, before taking jobs at Justice Department headquarters and, later, in the New Jersey state government. A Villanova Law School graduate, Giordano had clerked for a federal judge in New Jersey.

He was also a loyal Trump supporter, having worked for the president’s transition team. The day he got the U.S. attorney job, he called it the “honor of a lifetime.” That honor lasted all of three weeks, when Giordano was suddenly replaced by Alina Habba, President Trump’s personal lawyer. Dumped from a job he had just started, Giordano received as a consolation prize a posting as ambassador to Namibia.

Habba’s professional path to become the top federal prosecutor in the Garden State was much different from Giordano’s. A lithe brunette who favored high heels and short skirts, she cheerfully agreed that much of her success had been due to her looks. “Somebody said to me, ‘Alina, would you rather be smart or pretty?’ ” she said in a 2024 podcast. “I said, ‘Oh, easy—pretty. I can fake being smart.’ ”

Habba then proceeded to test that theory, with disastrous results.

That year, she represented Trump in two civil trials. One was a defamation case brought by E. Jean Carroll, a writer who said Trump had sexually assaulted her decades earlier during a chance encounter at Bergdorf Goodman, a high-end Manhattan department store. Carroll sued him in federal court over statements he had made when he denied her accusations.

For Trump and Habba, the January 2024 trial was a debacle from start to finish.

The judge, Lewis Kaplan, had zero patience for Habba’s unfamiliarity with basic courtroom procedure or for Trump’s penchant for audible, angry outbursts. By the end of the trial, Judge Kaplan was so fed up with Habba’s conduct in court that he threatened to send her to jail. “You are on the verge of spending some time in the lockup. Now sit down,” he told her. She immediately complied.

Trump was far less restrained than his lawyer. Judge Kaplan became so upset over Trump’s commentary during Carroll’s testimony that he threatened to have the former president removed from the courtroom. “I understand you are probably very eager for me to do that,” the judge said.

At that, Trump threw up his arms and said, “I would love it, I would love it!”

“I know you would, because you can’t control yourself in this circumstance. You just can’t,” Kaplan said.

Trump also lost his temper on the day he testified at the trial. The former president was furious that the judge sharply limited what he could say to the jury. Fuming as he walked out of the courtroom, Trump repeatedly declared, “This is not America.”

While Trump and Habba complained that the judge’s rulings made it impossible for them to defend themselves, the verdict suggested that their belligerent behavior had badly alienated the jury.

In late January, the panel awarded Carroll $83 million of Trump’s money. A month later, in another case argued by Habba, a state court judge in Manhattan ruled that Trump and his companies had to pay $355 million (and growing, with interest) in a civil judgment for having inflated the value of assets. While that judgment was later set aside on appeal, Habba had managed, in a two-month span in early 2024, to lose her boss more than $400 million in legal judgments.

Those verdicts, plus a criminal conviction in May for business records fraud in state court in Manhattan, became key parts of Trump’s ever-growing grievances against the entire legal system.

Habba was proud to represent Trump, and she shared his outrage when judges and juries ruled against him. She, Trump, and his legal team used the term lawfare to describe how judges like Kaplan wouldn’t let them enter the kind of evidence they wanted to. Habba also counted New York’s attorney general, Letitia James, as among the worst “lawfare” offenders, because she campaigned on the explicit promise to investigate Trump and then, after winning office, filed lawsuits against him and his companies. Such arguments often went nowhere in court, but plenty of his supporters agreed with Trump that such cases seemed like overkill, a way of trying to hurt him in court because his political appeal was undiminished.

Habba was fully committed to defending Trump aggressively in such cases, but her representation came at a steep cost. In 2023, a federal judge in Florida ordered her and Trump to pay nearly a million dollars and sanctioned her for having filed a far-ranging lawsuit against a host of Trump targets, including Hillary Clinton.

“Here, we are confronted with a lawsuit that should never have been filed, which was completely frivolous, both factually and legally, and which was brought in bad faith for an improper purpose,” Judge Donald Middlebrooks wrote. “Mr. Trump is a prolific and sophisticated litigant who is repeatedly using the courts to seek revenge on political adversaries. He is the mastermind of strategic abuse of the judicial process, and he cannot be seen as a litigant blindly following the advice of a lawyer. He knew full well the impact of his actions.”

The judge called the lawsuit a “shotgun pleading,” meaning it had been a wild mess of unrelated and unsubstantiated allegations. “The deliberate use of a shotgun pleading is an abusive litigation tactic which amounts to obstruction of justice,” Middlebrooks wrote. A federal appeals court later unanimously upheld his decision.



Sigal Chattah had a big idea and was not afraid to pitch it to the top of the Justice Department. In July 2025, the failed GOP candidate turned interim U.S. attorney in the state of Nevada reached out to Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche and a few of his senior aides.

Chattah had first assumed the role of Nevada’s top federal prosecutor on April 1, acting in an interim capacity while, in theory, the administration prepared a Senate nomination for someone to take the job permanently. Under federal law and long-respected government practice, Chattah had only 120 days in such an appointment. So, by late July, she was, in theory at least, running out of time.

That’s when she made her pitch to Todd Blanche, the second-highest official in the Justice Department. Earlier in his life, Blanche had worked as a federal prosecutor in New York, then later as a criminal defense lawyer. In both jobs, he was generally regarded by colleagues as a good lawyer, a reasonable man, and a decent person. In 2023, Trump hired Blanche to represent him, a choice that would have profound consequences for both men, the Justice Department, and the legal system.

When Trump hired Blanche, the ex-president was facing a seemingly insurmountable problem—no fewer than four criminal cases barreling toward indictment and potential trials. Many Republicans feared that the cases would derail not just Trump’s political comeback but the GOP itself. Some Republicans fervently embraced Trump’s argument that Democrats had engaged in “lawfare” to use the legal system to defeat a populist politician. Other Republicans were ready to put Trump and the Make America Great Again movement behind them but felt powerless to resist the political tide propelling Trump forward. Many Democrats, in turn, hoped Trump’s criminal cases would send him to prison before he got anywhere near the White House.

With Blanche at his side, Trump had gone on trial in the spring of 2024 and been convicted in a Manhattan courtroom of all thirty-four counts against him for falsifying business records—a legally sanitized way of describing the company paperwork used to cover up hush money payments made to a porn star around the time of his 2016 campaign.

Blanche had been Trump’s lead attorney throughout that trial. There are few bonding experiences more intense than working together through a long, high-profile criminal trial, and for all the pummeling Blanche received from the jury, from the judge, and sometimes behind closed doors from Trump himself, there was a rare degree of trust and understanding between the two. They also had made a strange kind of history together, collaborating in the first criminal trial of a former American president.

Outside the Manhattan courtroom, Blanche also led Trump’s legal effort to delay the other criminal cases against him until after the election. Thanks in no small part to the Supreme Court, he succeeded.

Blanche’s reward for that largely successful rope-a-dope strategy was to be named the deputy attorney general—or DAG, as department lawyers call it. The second most powerful position in the department, the deputy attorney general runs the day-to-day operations of the Justice Department. With more than ten thousand lawyers, the DOJ is the largest law office on earth, which means there is endless opportunity for internal disagreements. Because intractable disputes and thorny issues often land on the desk of the deputy attorney general, the job is sometimes referred to as the “bad cop” of the department.

While Trump had been Blanche’s client in his private practice, the Justice Department’s client is the United States—its people and its government. In some cases, that means the department defends the interests of the office of the presidency, but in the modern era, the department has never tried to be a law firm that works for only one person—until, that is, Trump was sworn into office in January 2025.

In the new architecture of the Trump administration, Pam Bondi was the attorney general. She quickly declared that all employees must zealously work for the president’s agenda—a decree that stunned much of her workforce, particularly given how many people at the department had worked through the first Trump administration and not experienced such sweeping and consequential changes in direction, personnel, or purpose.

Blanche answered to Bondi but had a special role in the department and with the president’s inner circle. While Bondi went on Fox News from the White House Lawn to talk about deporting immigrants, fighting Democrats, and criticizing judges, Blanche set out to rebuild the engine of American justice according to Trump’s specifications.

So, in late July 2025, it was Blanche whom Sigal Chattah reached out to with a proposal that was as aggressive as it was strange. Chattah proposed that the Justice Department and her office take a series of steps, many of them with baldly political motives. In essence, she proposed a freewheeling investigation of spurious right-wing claims of mass illegal voting by undocumented immigrants in Nevada. Such claims had been made in 2020 to try to undo the narrow victory Joe Biden had won in that state, and those claims had been repeatedly rejected by experts in voting procedure as based on meaningless or misleading data.

Now Chattah envisioned repurposing that debunked data to do something incredible: reallocate census numbers to redraw the state’s map of congressional districts. She also wanted to use the data to launch an investigation of the Culinary Workers Union, the largest union in Nevada, one that had long supported Democrats.

That same data, she argued, should be used to launch an investigation of Mi Familia Vota, a nationwide group that promotes Latino voting, including in Nevada. Chattah envisioned nothing less than a takedown of those groups like the one carried out years before by conservative activists against ACORN, an umbrella group that advocated for low-income people. After ACORN workers were caught on undercover videos in 2009 making embarrassing and alarming statements about how to evade taxes and avoid arrest for prostitution, the group lost funding and eventually shut down.

That wasn’t all Chattah wanted. The same data, she argued, should spur a Justice Department investigation of ActBlue, a political action committee that functioned as a key arm of Democratic fundraising, raising billions of dollars for candidates.

Finally, Chattah wanted the federal investigation to exonerate a group of Republicans known as the Nevada Six. The Nevada Six were “alternate electors” from the 2020 post-election scrum launched by then-President Trump to try to forestall his Electoral College defeat to Biden. The six Republicans, including the state GOP Chairman Michael J. McDonald, had been charged in December 2023 by the Clark County district attorney with felony crimes involving offering a false instrument and uttering a forged instrument, a legal term for using a false document.

Alternate electors were one of the 2020 Trump campaign’s key means of trying to fight Biden’s victory. By claiming they had their own slate of electors, often based on false or unfounded assertions of mass voter fraud in states like Nevada, Michigan, and Pennsylvania, they tried to present an alternate reality of a Trump victory in those states.

In some states like Pennsylvania, the alternates made clear that they were stepping forward as electors only if Trump were found to be the real winner. But in Nevada, the declarations of the alternates had no such caveat—they simply declared themselves to be the rightful electors, and Trump the true victor.

Six months after the Nevada Six were indicted, a Clark County judge dismissed the case, saying prosecutors had filed it in the wrong jurisdiction and suggesting that it might have been more properly brought in the state capital of Carson City. Prosecutors appealed that decision, hoping to revive the criminal charges. At the time Chattah reached out to Blanche, Nevada’s supreme court had not ruled on the question.

Chattah’s attempt to use her role as U.S. attorney to exonerate the Nevada Six was a brazen gambit, given that she had only recently stopped representing one of the defendants, Shawn Meehan. Any first-year law student, and many people who had never studied the law, understood the ethical conflict of a lawyer trying to use her powerful government position to kill a case against a former client. Chattah, however, was not just any lawyer, and she was proposing to the number two official at the Justice Department that she could use her government authority to help her former client and his co-defendants escape the charges against them.

Chattah was just as aggressive a U.S. attorney as she had been a private lawyer and GOP operative. In 2022, she had run for state attorney general in a campaign that led to revelations that she had once texted about her Democratic rival for the job, Aaron Ford, “This guy should be hanging from a fucking crane.” Ford, the incumbent, is Black, and the comment sounded to many Nevadans like a racist callback to the days of lynching. In an interview with Nevada Newsmakers, a show about state politics, Chattah denied that this was what she meant. Defending the comment, she said it was an expression from her Yemeni Jewish heritage, though she also said the remark was “not necessarily tongue-in-cheek.”

Chattah lost that election but remained an angry voice in Nevada Republican circles, and her legal work often served as an extension of her politics.

In July, as her time as the top federal prosecutor in the state seemed like it might be running out, she sought to convince Blanche and his aides to approve a host of investigations to punish Democrats, take away a congressional seat, and exonerate a former client of hers.

In another administration, either Democratic or Republican, such an overture might have led to an investigation, discipline, or even dismissal. Not this one. Within twenty-four hours after making her pitch in writing, Chattah got a meeting with members of Blanche’s staff. Days later, the Justice Department made a series of procedural moves to keep her in the job indefinitely as the acting U.S. attorney for Nevada.

She had passed her audition for Donald Trump’s Justice Department.

Around the nation, ninety-three U.S. attorneys served in such offices. Every administration ends up with, in the words of one former U.S. attorney, “a few clunkers”—people who get these important jobs primarily for their political connections rather than for their lawyerly experience or good judgment, or people who have the right kind of experience but who, once they take a top job, seem to lose their good judgment and become an unexpected embarrassment to the administration.

Chattah would never be confused with one of those clunkers. She was hired because of, not despite, her obsession with accusing Democrats of crimes and for launching far-reaching investigations whose stated purpose was not simply to harm or destroy groups supporting Democrats, but also to exonerate Republicans charged with crimes, including one of her former clients. And at the Justice Department in 2025, she was not an exception. She was the rule.

Shortly after her private pitch to use the Justice Department to redefine the political math of a key swing state, and shortly after being made acting U.S. attorney, Chattah gave an interview to KLAS, the local CBS news station in Las Vegas, where she talked more like a mobster than a prosecutor.

Her unusual appointment was constitutional, “not done in a nefarious manner, and there’s nothing that politicians can do about it,” she declared. “I know that they’re scared because I know where a lot of bodies are buried, because I come from the defense world,” she said. “So without saying too much about my previous experience as a defense attorney, but when you play that side, you know where all the bodies are buried, sometimes you even choose the location to bury them.”

She also said she was working on a big investigation related to voting.



Many Americans, including members of Congress, don’t grasp how cases are built inside the Justice Department. People often assume the department functions like most other government agencies—that the top leaders issue orders and instructions, and the lawyers and employees under them follow those instructions. That is true up to a point, but it is
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