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INTRODUCTION


WHO IS WHISTLEBLOWER X?… Who is Whistleblower X?… Who is—


No matter where I looked in the small conference room, I couldn’t help but notice the banner on the bottom of the television screen. The television was tuned to Fox News. Harris Faulkner, one of the network’s twelve o’clock anchors, had just announced to her viewers that they would soon learn the identity of the IRS employee who’d blown the whistle on the government’s various attempts to stonewall the investigation into Hunter Biden, the son of the president of the United States. I gripped the sweat-soaked copy of my testimony in my hands, running over the opening lines in my mind.


Today, I sit here before you not as a hero or a victim, but as a whistleblower compelled to disclose the truth.


Today, I sit here before you…


I turned back to the television. By now, the media had obtained a copy of the opening statement I was holding. They knew I was a gay man from Atlanta, Georgia. They knew I had a husband in Atlanta and a family back home in Ohio. They knew I came from a conservative background and that I was now a Democrat. But they wanted to know more. All around me, members of Congress and their staffers moved through the Rayburn House Building with folders and iPhones in their hands. For them, this was just another day. People like Jim Jordan, James Comer, and Jason Smith (all of whom I had met just a few minutes ago) were used to intense scrutiny from the press. They were used to having their faces photographed a hundred times in a span of ten seconds and having those pictures broadcast to people all over the world.


I wasn’t.


For the past thirteen years, I had been working as an investigator for the IRS. I specialized in healthcare fraud at first, tracking down people who fraudulently billed Medicaid and Medicare, often by running elaborate prescription drug diversion schemes or setting up shell clinics to siphon off taxpayer money. In 2018, I joined the International Tax and Financial Crimes Group out of the IRS’s Washington, D.C., field office. The group is considered the SEAL Team 6 of the Internal Revenue Service, investigating tax cheats from around the globe. Naturally, I had assumed that the Hunter Biden case would be a slam dunk for us. Over the course of his career, the president’s son had committed tax crimes that would have landed anyone else in prison a long time ago. He had concealed millions in income, failed to pay taxes for multiple years, deducted personal expenses like prostitutes and luxury hotel rooms as business write-offs, and used corporate entities to fund a lifestyle of addiction and excess—all while ignoring repeated warnings and opportunities to come into compliance.


But I was stonewalled at every turn. The Department of Justice, which was then under the command of President Joe Biden, clearly cared more about protecting the First Family than it did about seeking justice. Some of these agencies had become weaponized against enemies of the Biden administration, and career employees were so embedded that it was nearly impossible to get anything done. One of my only allies in seeking justice had been Gary Shapley, a supervisory special agent at the IRS who had a stellar resume, taking down criminals of all kinds. Over the course of the Hunter Biden investigation, we had been through enough highs and lows to last a lifetime.


The decision to blow the whistle on the federal government’s stonewalling was not one we arrived at lightly. But we believed it was what we had to do. We owed it to millions of taxpayers all over the country. On the way to the Capitol from my hotel that morning, I had cried on my scooter—one of those cries that comes at you every ten years or so, shaking your body and sending you into the kind of convulsions that you’d be embarrassed to have anyone witness. Gary, I knew, had suffered from depression as well as a result of what we were doing. In just a few minutes, we would testify before Congress. We’d be open to attacks from millions of people, all of whom would know our names and our employers.


There had been severe abuse already. The FBI had contacted us both about threats from people who’d managed to figure out our identities even before we decided to make them public. We’d prepared for what lay ahead, but there was only so much you could do. My attorney, for instance, had someone comb through all my social media accounts, looking for posts that could be used against me during the hearing. I was relieved to find out that they didn’t care very much about the “thirsty” Instagram posts that often showed me flexing in a Speedo on the beach. They were more concerned with posts about partisan politics, which were virtually nonexistent on my feed.


As mentioned, I was a Democrat at the time I came forward as a whistleblower. The fact that Hunter Biden’s father was also a Democrat did not bother me. The right thing to do was still the right thing to do. The political affiliation of the person (or people) who might be brought to justice didn’t matter to me or to Gary. We had simply followed the facts where they’d led. And, amazingly, that had led us here, to a conference room in the Rayburn Office Building, where we were about to be interrogated in front of the whole world.


At one o’clock, it was showtime. We walked into the hearing room as cameras flashed in our eyes. I tried not to squint. Amid the blinding bursts of light, I saw the people seated behind our table, mostly lawyers. I was grateful that they had come to show their support. But that morning, I was a little more concerned with the people who hadn’t shown up. My husband, for instance, had sent a supportive text that morning, but I could tell he was pulling away from me because of the path Gary and I had decided to take. The leadership of the IRS Criminal Investigation Division was also absent. When Gary and I took our seats at the table, facing a dais of members of Congress eager to ask hundreds of probing questions, we did it knowing that whatever happened next, it was on us.


Five hours later, after in-depth questions from more than forty committee members, it was over. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene had made headlines by parading around pictures of Hunter Biden doing drugs naked, pointing to them as she spoke about the double standards of the Biden administration when it came to human trafficking. During one of the many bathroom breaks—my handsome and capable attorney, Dean Zerbe, has the bladder of a six-year-old—I opened my phone to find more than four hundred text messages from friends and acquaintances. Many of them were people I hadn’t heard from in years, decades even. My family, who’d been my biggest supporters through this whole ordeal, offered kind words. Even my brothers, who’d always made fun of how big my head was, told me my beard was looking good.


There were no camera flashes as I exited the room, and I looked down at my phone, hoping to see at least one message of support from someone in IRS leadership.


There was nothing.


To most people, such a momentous event would have felt like the end of something. But it wasn’t. For me and Gary, the testimony was only the beginning. The threats would increase. So would the strains on our personal lives. Before that hearing, we were able to walk into the halls of Congress past dozens of reporters without a care in the world. No one knew what I looked like. No one knew my name. After the hearing, we were the two guys who’d blown the whistle on the president of the United States. That made us some enemies, and some unlikely friends. And it shone a light on the story we’d been hoping to expose all along—one about the son of a powerful man who committed serious crimes, then leaned on the federal bureaucracy his father controlled to conceal evidence of those crimes and prevent any serious investigations into them. Luckily, it’s also a story of what can happen when people stand up against a vast government bureaucracy for what is right.


In the pages that follow, Gary and I will tell the story of the Hunter Biden investigation from the beginning. We’ll discuss the earliest attempts by the Biden administration to stop our work, and we’ll reveal many details that have been concealed prior to the publication of this book. In this story, we hope to make the case against the Biden family in plain English, walking readers through the exact details of the crimes and cover-up attempts. Although we will not shy away from writing about the severe personal consequences we suffered as a result of coming forward, we hope that our story will encourage potential whistleblowers to come forward in the future and do what they believe is right.


The fate of our nation may depend on it.


—Joe Ziegler, April 15, 2025













PART ONE



CODE NAME: “SPORTSMAN”













ONE



BIG CASES, BIG PROBLEMS


IT ALL STARTED with some half-naked guys in a hot tub.


Well, photos of some half-naked guys in a hot tub. It was early 2018 when Joe happened upon these photos for the first time on his Instagram feed, which occasionally threw him posts from strange people he didn’t follow. From what he could tell, he was looking at a few male adult film actors lounging at a hotel in some far-flung tropical location. All around them was cash. Lots of it. The men clutched it in their fists along with bottles of expensive champagne, tossing it up into the air as they sipped. On the surface of the water, right at the level of the small bubbles and well-sculpted chests, dollar bills of all denominations floated by.


At the sight of such images, most healthy gay men in their mid-thirties would have allowed their minds to drift to some unsavory places.


But not Joe Ziegler.


As a veteran criminal investigator for the IRS, his first and only thought was: Are these gentlemen paying taxes on all that?


The answer, as Joe would later discover, was… sometimes. It turned out that the men in question made most of their money not from traditional adult films but a popular social media platform based outside the United States. For legal reasons, we can’t disclose the name of it here. When it turned out there was substantial evidence that several people who were popular on this platform—which we will, for the remainder of this chapter, call “the social media company”—might not have been paying their taxes, Joe opened an investigation.


The next day, a few hundred bank reports showed up on his desk, and he started digging into them. For the most part, these reports made for dry reading. But Joe was used to dry reading. When you work for the IRS, you learn to trust your instincts when staring at spreadsheets and financial statements. Buried in all those columns of numbers were often the signs of a fraudster slipping up—a pattern that didn’t add up, a transfer that didn’t make sense, a shell company with no real business activity. Over the past decade, Joe had become highly skilled at finding those tells. Early in his career, he’d gone after doctors running pill mills and clinics fraudulently billing the government for procedures that never happened. He had traced dirty money through fake insurance setups and busted open multimillion-dollar tax shelters that spanned state lines. In the beginning, his investigation into the social media company looked like it would be another wide-ranging, mostly under-the-radar case. He’d follow the trail, document the violations, and package up the findings for the Department of Justice to review. Then it would be up to prosecutors to carry things forward.


But one day in November 2018, things turned on a dime.


The morning had begun slowly. Joe was running his middle finger down a line of black text on a bank report, checking to make sure that the amounts he was seeing were properly matched up with the names of the people he was investigating. Then, near the bottom of a page, he saw a name he recognized.


Robert Hunter Biden.


At first, Joe wasn’t sure how he knew the name. That’s how out of the loop he was politically. He remembered something about crack cocaine, hookers, and a Ukrainian national gas company. But most of those details were things he’d overheard on Fox News while sitting in waiting rooms or working out at the gym. To Joe, who was about as left-wing as a person could be on that first afternoon in 2018, all of that sounded like nonsense. He and most of his friends believed that these allegations were nothing more than conservative propaganda, carefully crafted to damage the reputation of former vice president Joe Biden. Admitting that you knew about this stuff—let alone believed any of it—at a dinner party would get you a round of weird looks and whispered asides as to whether you’d become a Trump supporter overnight.


But there was Hunter’s name, right there in black and white beside the names of other potential tax cheats. As Joe kept reading, he discovered that Hunter’s name appeared on these bank reports a lot, and not in flattering contexts. As the pages piled up on the left-hand side of Joe’s desk, so did Hunter’s potential crimes. For one thing, he seemed to be at the middle of a complex arrangement involving Russian prostitutes. He had paid several of these women allegedly for sex on more than one occasion, often using money from his corporate bank account. In tax cases, this is often the first red flag. People will live lavishly on their business accounts, purchasing cars and boats (and, occasionally, foreign hookers) with company money and then declare almost no personal income.


This, for any readers thinking of giving it a shot, is illegal. Don’t try it, or we will catch you, even if it takes a few years. In Hunter Biden’s case, it took roughly four years for an IRS investigator—Joe, in this case—to catch on to what he was doing. Which, when you think about it, is strange. Contained in the same bank reports Joe was now reading, there were references to news articles about Hunter Biden’s many financial misdeeds. Many of the news articles cited Hunter’s divorce filings, which contained allegations that he had tax issues for many years in a row. It took Joe about ten seconds of Googling to locate this quote from the attorney of Hunter Biden’s ex-wife, Kathleen: “Throughout the parties’ separation, Mr. Biden has created financial concerns for the family by spending extravagantly on his own interests, including drugs, alcohol, prostitutes, strip clubs, gifts for women with whom he had sexual relationships with, while leaving the family with no funds to pay legitimate bills… The parties’ outstanding debts are overwhelming. The parties have maxed-out credit card debt, double mortgages on both real estate properties they own, and a tax debt of at least $300,000.”


It seemed that many people knew Hunter Biden was not paying his taxes, and only a few of those people cared. Most troublingly, none of the people who cared worked at the IRS. Normally, allegations that people had serious unpaid tax liabilities came from the agency, not divorce attorneys. If Hunter Biden had been any other taxpayer, Joe was sure there would already have been an open case on him.


But there wasn’t.


How did we miss that? Joe thought.


No matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t find a single criminal case against Hunter Biden, who had by now failed to file returns for 2016 and 2017. Sure, this was only a misdemeanor, but it was still a crime. Anyone else would have paid for it. For a moment, Joe thought he had found a perfect slam-dunk case. He had more than enough evidence to open an investigation into Hunter Biden. Right away, he typed up a few notes and prepared citations to the bank reports he’d been reading.


In this way, at least, it was just a normal day at the office.


The last one he’d have for a very long time.
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The previous month, Joe had joined the international tax group at the IRS. Although the name might sound generic, the group’s work was not. This small band of criminal investigators and forensic accountants was tasked with identifying tax cheats from all over the world. They reviewed statements, sent subpoenas, and served search warrants. Occasionally, they got to kick down some doors. Unlike most people working at the IRS, they carried badges and guns. They had broad authority to open cases on anyone at any time.


Or so Joe believed.


From the moment he brought up Hunter Biden’s name during a routine meeting in the middle of that first week, the reception was ice cold. There were so many sidelong glances and awkward silences that Joe began to wonder if he’d forgotten to apply deodorant that morning. Finally, after several attempts to talk around the issue, someone said he didn’t think it was a good idea. For some reason, these tough investigators, some of whom referred to the international tax group as the SEAL Team 6 of the IRS, had become incredibly gun shy.


There was only one explanation, and it wasn’t good. The IRS, which is an arm of the federal government, did not want to open an investigation into the son of a former vice president— especially a former vice president as well-connected and influential as Joe Biden. There were forces at work within the federal bureaucracy—and, potentially, within the IRS itself—that shielded the sons and daughters of powerful people from justice, even when those powerful people committed blatant violations of the law and did so, in Hunter Biden’s case, with all the subtlety of a Fourth of July fireworks display.


Of course, that’s not the explanation Joe got from his colleagues. What they told him was far subtler than that—and far more disturbing. During that first meeting, when Joe had just wrapped up his cursory summation of the facts of the Hunter Biden case, a fellow agent said, “I don’t know, man. Big cases, big problems.”


Right away, Joe’s Boy Scout instincts flared up. He wanted to tell his colleague that it shouldn’t matter at all what a person’s last name was; all that should matter was whether that person had potentially committed a crime. And since Hunter Biden clearly appeared to have committed a crime, an investigation needed to be opened. It was as simple as that. All we were talking about at this point, it bears mentioning, was opening an investigation, not throwing anyone in federal prison or even charging anyone with a crime. It was a process Joe had gone through dozens of times before, always without the slightest hint of trouble.


If this had been any other taxpayer, the process would have been simple. Joe would have collected the bank statements, written a report, and sent it off to the DOJ in a matter of hours. If he worked quickly, he could have done it all before lunchtime. But this was not any other taxpayer. It was the former vice president’s son—who, oddly enough, appeared to be a taxpayer only in the loosest sense of the term. If this evidence was correct, Hunter was a tax cheat, just like hundreds of other tax cheats Joe had prosecuted over the course of his career. Just because Hunter was doing it on a massive scale didn’t make him any different. The fact that we were making an exception for him was ridiculous.


Unfortunately, Joe had never been great about keeping his mouth shut, so he did say all of that to his team, raising his voice at times and tripping over his words in places. And when he was done, most of his colleagues were speechless—and not in the oh-my-goodness-you’re-so-brave-for-taking-a-stand kind of way; it was more like the okay-we’re-glad-you-got-that-out-of-your-system-now-let’s-move-on kind of way. There was some further light discussion of the Hunter Biden case, presumably to give the illusion that the team was actually considering it, then radio silence. It was as if Joe had never mentioned the guy’s name at all. For the rest of that day, and the rest of that week, that one phrase played on a loop in his mind.


Big cases, big problems.


On one level, this was obviously true. The bigger the name, the greater the potential for bad press and screw-ups. Joe understood that. But he also understood that making exceptions for powerful people (and especially their kids) would only encourage more bad behavior in the future. He knew he needed to open a case. So he kept pushing. This involved speaking to a few of his superiors, most of whom expressed the same nervous lack of interest that his team had shown. Speaking to one of them, he said, “I really don’t think the name of the person should determine whether we work a tax case or not, guys. It should be the merit of the evidence, the allegation, and the clear understanding of why we’re opening that investigation. We should do the right thing for the right reasons.”


That might sound like something you have the hero in a screenplay say at a pivotal moment, almost too good to be true, but it happens to be what Joe said. All his life, he’d been a rule follower. Sometimes, that worked to his detriment. But most of the time, it had worked in his favor. It was also much better than making a habit of not following the rules, as the Hunter Biden case (and some other cases he’d worked) had clearly shown. In general, doing the right thing was a good goal, even if you sometimes fell short of it.


But he also wasn’t confrontational. When his superiors gave a directive, he tended to follow it. His worst nightmare was being labeled a problem by the IRS leadership, or causing trouble for the members of his team, who had always been helpful and welcoming. Most of the time, when he got a cold reception to a case he wanted to bring, he would take his superiors’ word for it and lay off the case for a while. The Hunter Biden case was the first time he ever felt the need to press hard. The facts seemed so clear, and the case seemed like such an easy win, that he didn’t see why the IRS would avoid trying to get it prosecuted.


Finally, he discussed the case with the supervisor who’d brought him into the international tax group, an agent we’ll call Matt White, who agreed to look into the case further before sending it up for referral. Most of the time, Joe would have done this himself. In previous cases, when he noticed something strange on a bank report, he’d sent that report to the U.S. Attorney’s Office and asked if someone in that office wanted to look into it. He figured he could do the same thing with the Hunter Biden case. Matt told him not to.


“You can’t send it,” he said. “That’s a tax disclosure issue.”


Here, we should probably provide a little context. At the IRS, where we both still work, we take taxpayer privacy very seriously. That’s why you get a special PIN (usually in the mail) that only you know. It’s why you have such a hard time logging onto the website, with all its buttons and login screens, all designed to ensure that no one other than you can access your tax information. That obsession with privacy extends to the criminal tax cases we work. From the beginning, Joe was taught the rules for transmitting the tax data to anyone outside the IRS building. Strict rules needed to be followed.


But for years now, Joe and his team had been identifying potential tax crimes and sending them up the chain for review. He’d never once heard serious concerns about disclosure issues. A few days after he first brought the Hunter Biden case to his team, one of his supervisors got a little closer to the truth. Leaning in over a conference table, this person said, “Listen, when you’re dealing with a political family like this, you have to have more than just an allegation and evidence related to that allegation. In order for this case to move forward, you basically have to show a significant amount of evidence and similar wrongdoing in other areas.”


In other words, Joe needed to show more than unfiled tax returns, unpaid tax debts, and testimony from divorce filings. He didn’t agree. If anyone else in the country—especially someone bringing in the kind of money that Hunter Biden seemed to be bringing in—had failed to timely pay their taxes for 2015 and also failed to timely file their tax returns for 2016 and 2017, that person would have found themselves in serious trouble. But when it came to the Bidens, no one wanted to be the one to say anything. Joe got the sense that if he didn’t continue to press the issue, it was possible that no one in federal law enforcement would ever pick it up again.


After a great deal of pushing and two failed attempts, Joe finally put together a third report on Hunter Biden that his supervisor deemed ready to be sent up to the Department of Justice’s Tax Division for its approval on elevating the matter. Unlike his previous two reports, this third one contained evidence that would elevate the potential charges from misdemeanors (not filing tax returns) to felonies (filing false tax returns). The evidence in these reports was complicated, and tax disclosure laws prevent us from going into too much detail. Suffice it to say that the case seemed ironclad to Joe and that the investigation should proceed like any other. The fact that his supervisors were finally letting his files leave the building seemed like the surest sign yet that the case would succeed.


Then, in early 2019, news came down from his superiors that surprised him. The FBI was also looking into Hunter Biden. While they weren’t looking into his tax returns specifically (and we cannot disclose exactly what they were looking into here), the investigation overlapped enough that someone suggested combining the two investigations into one. This presented several problems for Joe. For one thing, the case he put together needed to be worked in Washington, D.C. The case the FBI was working needed to be worked in Delaware. Someone needed to win. And given that the IRS is the only agency designated by Congress to investigate tax crimes, the investigation couldn’t proceed without Joe or someone else from the agency on the team.


What followed were a few tense negotiations regarding venue. Joe did what’s known as a “venue analysis,” making the case that the investigation needed to happen in Washington, D.C., where the IRS tax investigation was based. He discussed this issue several times with attorneys and IRS leadership to plead his case. During those presentations, he demonstrated voluminous knowledge of the facts. He also appeared headstrong about moving the case forward. There were good reasons for this. For one thing, Joe loved his job. Thoroughness was important to him, and so was the pursuit of justice. But he’d also been through a few things in his personal life that made burying himself in work seem like a good idea.


In the beginning of 2018, not long after he’d started his investigation into the social media company, Joe had been robbed at gunpoint while standing in his driveway. Three men had come out of nowhere shortly after seven o’clock in the morning, just as Joe was leaving the house for work. They’d taken his wallet, his phone, and both a personal car and his government-owned vehicle, along with everything that was inside them. He’d lost Christmas presents and his work bag. One of the only things the thieves left him with were his badge and gun, which he’d decided to keep holstered for fear that he was greatly outnumbered. Shortly before being issued his firearm, Joe had passed a basic training course, but that course hadn’t included a scenario in which he was accosted by three men with guns, so he decided to take cover instead of shooting from the hip. This snap decision had probably kept him alive. But it had also left him in fear that the guys were going to come back. (It later turned out that the MO of these guys was to steal cars, then come back to the house a few weeks later with the keys for everything else.)


At the time, Joe had been dating a guy who worked as a personal trainer. We’ll call him David. The robbery freaked David out so much that he offered to have Joe move in with him. That was nice, but it was stressful. Around the same time, he found out that his father had been diagnosed with a rare type of liver cancer that gave him less than one year to live. This meant that he was going to have to take several trips back to his hometown of Cleveland, Ohio, to care for his dad. So, given the circumstances, it was understandable that he’d want to focus all his energy on work, ensuring that every case he put together would result in a conviction. It was the only way he knew how to keep sane.


In the end, Joe lost the battle over venue selection. It was determined that the FBI’s Hunter Biden case, which was now joined with the one Joe had started the previous year, would be worked from Delaware, not Washington. This presented one serious problem, although not one that anyone in the leadership of the IRS, DOJ, or FBI seemed to care about. We’ve already said that in almost every respect, Hunter Biden was a normal citizen, and he should be treated like one. He’d failed to timely file his taxes, and in one instance, he had appeared to file a false return. He needed to be investigated just like anyone else. In Washington, that was almost possible. In Delaware, the place Joe Biden and his family had called home for more than seven decades, it was not. Even before the case went to Biden’s home state (where he’d served as a senator for many years before becoming Barack Obama’s vice president), Joe had heard rumors that Biden often popped in at the local FBI office, just to speak with the agents in the office. Biden knew everyone in local politics, and he’d interacted at least once with most top law enforcement officials in the state. To Joe, investigating a member of the Biden family in Delaware would have been like investigating Beyoncé in a gay bar. Even if you got things off the ground, you could be sure that just about everyone you spoke to would not want you to succeed.


But the decision had come down. For the next few months, Joe tried to work with the members of the investigative unit: two FBI agents, two forensic accountants, two lawyers from the Tax Division, two assistant United States attorneys from Delaware, and him. In the beginning, this involved a great deal of travel between his office and the various government office buildings where these people worked. Because of the sensitive nature of the case, all the work was covert. Nothing could leak to the press, and nothing could be discussed with colleagues who weren’t involved in the case. This meant that Joe often found himself closed off from his fellow IRS agents in a way he hadn’t been before, especially those in leadership positions who hadn’t wanted the Hunter Biden case to go forward.


Rather than dealing with the awkwardness head-on, he spent most of the time he wasn’t working on rebuilding his shattered personal life and tending to his father, whose relationship with Joe had always been complicated, to say the least. He also found himself reading a great deal about the case he was working on—not just financial documents and bank statements but ancillary reports in newspapers, magazines, and even books. If Joe was going to spend so much of his time at work trying to bring someone to justice, it seemed only fair that he make some attempt to understand that person and why he’d acted in the way he had. He figured he might find a few redeeming qualities about Hunter Biden if he looked hard enough.


No matter how hard he looked, though, nothing materialized.


If anything, the opposite happened.
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Today, it’s hard to remember a time before Joe Biden was president, or even a serious candidate for president. But at the very beginning of 2019, that was exactly the situation we found ourselves in. Most political commentators, certainly the ones Joe and his friends kept up with, said that Biden was far too old and over the hill to win the Democratic Party’s nomination. The MSNBC crowd was sure we’d have someone like Elizabeth Warren or Bernie Sanders on the ballot next November.


“Many in the Democratic establishment worry that Biden’s time has passed,” according to an article in Politico published around this time, “and that the party needs a fresher face to take on Trump.” On Twitter, the notion that a president who’d be over eighty years old at the end of a potential first term was a joke. Almost no one took it seriously.


One place Joe Biden was still taken seriously, though, was Delaware—specifically in the city of Wilmington, where he’d lived for just under eight decades. There, the Biden family was a local institution. Everyone in town knew their story. Over time, Joe got to know it, too. At night, when he came back from the office, he’d sit up reading books and magazine articles about the Bidens, trying to get a sense of the people he was investigating. At first, the research didn’t turn up anything that wasn’t common knowledge.


Joe Biden, who’d spent most of his childhood in Scranton, Pennsylvania, where his father was a car salesman, had come to Delaware at the age of ten, working his way up through the state’s political machine to become the youngest candidate for the United States Senate in American history. Interestingly, he’d only been allowed to take office due to a slight quirk in the United States Constitution. Although Joe Biden was only twenty-nine years old when he was elected (one year below the constitutionally mandated minimum age for senators), he turned thirty on November 20, 1972, slipping in just under the wire. For a while, he failed to distinguish himself in any meaningful way, mostly toeing the Democratic Party’s line on the issues of the day.


Most in-depth magazine profiles mentioned Biden’s affinity for Amtrak trains. Unlike other senators, who maintained two residences and flew into Washington for about five days at a time, Senator Biden commuted back and forth to his home in Wilmington, Delaware, every weekday. His colleagues told stories about sitting with Biden in afternoon meetings, preparing to dive into a long discussion of a particular bill, only to have him slam his hands on the table so he could make the last evening train home. In other words, the man almost never stayed out of Delaware for longer than a single workday.


Along with this run-of-the-mill biographical stuff, Joe also read the full story of the car accident that took the lives of Joe Biden’s first wife and his one-year-old daughter, Naomi. The details were brutal. It was almost impossible not to feel some sympathy for Hunter, who survived the accident along with his older brother, Beau. For the next two decades, according to most reports, Hunter lived in his brother’s shadow, always feeling inferior to a person described as “the spitting image of his father,” and “a great guy.” Unlike Hunter, Beau became a soldier, then he returned home to serve as Delaware’s attorney general, earning a reputation as a principled prosecutor with aspirations for higher office.


Hunter, meanwhile, struggled with addiction, got a law degree, and relied mostly on his father’s name to make a living. In the summer of 2006, according to a report about the Biden family in Politico, Hunter joined forces with his uncle James Biden to found an investment fund called Paradigm. One executive who was quoted in the article stated that during an early meeting, “James Biden made it clear that he viewed the fund as a way to take money from rich foreigners who could not legally give money to his older brother or his campaign account.” The executive remembers James Biden saying, “We’ve got investors lined up in a line of 747s filled with cash ready to invest in this company.” Hunter Biden joined this investment firm despite having no experience in finance or the kinds of complex legal transactions that the firm would be doing. He seemed to have been hired, as he would be dozens of times throughout his life, because his last name was “Biden.”


What really caught Joe’s eye was a report detailing an outside audit of the company, conducted in July 2008 by the firm Briggs, Bunting & Dougherty. According to a report produced by the auditing firm, Paradigm showed “a failure to reconcile Investment Advisors reimbursement of fund expenses, failure to reconcile and review cash account on a timely basis, and failure to reconcile and review various other accounts on a timely basis.” This didn’t have any connection to Hunter Biden’s failure to file taxes for 2015 and 2016, but it did serve as evidence that his financial troubles began long before Joe came across his name on those bank reports in November 2018.


From there, it only seemed to get worse. Digging into the story about the divorce filings, Joe found mentions of a strange diamond that Hunter Biden had been given on a trip to Miami in May 2017. Further research revealed that it had been given to Hunter after a meeting with a Chinese energy tycoon named Ye Jianming. Hunter and Ye had been meeting about a potential business venture. Asked by a reporter from The New Yorker whether he believed the diamond constituted a bribe, Hunter said, “What would they be bribing me for? My dad wasn’t in office.” Hunter’s ex-wife believed the diamond was worth at least $80,000; Hunter said it was worth only $10,000.


There were other threads to pull on. For instance, in April 2014, Hunter Biden joined the board of Burisma Holdings, a Ukrainian energy company looking to make connections with the West. Despite having no experience in energy policy or corporate governance, Hunter was said to be paid about $50,000 per month to attend board meetings and conferences in Europe once or twice a year. Alan Apter, who was chairman of the board at the time, noted in a press release that the appointment was “totally based on merit.” Things got very shady when Joe Biden, who oversaw Ukraine as part of his portfolio in the Obama White House, took a trip to Ukraine as vice president in December 2015.


During this trip, according to reporting by mostly right-wing media, Vice President Biden had pressured the Ukrainian government to fire a prosecutor named Viktor Shokin, largely believed to be corrupt by the Obama administration. It worked. Years later, rumors would swirl about whether Shokin had plans to investigate Burisma and its board, including Hunter Biden. At the time Joe was looking into these things, however, these were only rumors, mostly published on news sites that seemed to have a negative view of the Bidens no matter what. He didn’t know what was true and what was propaganda.


In the end, his little research excursion into the Biden family yielded more questions than answers. He didn’t find out whether Hunter Biden had broken lobbying laws or engaged in serious breaches of ethics with his conduct, though it certainly appeared that way. All Joe knew was what he’d seen in Hunter Biden’s bank reports, and what he’d seen in his bank reports clearly indicated that Hunter had probably committed serious tax violations. If nothing else, he had failed to timely file his taxes, which was a misdemeanor tax offense worth a thorough investigation. He figured that most of the things he didn’t yet know probably weren’t relevant to the case. Either way, the only way to learn them was by sticking with the investigation he’d started and making sure it was carried out correctly and efficiently.


What Joe didn’t know, and couldn’t have known during those first few months, was that the answers to every question he had about the Hunter Biden case—and many answers to questions he hadn’t even thought to ask yet—were sitting on a silver MacBook Pro that Hunter had used for years. This laptop, which had finally broken down after being used for explicit webcamming, corrupt dealmaking, and angry email-sending, was not in the possession of the IRS or the FBI (yet). At the time Joe was taking his first steps into the investigation that would ultimately lead to serious charges for Hunter Biden, it wasn’t even in Hunter’s possession anymore.


It was, rather, sitting in the back room of a small computer repair shop in Delaware, where a man named Mac Isaac was attempting to get it up and running again. Soon, he’d come across evidence that would turn Joe’s investigation from a small tax issue into a case that had the potential to bring down the entire Biden crime family.
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