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To Frank Jordan
Teacher, mentor, friend and role model to untold numbers of boys and men, including me.




The interval between the decay of the old and the formation and the establishment of the new constitutes a period of transition which must always be one of uncertainty, confusion, error and wild and fierce fanaticism.


—JOHN C. CALHOUN,
A Disquisition on Government





INTRODUCTION
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This is not the book I set out to write. Originally, I had planned to chronicle the Bush administration’s response to terrorism from the day of the September 11 attacks through the end of the president’s second term in January 2009. The deeper I dug, though, the more I came to realize that my original strategy was off base. Instead, I concluded that every aspect of the terror wars flowed from judgments made in little more than five hundred days after 9/11—554 to be exact. Everything—the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, warrantless wiretapping, detainee treatment, CIA tactics, and more—could be traced to those eighteen months. What followed in the nearly six years afterward was little more than reactions to those early decisions.


Equally important, I found that the strategy cobbled together in those initial days was not the creation of a single group of politicians or even of a single government. The Bush administration was important, but America did not hold a monopoly on shaping the multipronged assault on terrorists.


So, I changed directions. By concentrating my research on the rush of events over those 554 days, I would be able to lay bare the essence of a trauma that haunts the world to this day. I later decided that the full story could not be understood simply from a depiction of events in the corridors of power; this history was also shaped by the experiences of the powerless. Extraordinary rendition was not simply a policy adopted in government conference rooms—it played out in real ways on real people’s lives, as did decisions about the application of the Geneva Conventions, the use of secret prisons, and the like. These experiences, sometimes horrendous, helped shape directions of international policies in profound and often unseen ways. I would be remiss in ignoring those individual consequences.


As with most histories, this endeavor entailed covering some now-familiar paths, although I was surprised by how often the accepted version of events proved to be inaccurate. A trove of additional evidence—derived from years of conducting interviews, reviewing documents, and listening to secret recordings—exposed a vast array of previously unknown details that make the narrative of this era clearer and, in some cases, more shocking. Woven together, I believe these elements of the story—the known and unknown, the domestic and the international, the great and the small—reveal the heart of an epochal upheaval that historians will continue to examine for decades to come.


Readers looking in these pages for my view of these events will no doubt be disappointed. I have little faith in opinion, even my own. Instead, this book is meant to be a dispassionate history of this crucial time. And I have found there is little in these tales that is black-and-white. While there have no doubt been horrible decisions, there are few villains; the Bush administration and its allies did not want to impose a police state and its critics did not want to coddle terrorists. Few on either side acted with disregard to the concerns of the other; instead, each wrestled with finding the proper balance, as they saw it. I leave it to the readers to decide who, if anyone, was right.


KURT EICHENWALD


(June, 2012)
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Crawford, Texas


Twelve Months


With the flick of a switch, the electronic timer on a concealed briefcase bomb flashed red, its digits counting down from five minutes. A small fan quietly whirred, generating a breath of air that could disperse enough sarin gas to kill everyone within several yards.


A few feet away, George W. Bush set a plate of cookies on a table, shooting a glance outside as he dropped into an overstuffed chair. His beloved ranch was as tranquil as he had ever seen, with sunlight pouring through the trees in streaks of blazing heat. A cow lumbered past, attracting the fleeting attention of the grim-faced visitors who were there to reveal some of the nation’s most sensitive secrets to the Texas governor.


Thirty days earlier, Bush had been selected at the Republican National Convention in Philadelphia as the party’s candidate for the 2000 presidential election. By tradition, the Central Intelligence Agency provides a broad-ranging intelligence briefing during the presidential campaign to both the Republican and the Democratic nominees, preparing them for the responsibilities of the White House. On this day, September 2, 2000, four agency officials—led by John McLaughlin, the acting deputy director—had traveled to Bush’s ranch outside of Waco to present him and three of his senior advisors—Condoleezza Rice, Paul Wolfowitz, and Josh Bolten—with classified information from the most closely guarded sanctums of American power.


For three hours, the conversation roamed the globe—from Russia to China, from the Middle East to Latin America. Ben Bonk, the deputy director of the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center, kept his silence, biding his time as he took the measure of America’s would-be commander in chief.


Bush struck him as intriguingly quirky; here was an aspirant to the highest office in the land attending his first intelligence briefing decked out in full Marlboro Man regalia—cowboy boots, jeans with a big buckle, and a checked short-sleeved work shirt. He was unpretentious, a presidential candidate willing to fetch food from the kitchen for his guests. Just as strikingly, the walls were plastered with tacky memorabilia, like a rubberized bass that could turn its head and break into song—a peculiar choice for a man seeking to become leader of the free world. But Bush’s down-home veneer, Bonk thought, disguised a keen mind. He had expected to be dealing with an intellectual lightweight, reliant on his aides for guidance in the subtleties of statecraft. Instead, it was Bush who peppered the briefers with frequent and often insightful questions, while his subordinates stayed quiet.


Bonk’s plan for this day was itself a testament to the effectiveness of Bush’s aw-shucks folksiness. Because of that reputation, Bonk had overcome his hesitance about sneaking the briefcase bomb into the house, providing Bush a vivid exhibit of the terrorist threat. Even though it contained no poison gas, the device was real enough—the CIA had built it based on a design seized from a Japanese terrorist cult that had used the bomb to kill thirteen commuters in attacks on Tokyo subway stations.


He had let the Secret Service in on the ruse, of course—otherwise, the security detail would probably have arrested him at the door—but the governor had been left in the dark about it. Once inside, Bonk set the briefcase on the floor next to his chair and had now, just before it was his turn to speak, activated the bomb with the switch on the briefcase handle.


The governor’s eyes shifted to Bonk.


“All right, Ben,” he said. “You’re up.”


Bonk looked down at his briefing book. His colleagues had all opened their presentations with a joke—some were even funny—but terrorism didn’t lend itself to laughter. So Bonk had chosen a more attention-grabbing tack: shock.


“Governor Bush, everything you’ve heard today about future events has been qualified as probable or likely things,” he said. “But I can say one thing for sure without any qualification: Sometime in the next four years, Americans will die as a result of a terrorist incident.”


Bush furrowed his brow as the slightest wisps of joviality were sucked out of the room. Bonk paused to let his audience absorb the import of his statement.


Numerous terrorist organizations were on the move, he continued, but the most dangerous were the Islamic extremist groups. Al-Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah, Islamic Jihad—the names varied but their recipe for mayhem was the same: suicide and truck bombings, kidnappings, torture, executions.


Still, the bloody toll from those tactics was nothing compared to what lay in store for America and its allies if the terrorists succeeded in their quest for chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear weapons, collectively known as CBRN. Al-Qaeda, led by Osama bin Laden, was the group most likely to succeed, Bonk said; it had the deepest pockets and the most far-flung operational networks. Its deadly shopping list was long—sodium cyanide, anthrax, radiological disbursal devices, improvised nuclear arms. If al-Qaeda or another terrorist group got its hands on any of them, it would show no hesitation in using the weapons immediately to murder as many Americans as possible. America’s nuclear arsenal, which had kept an uneasy peace with the Soviet empire in the decades of the Cold War, wouldn’t deter Islamic extremists.


These weapons of mass destruction did not have to be large or cumbersome to transport, Bonk explained. Terrorists could easily slip compact bombs into a crowd without raising suspicion.


Bonk reached for his briefcase, stood, and walked toward Bush. As he approached, he popped it open, then tilted the case forward. Bush saw the red digits counting down.


“Don’t worry,” Bonk said. “This is harmless. But it is exactly the kind of chemical device that people can bring into a room and kill everybody.”


He glanced down at the timer. “And this one would be going off in two minutes.”


Bush looked at Josh Bolten. “You’ve got one and a half minutes to get that thing out of here,” he said.


Outside of Kandahar, Afghanistan


Three Months


The dilapidated minibus kicked up a cloud of dust as it rumbled over a wasteland of sand and rock. Inside, a Pakistani journalist named Baker Atyani rode in silence, occasionally glancing at the Arab fighter beside him. The man cut an imposing—even frightening—figure, with grenades hung from his belt and a machine gun clutched in his hands. Atyani’s seat had been installed facing the rear, and the windows on all sides were darkened, leaving him unable to see where they were or where they were headed. He knew better than to ask.


For three hours, the rattletrap bounced and shuddered until it finally arrived in front of the towering walls of a compound. The main gate swung open and the bus passed through, heading toward a nondescript mud house. A group of heavily armed men approached; their alert eyes flickered about, looking for signs of danger.


The man in the passenger seat—whom Atyani knew as Osman—rolled down his window. “This is the guy who is supposed to meet the sheikh,” he said.


Okay, a guard replied. But they still needed to search the newcomer.


Atyani stepped out of the bus. Dust stung his eyes and heat baked the air. The security team patted him down for weapons, riffled through his bag, and confiscated his watch, promising to return it later. Then they escorted Atyani and Osman into the house and made them wait for five minutes. Finally, the guard led them to an unimposing room. As they entered, Atyani spotted several men wearing head coverings and dressed in long white robes. Among them was Osama bin Laden, the most wanted man in the world.


Bin Laden approached Atyani, greeting him with a handshake and customary hug. “You are welcome here in Afghanistan, and in my place,” he said.


The moment was dreamlike. As he looked around the room, Atyani could not help but wonder if the house might be bombed while he was there. Yet, it had never crossed his mind to refuse the offer to travel to this remote spot for an interview with a man shaping history, an Islamic radical whose global influence exceeded that of some nations.


Bin Laden preached a philosophy of endless battle, of international conspiracies seeking to destroy Islam by attracting Muslims to the material comforts of jahiliyya, an evil rejection of divine guidance. This was a battle between God and Satan, bin Laden declared, requiring Muslims to wage war against the purveyors of jahiliyya—be they Westerners, Jews, or fellow Muslims. Defending Islam, he said, justified any action—even mass killing.


The army that would scatter the enemy and drive Western nations out of the Middle East was al-Qaeda, a group bin Laden cofounded in 1989 to lead a religious purification of the Muslim world. By 2001, he had transformed al-Qaeda into a formidable fighting force, trained at camps like Tarnak Farms near the Kandahar airport. He and his followers established hideaways and safe houses: Mujama’ 6 in Kandahar; Bayt al-Ruman, a religious institute inside an old Afghani school; Khan Gulan Patsheh, a Kabul guesthouse that was previously part of the palace for the king of Afghanistan; and four mountain military bases named for “martyrs” who killed themselves in battles against the West.


Al-Qaeda had also set up a sophisticated communications system. The solar-powered technology relied on Casio FX-795P computers and handheld Yaesu radios. When a computer operator typed in a message, the Casio system encrypted it into a series of numbers. The operator would then read them over the radio. A second operator would enter the numbers into another computer, which would decrypt the message. The al-Qaeda members used a set radio frequency, but knew to switch to another if someone in the conversation called out a code name.


The true power of al-Qaeda flowed from its arsenal of deadly weapons: SA-7 Grail surface-to-air missile systems, Stinger missiles, self-propelled antiaircraft systems, ZIL-130 vehicles with mounted SA-6 missiles, cluster bombs, RKG-3 antitank grenades, Sagger antitank guided missiles, 30mm automatic grenade launchers, AKSU-74 assault rifles, Uzi 9mm, and scores of other armaments. Most were kept safely stashed in a four-and-a-half-mile tunnel in the vicinity of the Sharsiab camp near Kabul.


While al-Qaeda had yet to obtain chemical, nuclear, or biological weapons, bin Laden’s top deputies had their sights set on a radioactive waste storage site in the Turkmenistan city of Ashkhabad. There, they believed, al-Qaeda could obtain the fissionable material it needed for an atomic bomb or a dirty bomb that would use conventional explosives to spread radiation over a wide area. The group had come close; in March 2000, some of its members had tried to spirit a load of strontium 90 from Uzbekistan to Kazakhstan, but it was seized at the border.


Even without weapons of mass destruction, bin Laden and al-Qaeda had orchestrated large-scale assaults on Americans. They bombed U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, slaughtering 224 people; in 2000, they crippled the USS Cole, a navy destroyer, killing 17 sailors. The attacks were a triumph for al-Qaeda, yielding a bonanza of recruits eager to wage jihad.


Al-Qaeda rarely varied its basic plan for carrying out its lethal missions. The group would spend years planning an attack, then, before it was launched, bin Laden would issue a public warning that a strike was in the offing. Atyani had traveled to this terrorist enclave anticipating that he would hear just such a proclamation of calamity to come. It would be the biggest scoop of his career.


His voice quiet and measured, bin Laden invited Atyani to sit. The men settled down on flowered throw cushions and started talking. There was the usual delicate choreography of an interview, until Atyani shifted the conversation away from pleasantries to the matter at hand.


“Now, I need to do my job,” he said.


Bin Laden nodded gravely. “We will bring the camera,” he said. But circumstances had changed since his followers had last contacted the reporter.


“I know we agreed for you to come here for an interview with me,” bin Laden said. “In fact, I cannot give interviews myself.”


He was a guest of Afghanistan’s ruling government, the Taliban, bin Laden said, and he had promised them that he would no longer speak with reporters. Speaking on camera would be too egregious a violation of his word.


“But we will give you something better. There is some footage we are going to give to you, and some news.”


“What footage?”


“Have you watched CNN or Al Jazeera in the last few days?” bin Laden asked. There had been some video of al-Qaeda members training, images from the heart of the group’s operations.


“I will give you that film and more,” bin Laden said. “We will give you better than what’s already been shown, so you can use it in your story.”


Amazing. Bin Laden knew the rules of television broadcasting—a video already shown on another network was old news. To generate a new report, there needed to be fresh footage. And apparently, bin Laden had saved some film for Atyani. He might live like a nomad, Atyani thought, but bin Laden was pretty media-savvy.


Bin Laden played one videocassette and one DVD for Atyani. It was standard propaganda, showing al-Qaeda fighters training and bin Laden praising jihadists who killed Americans. Once the screening finished, bin Laden told Atyani that he could have the videos.


At that point a man limped into the room carrying a television camera and began setting it up. Bin Laden invited senior al-Qaeda leaders Ayman al-Zawahiri and Abu Hafs to sit beside him. Zawahiri stepped forward, while Hafs stood back.


“I don’t want to be on camera,” he said.


After less than a minute of filming, bin Laden went silent, deferring to Hafs for the first time since the meeting began.


“Just wait,” Hafs said. “In the coming weeks there will be a big surprise.”


“What do you mean by ‘a big surprise’?” Atyani asked.


“We will strike American and Israeli interests.”


There it was. The threat of an attack, the news they had brought Atyani into Afghanistan to hear.


Atyani turned to bin Laden. “How much of this is correct? What are you planning?”


Bin Laden smiled but said nothing. Another man in the room, an African, confirmed Hafs’s statement.


“Okay,” Atyani said. “Then I am putting this on the news that you are preparing a surprise.”


Bin Laden nodded. “You can carry the news,” he said. “And you can quote al-Qaeda as saying that the coffin business in the United States is going to increase.”


CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia


Two Months


Frustration was building inside the Counterterrorist Center. For months, credible intelligence had been flowing in that al-Qaeda was preparing another spectacular attack. Electronic intercepts, informants, details from foreign intelligence services—everything pointed toward something big on the way. Topping it off, bin Laden had practically announced the plans to a Pakistani journalist. But the administration wasn’t responding.


The CIA officers had hit a wall. They could gather all of the information possible about the nature and severity of a threat, but it was the political leaders who decided whether and when to take action. Sometimes, the two sides worked well together—when a drumbeat of intelligence in 1999 alerted the CIA that al-Qaeda was planning significant strikes on the first day of the new millennium, the government sprang into action. George Tenet, the CIA director, had ordered the Counterterrorist Center to throw everything it had into thwarting any attacks. From the White House down through the executive branch, the mobilization of forces was astonishing and had succeeded in foiling multiple plots around the globe, including one operation to bomb Los Angeles International Airport.


That was just one of an almost endless series of planned terrorist operations over the years, many of which the CIA prevented. In 1998, the CIA learned that al-Qaeda was set to launch a new attack against an American embassy, this time in Tirana, Albania; the plotters were identified and snatched up. That same year, the agency disrupted terrorist plans by Turkish extremists connected to bin Laden; the men, who were arrested, had hoped to crash an airplane filled with explosives into the tomb of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the leader of the Turkish war of independence, during a government ceremony marking his death. Still, counterterrorism officials knew the odds were not with them. There was always too much worrisome information flooding in too fast. To stop al-Qaeda’s relentless operations, the intelligence community had to be successful every time. The terrorists had to be successful only once.


Now the evidence of a potential attack was as stark as it had ever been. Cofer Black, the chief of the Counterterrorist Center, had already accompanied Tenet and other CIA officers to the White House to sound the alarm. The Federal Bureau of Investigation had detected the emerging threats; the National Security Agency was picking up a disturbing increase in the amount of “chatter” among terrorists and their sympathizers. But the warnings engendered no coordinated, government-wide response, no sense of urgency to match the reaction to the millennium threat. No orders to strain budgets to the limit. No instructions to step up support for the Northern Alliance, the American-backed fighting force in Afghanistan that was battling al-Qaeda and the Taliban for control of the country. A gathering danger to the homeland was being met with a collective yawn.


On July 9, a Monday, the center’s top officials gathered in a basement conference room at headquarters to gauge the hopelessness of their dilemma. They knew the awful reality of what was coming—a massive terrorist attack, potentially on American soil. They knew, too, that they had a shield against the outcry that was bound to be hurled their way in the aftermath of a terrorist onslaught. Critics might rail that the Counterterrorist Center had fallen asleep at the switch, but the group’s records would prove otherwise—Cofer Black had retained a trove of classified PowerPoints that his team had presented in repeated briefings to senior government officials, all of them warning in dire terms of the impending disaster. His people were putting together another one at that moment, in a last attempt to get the message across that the administration was slumbering though an emergency.


Yet they knew, despite that proof of their diligence, the politicians would still make them the scapegoats if the worst happened. Not so much for their failure to collect intelligence, but for their failure to persuade the White House to listen.


As the meeting unfolded, one official offered a suggestion. “You know, if we were smart, we would rotate out of here and they can bring some new guys in to ride this thing down. ’Cause it’s going to be really, really bad.”


From the head of the table, Black waved away the idea. “Sorry, I don’t think we can do that,” he said. “First of all, we’d have to find somebody that’s capable of coming in here quickly, and I don’t think that’s likely.”


He flashed a smile. “Nobody’s more qualified than us to ride this thing down.”


Everyone laughed uneasily.


FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.


Two months


“You’re not going to believe this!”


Tom Pickard, the acting director of the FBI, was fuming as he stormed into the office of Dale Watson, the top FBI official in charge of counterterrorism. It was about one o’clock on the afternoon of July 12 and Pickard had just returned from briefing the new attorney general, John Ashcroft, on the status of the FBI’s most pressing items.


The opinion within the FBI of Ashcroft had rapidly soured, and every few days brought another “you’re not going to believe this” story. He refused to allow security agents to check the locks and alarms in his house, or even to lay their eyes on his family members, whom they were duty-bound to protect. Then, in May, as the CIA was warning of a potential attack, Ashcroft had released a department-wide statement of his top priorities, and it hadn’t even mentioned terrorism. Pickard and Watson had been flabbergasted.


Despite Ashcroft’s apparent indifference, Pickard tried to hammer home the magnitude of the terrorist threat almost every time they met. But at this latest briefing, Pickard told Watson, the attorney general had gone off the rails.


“I was telling him about the high level of chatter, and how it suggested something big was about to happen,” Pickard told Watson. “And then he interrupted me and said, ‘I don’t want to hear about that anymore.’ ”


“What?”


“He didn’t want me to talk to him about al-Qaeda or the threats. He said there was nothing he could do about that.”


At that point the analysis indicated that any attack would occur overseas, but still. Investigating a strike on American interests, anywhere, would fall to the FBI. Americans would certainly die. All of the law enforcement machinery in the Justice Department—the FBI, the INS, the Border Patrol, the Marshals Service—needed to be oiled and ready. Why couldn’t Ashcroft grasp the obvious?


“I told him he should sit down right now and talk to George Tenet so he could hear from him right away about what was happening,” Pickard told Watson.


He had tried getting in Ashcroft’s face, and pushing back as much as he could. “But it didn’t work,” Pickard said. “He doesn’t want to hear about it.”


Orlando, Florida


One Month


The customs agent was at a loss. Since the Saudi had come to her booth minutes before, nothing had gone right.


The traveler had arrived that day, August 4, at Terminal A of the Orlando International Airport aboard Virgin Airlines flight 15 from London. He walked to customs and, after a short wait, presented his passport, declaration, and arrival-departure form.


But the documents had been filled out incorrectly, and the agent was struggling to solve the problem. The visitor, Mohammed al-Qahtani, didn’t speak English and was combative. The agent decided to refer him to another inspector, who could bring in a translator.


Just past 5:30 that afternoon, Qahtani was sent for further questioning to José Meléndez-Pérez, a twelve-year veteran. He’d often dealt with Saudi travelers and was accustomed to helping them straighten out problems with entry forms. This, he figured, wouldn’t be difficult.


Quickly, he realized how wrong he was. Qahtani’s dark, angry eyes frightened him. His body language conveyed pure arrogance. He seemed consumed by hate.


Before working as a customs agent, Meléndez-Pérez had spent twenty-six years in the military, and to him, Qahtani looked like a soldier. He was dressed in black, with short hair and a thin mustache. He appeared to be very strong.


Meléndez-Pérez shuffled through Qahtani’s paperwork and saw more problems—there was no return airline ticket, and no listed hotel reservation. This was suspicious. The agent requested an Arabic interpreter, and was soon questioning Qahtani.


“Mr. Qahtani, why are you not in possession of a return airline ticket?”


“I don’t know where I’m going when I leave the United States,” he snapped in Arabic as he jabbed his finger toward the agent’s face.


Meléndez-Pérez stepped back. Is this guy a hit man? Such hired guns often improvised their travel plans as they went along. On the other hand, Meléndez-Pérez thought, maybe he had watched too many gangster movies. Either way, Qahtani’s answer wasn’t reassuring. The agent tried again.


“A friend of mine is arriving in the United States at a later date,” Qahtani said. “He knows where I’m going. He is going to make the arrangements for my departure.”


“Do you know when your friend is arriving?”


“Three or four days,” Qahtani said with a sneer.


Moving on.


“What’s the purpose of your trip?” the agent asked. “And how long are you staying?”


“I’ll be vacationing and traveling through the United States for six days.”


“Why would you be vacationing for only six days, and spend half the time waiting for your friend?”


Qahtani threw out a dismissive response. Meléndez-Pérez changed subjects.


“Where are you going to be staying?”


“Hotel.”


Again, nonsense. “With you not speaking English, and without a reservation, you’re going to have a lot of trouble getting around Orlando.”


“I have a friend waiting for me upstairs.”


“All right,” Meléndez-Pérez said. “What’s the name of your friend?”


Qahtani thrust his chin forward in defiance. “No one is meeting me.”


A contradiction—in a matter of seconds.


“So, this goes back to what I asked before,” Meléndez Pérez said. “How are you getting around Orlando?”


“I have to call my friend. Then he’ll pick me up.”


Meléndez-Pérez tried to show no reaction to what he knew was a stream of lies. “All right, give me your friend’s name and number.”


“No!” Qahtani barked. “It is none of your business!”


The interview went on for an hour and a half. A search turned up $2,800, hardly enough for a six-day vacation plus a hotel room and return airfare. Qahtani said a friend was bringing him more money—a friend he hadn’t known long.


Meléndez-Pérez suppressed a smile. Someone this guy barely knew was going to shell out hundreds of dollars for his airline ticket? Another lie. The agent asked if Qahtani would consent to being placed under oath. The Saudi agreed.


Meléndez-Pérez swore in Qahtani and asked his first question.


“I won’t answer,” he replied brusquely.


The interpreter translated the words, then looked Meléndez-Pérez in the eye. “Something’s wrong here.”


The agent nodded. That was clear. He would not allow Qahtani into the country.


Meléndez-Pérez explained his decision to his bosses. They authorized him to put the man on a plane back to London. The agent returned to Qahtani and told him that he was being turned away and advised that he voluntarily withdraw his application for admission.


Qahtani responded in fury. “I am not about to pay for a return ticket!”


Meléndez-Pérez nodded. “No problem,” he said. “We’ll place you in a detention facility overnight and tomorrow we will make the necessary arrangement to get you a plane ticket so you can go back where you came from.”


When the words were translated into Arabic, Qahtani’s face fell. All right. He would withdraw his application.


Arrangements were made for the return flight. Just before departure time, Meléndez-Pérez summoned another inspector, and the two of them escorted the Saudi to his gate. As he was about to board, Qahtani turned and glared at the two inspectors.


“I’ll be back,” he growled, his first English words since his arrival.


Qahtani, an al-Qaeda operative assigned to help fellow terrorists seize and crash commercial airliners, stormed onto the plane. Outside the terminal, Mohammed Atta, the leader of the plot, waited in vain for the arrival of the twentieth hijacker. But Qahtani would never return.


Bloomington, Minnesota


Twenty-six days


The air was stale and warm inside the interrogation room at the St. Paul field office of the Immigration and Naturalization Service. Two rumpled federal agents—Harry Samit of the FBI and John Weess of the INS—sat across from a moonfaced, heavyset French citizen named Zacarias Moussaoui. He had been arrested the previous day for overstaying his visa, but the charge was mostly a pretext for holding him; the agents believed he might be a terrorist.


An official at the Pan Am International Flight Academy in Eagan had called the FBI to report suspicious behavior by Moussaoui. He had never made a solo flight but wanted to be trained to fly 747s. He paid wads of cash just to use a flight simulator. And he was Muslim.


When they arrested Moussaoui, the agents questioned his roommate, Hussein al-Attas, who told a frightening story: Their suspect had talked about killing civilians for jihad and proclaimed his willingness to become a martyr for Islam. Then, when the agents first questioned Moussaoui, he had played the fool, claiming not to know where he worked, what he did for a living, or how much he was paid. He was carrying thousands of dollars in cash that he said had been given to him by associates whose names he didn’t know. And even as he was being questioned, he begged the agents to let him finish his flight lessons.


This time, the pleading had resumed as soon as Samit and Weess walked into the interrogation room. Moussaoui promised to answer all of their questions, but only if they allowed him to continue his training. Once he finished, he would gladly come back for deportation.


“Not now,” Samit replied. “Too many questions still need to be resolved.”


Let’s discuss the money again, he said. How was it that Moussaoui couldn’t identify the people who sent him so much cash?


“I’ve told you about that!” Moussaoui shouted.


He spluttered angrily that he was being treated unfairly. Then he tossed out the name of the men who had financed him—Ahmed Atif and someone named Habib from Germany. Weeks would pass before the agents proved Moussaoui was lying about his supposed benefactors.


There was something else, Samit said. During his initial interview, Moussaoui had mentioned conducting Internet searches for flight schools. A laptop computer had been recovered among Moussaoui’s things. “Would you allow us to search that computer?” Samit asked.


“No. I won’t permit that.”


That was his right, Samit responded. But now, he said, he wanted to tell Moussaoui a few things.


“Your story doesn’t add up,” Samit said. “You haven’t given us a satisfactory explanation for why you’re in the United States, or why you came here for flight training. The reasons you give don’t make any sense.”


He leaned in. “We know you’re an Islamic extremist, Mr. Moussaoui. We know you talked about violence before. We know you’re planning something. I want you to tell us what your plot is and who you’re working with.”


Moussaoui stiffened. “My training is just for fun. I am not a terrorist. I’m not part of a terrorist group. I don’t have any contact with terrorists.”


Samit’s gaze bored in. “Mr. Moussaoui, we know you’re involved in a plot, a plot involving airlines,” he said.


“I want to remind you, you are in custody. And if anything happens, you will be held accountable by the United States, by the American people.”


Moussaoui stared at Samit in silence.


Minneapolis, Minnesota


Fifteen days


FBI supervisors in Washington wouldn’t authorize an investigation of Moussaoui. There wasn’t enough information to justify a search warrant, they said, or to push through an application under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act—FISA. Finally, Samit’s boss, Greg Jones, called Michael Maltbie, the supervisory special agent in Washington who was blocking the case. Tempers flared.


The FISA application—in fact, the whole case—was built on air, Maltbie argued. “What you have done is couched it in such a way that people get spun up.”


“Good!” Jones replied. “We want to make sure he doesn’t get control of an airplane and crash it into the World Trade Center or something like that.”


Ridiculous, Maltbie scoffed. “That’s not going to happen.”


Takhar Province, Afghanistan


Two Days


As the first cool nights of fall approached, the American-backed Northern Alliance was struggling in its fight against the Taliban and al-Qaeda. The change of weather punctuated the end of a failed summer offensive by the force led by Ahmad Shah Massoud, the alliance’s most important commander and Afghanistan’s only credible threat to bin Laden. An attempt to capture the city of Taloqan, lost to the Taliban in 2000, had flopped. American support was inadequate, but Massoud still made a show of bravado, promising his fighters that they would soon take Kabul.


Amid the strategic planning, a phone call came in that puzzled Massoud. The Taliban and al-Qaeda were building up forces on the front line, he was told, but were not pushing forward to the north. Then Massoud learned that Taliban communications had been intercepted, instructing the units not to attack yet. It was as if the Taliban and al-Qaeda knew that something big was about to happen.


As this turn of events was unfolding, two journalists—Karim Touzani and Kacem Bakkali, who both carried Belgian passports—were pestering Massoud’s top officers to arrange for an interview with the military leader. They said that they had traveled from London to document Islam in Afghanistan. After three weeks of waiting, on the night of September 8, the men begged for the meeting to take place within the next twenty-four hours. After that, they would have to leave for Kabul.


Just before lunch the next day, Massoud agreed to get together with the men for their interview. He motioned to his friend Masood Khalili.


“I want you to sit with me, and translate,” he said.


The visitors, who had turned unusually quiet, set up their camera on a table in front of Massoud. “I want to know your questions before you start recording,” he said.


The men agreed, but their words had to be translated from French. Touzani brought out a blue pen and started scribbling: Why are you against Osama bin Laden? Why do you call him a killer? If you take Kabul what will you do with him?


After writing down fifteen questions, Touzani handed the notes to Khalili, who translated; eight of the queries were about bin Laden. That struck Khalili as odd, and he glanced over at Massoud. There were five worry lines on his forehead, instead of the usual one.


“Okay,” Massoud said. “Let’s film.”


One of the men asked something—no one would remember what—and Khalili started interpreting.


Then, an explosion. A bomb hidden inside the video camera detonated; Touzani set off explosives that were strapped around his waist, blowing him to bits. Amid the chaos, Massoud’s guards started shooting, killing the other man.


Massoud, critically injured by the attack, was rushed to a helicopter, which flew to a hospital in Tajikistan. But it was too late. When the chopper landed, he was dead.


The most important challenger to al-Qaeda and the Taliban, the man most likely to help the Americans hunt down bin Laden, had been taken out of the equation.


Boston, Massachusetts


September 11, 2001


By 7:00 A.M., only a smattering of passengers had arrived for United Airlines flight 175 at Boston Logan International Airport. Gail Jawahir, a United customer service representative for thirteen years, had been at work for two hours and was surprised that the flow of passengers was so sluggish.


Two well-dressed Arabic men approached the ticket counter, and Jawahir greeted them. They were Hamza and Ahmed al-Ghamdi, men assigned by al-Qaeda to join in a murderous hijacking plot. They had just checked out of the Days Hotel after performing their ritual cleansing, including dousing themselves with cologne, in anticipation of their own deaths. The fragrance was still heavy, almost overwhelming. They had arrived at the airport by a Bay State Taxi, angering the driver with just a fifteen-cent tip. From there, they had entered into Terminal C and walked directly to Jawahir’s station.


“I wish purchase ticket,” Ahmed said.


Already, Jawahir knew this was going to be difficult—the man’s English was terrible.


“Checking in or buying a ticket?” she asked.


“Purchase ticket.”


Jawahir noticed that the man was holding a United Airlines envelope with an itinerary. He had an e-ticket.


“Sir, you don’t need to buy a ticket. You already have a ticket. You can head right over to the check-in area.”


The two walked off to another line. They were sent back, apparently still confused.


“I need buy ticket,” Ahmed again said to Jawahir.


She decided to guide the two men through the check-in process and asked for their itinerary. They were booked for United 175. She saw they were both named al-Ghamdi and were seated next to each other in row nine.


Jawahir requested their identification; Ahmed handed her a Florida driver’s license, while Hamza gave her one from Virginia. She asked the usual security questions—Did you pack your own baggage? Has it been out of your sight?—but had to keep repeating them until the men could answer.


Each checked a bag and had a carry-on. Jawahir printed out their boarding passes.


“Would it be okay if I put both of these in one envelope?” she asked. The men seemed uncertain what she meant, but agreed anyway.


Jawahir circled the gate number to make sure that they could figure out where to go. Then she slid the boarding passes into the envelope and handed it to them.


“Now, you need to go through security,” she said, pointing them in the proper direction.


The two men took the envelope without a word. They walked calmly through security, then headed toward Gate 19 to board the awaiting plane.


•  •  •  


The attacks were over in less than three hours. But it was the eighteen months after 9/11 that set America on the course that it pursued for more than a decade.


Decisions that only weeks before the hijackings would have been inconceivable tore through the White House in a desperate race to armor the United States against unseen enemies. Each perceived threat—al-Qaeda, the Taliban, Iraq, biological attacks, and other weapons of mass destruction—fueled revisions in the long-held philosophies of America’s leaders.


Secret relationships were established with foes like Syria and Libya; past disputes with any nation, any organization, and any individual were set aside in search of supporters for the new American cause. Suspected terrorists were delivered into the hands of foreign torturers, allies were threatened with devastation, wars were fought by unprecedented means. Detention, intelligence collection, the treatment of citizens—each piece of the national security puzzle was reexamined and revised, at times setting American against American in a furious debate about what was right, what was pragmatic, what was counterproductive, and what was wrong.


The struggle during that period of just over five hundred days played out on a global stage, from the White House to the Kremlin, from the grandeur of the British Parliament to the dusty caves of Afghanistan. Decisions emanating from every level of the American government rippled around the world, transforming the nature not only of allies and enemies, but of the United States itself.


This, then, is more than a recounting of events in an age of terror. Rather, it is the narrative of a wrenching transformation of international allies and enemies in a period of unprecedented tumult. It is a tale of triumph and fiasco, of choices born from necessity, fear, and misplaced conviction. In the end, it is a portrait of an America struggling to find its way, torn between the needs for security and the hopes for an uncertain future.
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A WAR OF UNKNOWN WARRIORS
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Crowds poured out of the White House and raced down the driveway toward Lafayette Park. The exodus had erupted at 9:22, nineteen minutes after a hijacked plane smashed into the World Trade Center, the second to hit the towers that morning. No evacuation had been ordered; rather, staff members, fearful that a third plane might crash into the executive mansion, had spontaneously dropped what they were doing and rushed for the exits.


From a limousine driving on West Executive Avenue alongside the White House fence, Norm Mineta, the secretary of transportation, uneasily watched the crush of fleeing workers. He had been summoned to the White House just after the second airliner had hit, and now saw evidence of the panic rippling through the nation’s capital. Mineta turned to a security agent beside him.


“Is there something wrong with this picture?” he asked. “We’re driving in and everybody else is running away.”


After being cleared through the northwest gate, the limousine eased past the swelling mob and pulled to the portico at the West Wing entrance. The secretary emerged from the car and walked through the lobby, where another member of the administration greeted him. He should go to the Situation Room, the official said. Dick Clarke, until recently the longtime counterterrorism czar in the White House, was there and would brief him. Mineta headed to the basement and strode into the intelligence management center.


Clarke sat at the head of a conference table, opposite a series of screens showing the video hookup connecting administration officials from around the city. Mineta approached, and Clarke turned toward him.


“Norm, let me give you a rundown of what we know,” he said. He spelled out the details of the attacks, said they were the work of terrorists with probable al-Qaeda connections, and expressed the fear that more hijacked planes might be in the air. The president apparently was safe; he was in Sarasota, where he had been scheduled to attend a few events highlighting his education plans.


The briefing lasted five minutes. Then, just past 9:30, it was time for Mineta to move again. Senior administration officials had already established an open line with the FAA Operations Center, and Mineta needed to take over the call.


“You’ve got to go to the PEOC,” Clarke said.


“What’s the PEOC?” Mineta responded.


“The Presidential Emergency Operations Center.” The secure bunker where other senior officials were waiting.


“I don’t know where that is or what it is,” Mineta said sheepishly.


A Secret Service agent standing against the wall spoke up. “I’ll take you.”


•  •  •  


On the third floor of the Pentagon, senior Defense Department officials raced past a staircase toward a military guard behind bulletproof glass. They turned left into a small alcove, reaching a heavy door that was supposed to unlock with hand-scan identification. As usual, the technology wasn’t working, so a soldier inside, recognizing the group on camera, buzzed them in. They piled into the Executive Support Center, better known inside the Pentagon as “Cables.”


The group ran down a hall to a large conference room. Steve Cambone, the undersecretary for defense policy and the senior-most person in the room, sat at the head of the table. The idea of evacuating the Pentagon was batted about, then rejected.


As information flowed in, the events of the day took on a surreal air. Torie Clarke, the Pentagon’s head of public affairs, picked up a pen and reached over to her right where Jim Haynes, the general counsel, was sitting. She scribbled some words on Haynes’s notepad.


Tell me this is a dream.


•  •  •  


Two floors belowground at the White House, Dick Cheney—flanked by his security detail and Scooter Libby, his chief of staff—rushed down a long tunnel toward the PEOC. In his hand, the vice president carried a copy of the Economist that he had grabbed off a table upstairs. He paused in a section of the tunnel that had been sealed on both ends, providing a measure of safety. Surrounding him were a television, a bench, and a secure phone.


Cheney watched a news report on CNN showing smoke and flames at the World Trade Center. He already knew from the Secret Service that at least one more plane was heading toward the White House.


Washington’s going to be hit.


After a pause, Cheney turned to an aide. “Get the president on the line.”


•  •  •  


Zacarias Moussaoui abruptly stopped exercising.


He was walking with other prisoners on an upper section of the Sherburne County Jail, listening to a small radio that he kept with him at all times. He knew what was coming and couldn’t wait to hear news broadcasts about the destruction.


Then, the bulletin. There was a fire in the World Trade Center, the reporter intoned. Nothing about a hijacking or a plane, but perhaps, Moussaoui thought, the day of reckoning had finally arrived.


Word spread among the prisoners that something big had happened in New York. Moussaoui and a number of others headed downstairs to a recreation area, where the television was turned to ABC News.


On the screen, Moussaoui saw flames at the Twin Towers, the buildings enveloped in smoke against a blue sky. And he knew. The attacks on the Americans, so foolish and blind, had begun.


He closed his eyes and spoke under his breath. “Allahu Akbar.”


God is great.


•  •  •  


Stephen Hadley, the deputy national security advisor, stepped into the Situation Room carrying a pile of papers. As the senior official in the room, he walked toward the principal’s chair, where Clarke sat.


“Okay, let’s get this going,” he said.


Clarke hunkered down, ignoring Hadley. His body language was clear—he wasn’t giving up the seat at the head of the table. Minutes before, Rice had named him the lead crisis manager, and he had no intention of relinquishing that assignment. Hadley hesitated, then walked to the other side of the table. Tension filled the air; staffers were unsure who was in charge.


Hadley turned to Tim Flanigan, the deputy White House counsel who was standing nearby. “Tim, get hold of Justice. We need everything they’ve got.”


Nodding, Flanigan reached for a phone and called the Justice Department’s command center. At that point, Ashcroft was on a plane heading back to Washington. Larry Thompson, the deputy attorney general and a good friend of Flanigan’s, was holding the fort.


A retired FBI agent who helped run the command center answered.


“This is Tim Flanigan. I need to speak to the deputy AG right away.”


“Hold one,” the agent said.


•  •  •  


Deep inside the J. Edgar Hoover Building, charcoal-suited legions of lawyers, agents, and supervisors buzzed about the FBI Strategic Information Operations Center, a windowless high-security information room. Bob Mueller, who had assumed the job of Bureau director just one week earlier, was monitoring information about the Trade Center attacks that was being collected by the burgeoning ranks of New York agents.


Thompson burst into the room, having just arrived from the command center at the Justice Department. A phone rang, and someone shouted out that the Situation Room wanted to talk to him. He picked up the receiver.


“Larry Thompson.”


•  •  •  


Flanigan could tell that his call had been forwarded from the Justice Department to the FBI. Just as well—the Bureau’s command center was more state-of-the-art.


“Larry, it’s Tim. I’m sorry to jog your elbow on this, but I need to know as much as we can about what’s going on. There’s a real thirst for information over here.”


“Just a minute. I’ll check.”


•  •  •  


Thompson put the call on hold and turned to Mueller.


“The White House wants an update on what we’ve got,” he said.


Everything was in motion, Mueller said. Criminal investigators were already at the attack site.


Thompson thanked him, and pressed the hold button.


•  •  •  


Flanigan stared at a television in the Situation Room, watching the horror unfolding at the Trade Center, when he heard Thompson click back on the line.


“The FBI is at the scene and is treating it as a crime scene,” he said.


A pause. Flanigan glanced again at the television.


A crime scene? That’s absurd. This wasn’t some bank robbery. What he saw on the screen was a war zone.


“We have no information about possible perpetrators,” Thompson continued. “And no info about casualties at this point.”


“Okay, thanks.”


Flanigan hung up and turned to Hadley.


“The FBI’s on the scene, and they’re treating it . . .”


He stopped speaking, unwilling to finish the sentence. The idea that the Bureau considered this a criminal case was beyond ludicrous.


“The FBI’s there,” he said. “And we’ll be getting reports from the scene.”


•  •  •  


About half a mile away at FAA headquarters, Dave Canoles was working like a desperate juggler, struggling to keep up with each new development. Information was scattered and confused. Thousands of planes were still airborne, every one a potential weapon of mass destruction. There were murmurs at some air traffic centers about evacuating. Canoles, a senior manager supervising six hundred of those centers nationwide, was connected to them by conference call and told the workers to stay at their posts. If ever there was a time when the country needed them at work, he said, it was today.


An official at a radarscope was tracking the jet headed toward Washington. Canoles instructed a member of his staff to go into another office and look out the window in search of the airliner.


The tracking on the radarscope continued. “Six miles from the White House,” a calm voice said.


•  •  •  


Inside the PEOC, Mineta was holding a phone to each ear, connected to his office and the FAA Operations Center, where he spoke with Monte Belger, the agency’s second in command.


Word came in confirming rumors that another aircraft was headed toward Washington. No one knew what flight it was. Mineta needed more information.


“Monte, what do you have on radar on this plane coming in?” he asked.


“Well, the transponder’s been turned off,” Belger replied. “So we don’t know who it is and we don’t know the altitude and speed.”


“Where is it?”


Beyond Great Falls, Virginia, Belger said. Then the plane disappeared from the screen.


“Uh-oh,” Belger said. “I lost the bogey.”


“Well, where is it?”


“Somewhere between Rosslyn and National Airport.”


•  •  •  


The Pentagon loomed through the cockpit window of American Airlines flight 77. Traveling at 780 feet per second, the plane was so low to the ground that it severed light posts on an adjacent road as it barreled forward.


•  •  •  


In a yellow building nestled on a hill west of the Pentagon, Michael Cifrino, general counsel of the Missile Defense Agency, was working in his fifth-floor office. His window in the Navy Annex faced the Potomac, but the view was obstructed by the Pentagon’s western façade, about a mile away.


At 9:37, he heard a roar and glanced outside.


The scene lasted about a second. A large jet, a 757, thundered past; Cifrino watched the back of the plane as it exploded into the west wall of the Pentagon.


•  •  •  


Flight 77 slammed through at the first floor, inside Wedge One, leaving a trail of destruction as it raced at a forty-two-degree angle toward the fifth corridor. A huge fireball exploded upward more than two hundred feet above the Pentagon as the front of the fuselage crumpled and disintegrated. The plane essentially reversed itself, the tail end crushing the remaining body and plowing the greatest distance into the building.


•  •  •  


In the vaulted SVTS on the second floor of the Pentagon, Defense Department officials were continuing the teleconference with other senior members of the administration.


A sound jolted the room. It was muffled, strange. To feel it in a room so full of metal, so insulated, they knew it had to be something big.


Steve Cambone was the first to speak.


“Wow,” he said. “That was loud.”


•  •  •  


The skies are filled with guided missiles.


Ben Sliney—the FAA’s national operations manager at the command center in Herndon, Virginia—had anguished for more than half an hour about the possibility that other planes had been hijacked. Now, with the attack on the Pentagon, his fears were confirmed.


It was his first day on the job, but Sliney had to make a command decision. There was no time to contact his supervisors in Washington. Well, if people wanted to fire him afterward, he could always find another job. The airspace over the United States had to be cleared.


“Order everyone to land, regardless of destination!” he shouted. “Let’s get them on the ground.”


•  •  •  


Minutes later, Mineta arrived at the same conclusion. “Monte, bring them all down!” he shouted.


That effort was already in motion, Belger said. Of course, the pilots would still have some discretion, he said—regulations allowed pilots to make independent decisions in the case of an onboard emergency.


“Screw pilot discretion!” Mineta snapped. “Get those goddamn planes down!”


The order went out to the 4,646 commercial jets still in the sky: Head to an airport and land, immediately.


•  •  •  


At 9:42 inside the PEOC tunnel, Cheney was still waiting to be connected to Bush by phone when he noticed CNN was reporting that a huge fire had broken out at the Pentagon just minutes before.


•  •  •  


Donald Rumsfeld had disappeared.


Starting just minutes after the attack on the Pentagon, officials throughout Washington had begun searching for him. No one knew if the attacks had ended, and other than Bush, no one was more important than Rumsfeld in defending the nation against that threat. But he was nowhere to be found. Was he dead? Had the terrorists succeeded in crippling the civilian leadership at the Pentagon? Who could take charge?


But Rumsfeld was safe. At that moment he was running down an inside corridor at the Mall side of the Pentagon, trying to reach the crash site—much to the dismay of the security detail rushing alongside him.


“Sir, we have to turn back!” protested Aubrey Davis, Rumsfeld’s personal bodyguard.


No response. Rumsfeld kept running.


The group hustled down two flights of stairs; darkness and smoke surrounded them. They saw a door to the outside hanging open, and struggled their way through.


The western side of the Pentagon was a mass of fire and flame, bits of twisted debris, concrete wreckage, body parts, and injured people. A mangled eighteen-inch piece of metal that was lying in the grass caught Rumsfeld’s eye. He leaned down to pick it up.


“Sir, we shouldn’t be disturbing a crime scene,” Davis said.


Rumsfeld ignored him. He turned the metal over in his hand.


“American Airlines,” he mumbled.


Rumsfeld was quiet for a moment as he surveyed the scene; there was a fire to fight and people to rescue. Someone called out—a group of rescuers were trying to move an injured man on a gurney away from danger. Rumsfeld ran over and helped push it across the road toward the emergency crews.


•  •  •  


Back inside the Pentagon, Steve Cambone was close to panic; officials from the PEOC wanted Rumsfeld, and Cambone still couldn’t reach him. He sent out an urgent appeal over the radio for someone to find the secretary.


Davis, the bodyguard, heard the plea. “We’ve got him,” he answered into his walkie-talkie.


No luck. The babble of other frightened voices on the same frequency drowned out Davis’s response.


•  •  •  


The billows of smoke pouring from the upper floors of the Twin Towers grew thicker and darker as the stage was set for an even more deadly spectacle.


The pressure on the exterior supports was growing rapidly. When the planes smashed into the towers, they ripped apart the internal core; those reinforcements of five-inch concrete fill on metal deck were used to distribute the buildings’ weight from the external box column, significantly reducing the downward pressure on the supports that ringed the structures.


With the core mostly gone on several floors—the ninety-fourth to the ninety-eighth in the North Tower, and the seventy-eighth to eighty-fourth floors in the South Tower—pressure shifted back to the external columns. The weight on those supports in the South Tower was far higher—the plane had been traveling faster, knocking out more floors, and the impact was lower, meaning the surviving reinforcements held more weight from the greater number of floors above them.


The wreckage put particular stress on the surviving external columns on either side of the gaping hole in each building. With the supports cut apart at the points of impact, the load normally held by those reinforcements shifted to a small number of neighboring columns. If those gave way, the buildings couldn’t stand.


•  •  •  


Connecting Cheney and Bush by phone had been a nightmare, with calls dropped or drowned out by static. Finally, a clear line came though while Bush was in the back of a limousine, racing toward the Sarasota Airport.


“We’re at war, Dick,” Bush said. “And we’re going to find out who did this and we’re going to kick their ass.”


The danger wasn’t over, Cheney said. A number of commercial flights were missing and might be aimed at vital centers of the federal government. With the vice president, the leaders of Congress, and many members of the cabinet all in Washington, the ability of government to continue in the aftermath of an attack was threatened. America needed to keep its commander in chief safe.


“Mr. President, I strongly recommend that you do not return to Washington at this time,” Cheney said. “I believe we are a target.”


Bush said that he wanted to reach the White House as soon as possible, but agreed to proceed carefully.


At about that moment Bush’s motorcade was pulling off U.S. Route 301 onto Desoto Road, then into the airport. The vehicles rolled onto the tarmac, coming to a stop just yards away from Jones Aviation—a school where two of the terrorist hijackers had learned how to fly.


•  •  •  


A small stream of molten aluminum flowed out of a window at the northeast corner of the South Tower’s eightieth floor. No one could see this omen of the horror that was just seconds away.


•  •  •  


A mass of officers hustled about the National Military Control Center. The smoke filling the room from the attack didn’t distract from the business at hand.


On one of the large screens in the front of the room, the South Tower buckled. It fell in a sudden, horrifying moment, crushing down in a swirl of smoke and debris.


The NMCC went silent. The hard-edged military officers all stared at the screen, motionless.


•  •  •  


Cheney and Libby made their way into the PEOC conference room just before ten o’clock. The bunker was unremarkable, just a sparse and cramped tubular space. Voices stopped flat, with no acoustic echo, muffled by the hardened structure surrounding the room that was designed to withstand the shock waves from a nuclear blast.


Cheney walked down one side of the oak conference table and sat at the center, the presidential seal hanging on the wall behind him. To his right was a bank of television sets; in front, the faces of senior officials throughout the Capitol appeared on the large projection screen used for secure video.


Just before 10:02, the Secret Service reported that, based on FAA information, another aircraft was heading toward Washington. Cheney told an aide to get Bush back on the phone.


•  •  •  


At the same moment, passengers on that aircraft—United 93—were fighting to break into the cockpit. The lead hijacker, Ziad Jarrah, had been maneuvering the plane violently, rocking it side to side, then up and down, attempting to throw the counterattackers off balance. But to no avail—they kept coming.


“Is that it?” he asked another hijacker. “I mean, shall we put it down?”


“Yes. Put it in it and pull it down.”


For a moment Jarrah delayed the final act, as the sounds of the passengers’ battle grew louder. Finally, he pushed the control wheel forward and turned it hard to the right.


•  •  •  


Just below, in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, Bob Blair was riding in a coal truck down Route 30 alongside a friend, Doug Miller. The two were making small talk when they heard a roar overhead.


Blair looked up and gaped as a huge, upside-down plane flew past. It headed over the treetops, spiraling down at 580 miles per hour into an empty field. A deafening explosion rocked their truck.


“My God,” Blair said. They pulled to a stop, grabbed fire extinguishers, and ran toward the crash site.


But there was nothing to be done for the passengers on United 93. The plane and everybody on it virtually disintegrated on impact.


•  •  •  


Air Force One had reached cruising altitude but was still circling while the pilots and the Secret Service debated where to go. An aide told Bush that the vice president was calling again. This time, the connection was clear.


Cheney explained that additional hijacked planes appeared to be headed for the capital. A defense had been readied; Combat Air Patrols were flying over both New York and Washington but had not yet been given authority to act if they encountered an airliner posing a threat.


“Sir, they’re going to want to know what to do.”


Bush’s response was quick. “Well, if they don’t land,” he said, “we’ll have to shoot them down.”


“Yes, sir,” Cheney replied.


Rules were set. A fighter would give a passenger plane three chances to change course or land. If it did neither, the military jet would destroy the commercial airliner with a missile.


•  •  •  


On the third floor of the Pentagon, the armored door of the secure video teleconference room depressurized with the push of a white button. Rumsfeld stepped inside and saw a group of his top lieutenants talking to officials across Washington.


Rumsfeld had just come from his office, where he had updated the president on the status of the Combat Air Patrols. Now Rumsfeld was pacing, trying to gather his thoughts. He scribbled notes to himself on a small yellow pad, speaking out loud as each idea occurred to him.


He reminded everyone that he had been appointed in 1983 as a special Middle East envoy after terrorists used a truck bomb to kill 241 American marines in Beirut. The reaction then, he said, had been too timid; a planned air assault had been scuttled, and in just four months, all of the remaining marines were withdrawn from the country. Islamic extremists had perceived that pullout as evidence of American military impotence.


“The country can’t react this time the way we reacted last time,” Rumsfeld said. “We have to go and root these guys out. We can’t just hunker down again.”


•  •  •  


This was not a time to be out of Washington, Bush decided. He understood why Cheney and his others advisors wanted him to stay away—the most senior people in the line of succession for the presidency were in the capital. An attack that killed them all, including Bush, would leave the government rudderless. But the American people, Bush thought, needed to see that their president was in charge.


He called Rice to let her know his decision. “I’m coming back,” he said.


“You cannot come back,” she replied, her voice stiff. “The United States of America is under attack. You have to go to safety. We don’t know what’s going on here.”


Not her decision. “I’m coming back.”


Rice exploded. “You can’t!” she shouted.


Then she hung up on the president of the United States.


•  •  •  


No one in Washington knew that United 93 was gone.


Radar was no longer reliable. So many planes had been disappearing—transponders turned off, flying through uncovered areas—that the FAA was tracking flight 93 on a display that provided only route projections, based on speed and altitude. Even when the plane fell from the sky, the estimates showed it still headed toward Washington.


Shortly after Cheney received the shoot-down order from Bush, a military aide entered the room.


“Sir,” he said, “there is a plane eighty miles out coming toward D.C., and there’s a fighter near there. Should we engage?”


“Yes. Engage.”


The military aide returned several times. The plane was seventy miles out, then sixty miles out, speeding toward the capital at hundreds of miles an hour.


“Do the orders still stand?” he asked.


Cheney whipped his head around and glared at the aide. “Of course the order still stands!” he snapped. “Have you heard anything to the contrary?”


A few seats away, Josh Bolten, the White House deputy chief of staff, observed the exchange with growing alarm. He had not heard the earlier call between Bush and Cheney; for all he knew, the vice president was acting on his own. If the Bush administration was going to issue an order to shoot down a commercial airliner, if it was going to authorize the killing of untold numbers of Americans, then everyone in the room had better be damned sure that the president was certain.


Bolten hesitated, then spoke up.


“Mr. Vice President, I’d like to suggest that you contact the president to confirm the engage order.”


Cheney nodded, and another call went through to Air Force One. He again described the situation, and asked Bush to reaffirm his earlier decision.


“I authorized a shoot-down of an aircraft if necessary,” he said, his voice steady and without emotion.


The call ended. Cheney looked up. The engage order stood, he told the group.


•  •  •  


Hezbollah did it.


The Shia Islamist terrorist group was the culprit behind the hijackings. Or so a preliminary CIA review concluded.


From the moment of the second attack on the World Trade Center, analysts with the Counterterrorist Center had been poring through an ocean of intelligence, seeking anything that might shed light on the identity of the perpetrators.


One raw file revealed a clue: an earlier report indicating that Hezbollah had been seeking to recruit certified pilots. The information wasn’t much and hadn’t been viewed as significant when it was received. But now, with planes slamming liked guided missiles into some of America’s most symbolic buildings, it took on a more sinister cast, throwing suspicion on the militant group based in Lebanon. The CIA analysts conferred with their counterparts at the FBI; everyone agreed—the deduction made sense.


One analyst rushed to Ben Bonk, the center’s deputy chief, to report their finding. Maybe, Bonk thought. Hezbollah must at least be placed on the list of likely conspirators in the attack.


Less than an hour later, Richard Blee from the bin Laden unit walked into Bonk’s office, carrying a piece of paper.


“We’ve got something important,” he said.


An FAA analyst had obtained the manifest for American 77, the flight that had crashed into the Pentagon. The names of two of the passengers—Khalid al-Mihdhar and Nawaf al-Hazmi—showed up in a number of intelligence reports. These were two men tied to al-Qaeda.


Forget Hezbollah. Bin Laden did it.


•  •  •  


General Richard Myers, the vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was running up the stairs to the third floor of the Pentagon. He was the senior-most officer working in the National Military Command Center—the chairman, Hugh Shelton, was out of the country—and was responsible for keeping Rumsfeld up-to-date on how the military was responding to the attacks.


The deputy director of operations at the command center had decided immediately after the second strike on the Trade Center that the United States was under terrorist attack. With their responsibility for establishing communications along the chain of command during an emergency, the officers and staff in the center had been working at full throttle since then; their first all-purpose conference had been held almost an hour earlier to put together an action plan.


Myers briefed Rumsfeld in a voice that was steady and admirably mechanical; he was a soldier, trained to remain calm in the most chaotic situation. He told Rumsfeld that the North American Aerospace Defense Command—NORAD—had been tracking Delta 1989, which military officials believed had been hijacked. The NORAD commander had ordered aircraft to battle stations, fully armed. The White House had requested fighter escorts for Air Force One.


Keeping Rumsfeld informed was tiring business. Myers had to run up the stairs to the defense secretary every few minutes with the latest details from the military command center, then head back down to gather additional information. Rumsfeld threw out more questions to Myers each time—what’s happening in other parts of the world, what’s the posture of the Russians, what are different combatant commanders doing?


At close to 10:30, Myers walked out of the secure videoconference room toward the stairs. Rumsfeld followed the general with his eyes, a look of distaste on his face. He didn’t like the military mind-set in the Pentagon; during the Clinton administration, he believed, the generals had taken control from the civilian leadership, and Rumsfeld had dedicated himself to reversing that. Now, he realized, at a time of national crisis, he was being forced to depend on the officers who made him so wary.


He glanced down the conference table. “I don’t trust those guys,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’m going down there.”


Rumsfeld barreled out the door, followed by the other officials in the meeting. They raced downstairs, crossing the C-ring of the building, then through a secure door into the command center, the inner sanctum of the Pentagon. Large screens showing television news programs and details of military deployments loomed over a crush of officers in the room.


Rumsfeld and his team swept into the center’s secure videoconference room, normally used by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The place was packed, with officials seated at a large table and lined up against the wall.


Then, a problem. Despite being a central communications system at the heart of the military operations center, the equipment in the SVTS didn’t work. Two officers tried to fix it, with no success.


Frustrated, Rumsfeld stormed away, crossing the NMCC toward a white telephone—known for historical reasons as the “red switch”—which would allow him to reach Cheney.


The call went through instantly.


“There’s been at least three instances here where we’ve had reports of aircraft approaching Washington, a couple were confirmed hijacks,” Cheney said. “Pursuant to the president’s instructions, I gave authorization for them to be taken out.”


Rumsfeld didn’t respond. “Hello?” Cheney said.


“Yes, I understand,” Rumsfeld replied. “Who did you give that direction to?”


“It was passed from here to the center at the White House, from the PEOC.”


Apparently, orders were going out to military fighters without Rumsfeld’s knowledge. “Okay, let me ask a question here,” he said. “Has the directive been transmitted to the aircraft?”


“Yes, it has,” Cheney answered.


“So we have a couple of aircraft up there that have those instructions at this present time?”


“That is correct. And it’s my understanding that they’ve already taken a couple of aircraft out.”


A couple? “We can’t confirm that,” Rumsfeld said. “We’re told that one aircraft is down, but we do not have a pilot report that we did it.”


•  •  •  


While Bush had ordered the military to shoot down a passenger plane that posed a threat, no one had yet asked the question: Was it legal, whatever the reason, for a president to authorize the killing of innocent citizens?


Tim Flanigan, the deputy White House counsel, had heard about Bush’s decision while still in the Situation Room. The reasons for the directive were clear, but no one had determined what law gave a president such power.


Flanigan approached John Bellinger III, the legal advisor to the National Security Council, who was standing near some television monitors. He mentioned the shoot-down order.


“Do we have the legal authority nailed down for this?”


Bellinger was holding a copy of a transcription from a short conversation between Bush and Cheney, and tossed it to Flanigan. “Here’s the authority,” he said.


The president had given the order. He was commander in chief. It was a time of national emergency. That was that.


As Flanigan read the half-page transcript, he grew increasingly uncomfortable. What if we shoot down a Lufthansa airliner? Could the German government construe that as an act of war? Was there a domestic and international legal basis for that?


This was a military question, and Flanigan knew the right person to ask about it. He walked over to a young officer manning the communications equipment and told him to track down Jim Haynes, the Pentagon general counsel. In no time, Haynes was on the phone.


Flanigan explained what he had just read in the transcript; Haynes already knew about the shoot-down order.


“Jim, we need the best possible rational legal basis for this,” Flanigan said. “We’ve got commander-in-chief authority. But what else have we got?”


“I’ll look into it,” Haynes replied.


•  •  •  


There wasn’t much time to think; events were unfolding too fast. Rumsfeld and Haynes had already discussed the legal issues surrounding an order to fire on a commercial airliner. They had checked the standing rules of engagement—the standards on self-defense would probably apply.


Haynes knew that whatever legal conclusion he came up with would be tantamount to a rationalization: The president had given the order; someone had to say why he had the authority.


The most obvious issue was constitutional. Under the Fourteenth Amendment, the passengers on those planes could not be deprived of their rights to life, liberty, and property without due process of law. Certainly shooting them out of the sky didn’t meet that standard. Then there was the Fourth Amendment prohibition against unreasonable search and seizure; this would be quite a dramatic seizure of those citizens.


Still, the preamble of the Constitution spoke of providing for a common defense and promoting the general welfare. Under Article 2, the president was the commander in chief of the military.


This was a matter of self-defense, of protecting the citizenry, balanced against the rights of the passengers. An order could be lawfully issued, Haynes concluded, but only by the president.


•  •  •  


Word came into the Situation Room confirming that another plane was headed toward Washington. This time, it was a Northwest Airlines flight from Portugal to Philadelphia. It was squawking a hijack code and not responding to radio calls. Clarke barked some orders for someone to come up with more information. Where was the plane? What was its fuel capacity? What assets did the military have available to intercept it at the coast?


No one had a clue, but the assembled group was doing its best to find out. Officials scrambled to reach Northwest as the FAA riffled through its own data in search of information about the flight.


Standing by a wall, Flanigan watched as the participants in the videoconference grew ever more anxious. No orders about the mysterious Northwest flight could be issued until someone dug up some details.


A brainstorm. Without a word, Flanigan walked out of the conference room and found an unsecure computer. Calling up travel sites, he scanned the records for details of the Portugal flight. Perplexed, he searched again on the Northwest Airlines Web site.


Nothing.


Flanigan grabbed a piece of paper from the desk and scribbled down whatever he could learn about every Northwest flight from Europe. Then he headed back to the conference room, where Clarke was still struggling to find out more about the plane, and took a seat at the conference table.


“Dick,” Flanigan said. “I’ve checked, and there’s no such flight.”


Clarke turned away from the microphone in front of him, muting it as he stared at Flanigan with a stunned expression.


“How did you check?” he asked.


“I looked on their Web site.”


A pause. Clarke clicked the audio back on.


“I have information that there is no such flight,” he said calmly. “Check that again.”


•  •  •  


Computers. The analysts at the CIA were being impeded in their work by a shortage of computers.


The frequent budgetary shortfalls at the Counterterrorist Center had left the unit without all of the technology it needed to deal with the attacks that morning. Congress and the White House had consistently financed the CTC with an on-again, off-again approach—after a terrorist strike, the money came flooding in. Then, when the strike faded from memory, cash dried up. Managers at the center had been forced to cut back on equipment and operations in order to stay afloat. On this horrific morning, no one in the unit doubted that a new and huge injection of funds would soon be on the way. But that prospect was no help in navigating the crisis now.


Then a supervisor had an idea. Almost all of CIA headquarters had been evacuated; the CTC was the only unit that remained fully staffed, despite concerns that those who stayed might be killed in a subsequent attack. There were computers everywhere in the building—some packed for delivery, others on people’s desks. There was a way to close the equipment gap after all.


The CTC could start stealing.


Staffers were sent out to track down whatever equipment they could find at other CIA divisions. Over the next twenty minutes, they returned carrying tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of computers.


•  •  •  


At the Justice Department command center, a young lawyer named John Yoo sat at a tacky wood-laminated table, fielding questions from officials all over Washington.


Two months before, Yoo had joined the Office of Legal Counsel, a little-known unit of the department that provides legal advice to the executive branch, a responsibility that earned it the nickname “the president’s law firm.” To take the post, Yoo had gone on leave from his job as a professor at the University of California’s Berkeley School of Law, where he had gained a reputation as an expert on international law, American foreign policy, and separation of powers under the Constitution. For years, he had written articles for law reviews about the scope of presidential authority, arguing that in a time of war, the executive had a sweeping claim to act independently from the other branches of government.


His first months at Justice had been quiet and his assignments pedestrian, like analyzing a treaty about polar bears. But now, in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks, Yoo’s legal expertise was suddenly a gold mine.


The questions were momentous. Are we at war? Had the terrorists just fired the first shot? Can we use force in response? What level of force? If we know that the terrorist group behind this is in Afghanistan, can we attack there?


Calmly, Yoo recited the same answers over and over. “We’ve been attacked,” he said. “We’re in a state of war and can use force in response.”


But, he added, there were conventions governing the tactics. Any action would have to be proportionate, and anyone targeted must be a combatant.


There were also rules, he said, that applied to how to treat captured enemies. “You can’t use force just to interrogate.”


•  •  •  


Air Force One leveled off at forty-five thousand feet, far higher than most commercial jets could fly. Inside, television monitors were turned to a local Fox news broadcast; the signal stayed strong because the aircraft was circling over the Sarasota area, its pilots unsure where to go and fearful that the president’s plane might be attacked.


That concern was sparked by an anonymous phone call that morning to the Secret Service claiming that Air Force One was the terrorists’ next target. Officials who heard about the threat considered it credible because, they were told, the caller had used the code word for the president’s plane—Angel. But that proved to be false; the reporting agent, in relaying the message about the call to his superiors, had spoken the code word. The caller hadn’t.


In response, a group of F-16 fighters were scrambled, under orders to escort Air Force One. The first of the military jets reached the 757 just before 11:30. Air traffic control radioed the president’s pilot, Colonel Mark Tillman, to let him know.


“You’ve got two F-16s at about your—say, your ten o’clock position,” the controller said.


Tillman looked to his left and saw one of the jets. Back in the cabins, passengers gathered at the windows, watching in amazement as the F-16s appeared, flying so close off Air Force One’s wings that they could see the pilots’ heads. Bush walked out of his private office and peered through the window. He caught the eyes of one pilot and snapped a salute.


Bush told his staff that he wanted to land so that he could make a public statement and speak with his top lieutenants in Washington. The security team chose Barksdale Air Force Base near Shreveport as the first stop.


At 11:45, Air Force One was seconds from touching down when a report from CBS appeared on one of the televisions in the main cabin—the number of casualties in New York was in the thousands. The reporters and White House staff members fell silent.


On the tarmac, air force personnel in full combat gear and carrying drawn M-16 rifles surrounded the plane. In the flurry of activity, one airman ran to the wrong spot, angering a nearby officer.


“Hey, hey!” the officer barked. “Get to that wingtip! Move to that wingtip now!”


Instantly, the younger man dashed under the right wing, holding a rifle across his chest.


The internal stairs on the lower portion of the plane opened, and White House staffers and reporters piled out. The sky was cloudless, the temperature roasting. A dark blue Dodge Caravan drove across the tarmac, coming to a stop beside the stairs. Seconds later, it pulled back to be inspected by dogs.


When the Dodge returned, Bush bounded off the plane, saluting an air force officer before climbing into the van. A small motorcade drove to the General Dougherty Conference Center; Bush got out and headed inside to call his national security team.


•  •  •  


Shortly after 12:30, Bush strode into the Center’s main conference room, where the White House press corps waited. His eyes were red-rimmed and his face was grim as he stepped behind a podium. Sketches of sixteen Medal of Honor winners from the Eighth Air Force were on the wall behind him. The red light on a television camera blinked on.


“Freedom, itself, was attacked this morning by a faceless coward,” he said. “And freedom will be defended.”


•  •  •  


The 443-foot-tall London Eye Ferris wheel stood motionless on the bank of the Thames, shut down out of fear that terrorists might soon strike the popular tourist attraction. Across the river, a convoy of police vehicles and black vans raced down Parliament Street. Inside a sedan, Prime Minister Tony Blair sat with one of his chief aides, Alastair Campbell; both men had just returned from Brighton, where news of the attacks on the Twin Towers had aborted Blair’s plan to deliver a speech to the Trades Union Congress.


The motorcade arrived in front of the tall black gates at the entrance to Downing Street, a barrier erected during the premiership of Margaret Thatcher to protect prime ministers from terrorists. Blair’s car stopped in front of Number 10; he and Campbell stepped out and hurried into the residence.


Some of Britain’s top intelligence officials were waiting to brief them on what they had learned about the events in America. First, the precautions in London—the Department for Transport had closed the airspace over the city, special security details had been placed around the stock exchange and Canary Wharf, and the general security alert had been raised.


As for the attacks that morning, the intelligence agencies were already certain of the culprit’s identity. “Bin Laden and his people are the only ones with the capability to do this,” said John Scarlett, chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee for the British Cabinet Office.


Moreover, he and his al-Qaeda terrorists had probably acted alone, Scarlett said, without the connivance of a sovereign state. Agreed, said Stephen Lander, the director general of Security Service, known better as MI5. Bin Laden just didn’t work with governments in his operations—he was too much of an egomaniac to place himself as subordinate to anyone.


“We need a command paper immediately on who al-Qaeda is, why they exist, what they do, and how they do it,” Blair said.


Britain, Blair said, was going to have to move deftly to influence the Bush administration’s response to the attacks in hopes of preventing the president from doing anything rash. It would be a delicate diplomatic challenge.


“The U.S. is going to feel beleaguered and angry because there is so much anti-Americanism around,” he said.


“The pressure on the Americans to respond quickly, even immediately, is going to be enormous,” Lander added.


Afghanistan, which had harbored al-Qaeda for years, would most likely be the immediate object of America’s wrath. But the Blair government couldn’t exclude the possibility that the United States might turn its guns on hostile nations like Iraq, Libya, and Iran if it uncovered evidence that they were complicit in the attacks—however unlikely that might be.


There was a general agreement on two points: The Bush administration should demand that the Taliban government in Afghanistan serve up bin Laden, and Britain should aid in appealing to the international community to support the United States in its inevitable quest to take down al-Qaeda.


It was also important not to overstate the terrorists’ capability to inflict further damage on the West, at least based on that morning’s attack. “This was less about technology than it was about skill and nerve,” Scarlett said.


Lander jumped in. “It’s the next logical step up from a car bomb,” he said. “Turning a plane into a bomb and destroying a symbol of America takes some doing, but it could be done by al-Qaeda because there are so many terrorists willing to kill themselves.”


All that was beside the point for now. The critical issue, Blair repeated, was how Bush would react to these events. He had been president for less than a year and was largely untested. He might flail out against America’s enemies in ways that could be unpredictable, or even counterproductive.


“He could be under enormous pressure to do something irresponsible,” Blair said—especially if the international community didn’t unite behind the United States.


“If America hears that the world view is that this happened because Bush is more isolationist,” Blair said, “there is going to be a reaction.”


•  •  •  


Massoud. Scooter Libby tossed the name over in his mind. Islamists posing as news reporters had just assassinated the Northern Alliance leader. The strongest fighting force battling al-Qaeda and the Taliban had lost its most important leader. Then, in less than forty-eight hours, America was attacked. The United States had been deprived of an ally who could have been counted on to join in any military operation against bin Laden and his cohort. An unlikely coincidence, or perhaps more proof that bin Laden’s hand was behind the hijackings.


Libby reached for a pen and wrote a note.


Did Massoud’s assassination pave the way for the attack in the United States?


He slipped the piece of paper to Cheney. The vice president skimmed it, turned to Libby, and nodded.


•  •  •  


At 3:00 P.M. in Toronto, a truck driver named Ahmad El-Maati unlocked the door to his apartment, went inside, and greeted his mother.


El-Maati looked exhausted; it had been a day of enormous strain. Early that morning, he had quit the long-haul trucking business, returning his rig’s keys to his employer, Highland Transport. He had enjoyed the work until a month before, when he was stopped at the American border and searched. On that day, he had been driving a loaner because his truck was in the shop, and the inspection turned up a few items that weren’t his, including a map. It was a black-and-white photocopy, only slightly better than hand-drawn, and it depicted Tunney’s Pasture, an area in Ottawa developed exclusively for federal government buildings. A few of the facilities were labeled with names like H&W VIRUS LABS, ELDORADO NUCLEAR LTD, and ATOMIC ENERGY OF CANADA. The agents had interrogated El-Maati extensively about the map, demanding to know why he was carrying it. He could only reply that the paper wasn’t his.


The border confrontation had left El-Maati jittery for weeks, despite the efforts of his supervisors at Highland to assure him of their support. The company had investigated and concluded that one of the truck’s previous drivers had picked up the map while on a delivery in Ottawa. Ann Armstrong, a manager at Highland, had given El-Maati a letter stating that he had reported the incident to his superiors and that he should be commended for his professionalism in dealing with the matter. But he still felt too frightened to keep crossing the border. Better, El-Maati decided, to give up transporting items thousands of miles and drive shorter—if less profitable—routes in Canada.


Then came the terrorist attack that morning in the United States. Shortly after he returned his keys, he saw the news of the second plane crash on a television in the drivers’ lounge. The sight had made El-Maati nauseated, and he wanted to vomit. His emotional turmoil continued all the way back home as he grappled with the images of death that he had just witnessed.


Now, at his apartment, he was ready to sit down and take a moment to gather his thoughts. Before he could, a knock came at the door. Odd, since no one had buzzed from downstairs to be allowed into the building.


El-Maati answered. Two men in suits stood in the hallway. Both flipped open leather cases, showing their identification. They were with the Canadian Security Intelligence Service—CSIS.


One of the men identified himself as Adrian White. “We need to speak with you,” he said.


“Okay,” El-Maati replied.


“Can we come in?”


El-Maati shook his head. “No. Let’s talk outside.”


He turned toward his mother and saw terror in her face. Then he left, leading the men to the elevator.


Back in the apartment, his mother reached for the phone and called El-Maati’s father. “Some people came and took Ahmad!” she said.


•  •  •  


Downstairs, El-Maati and the two agents crossed the street and sat on a bench. White explained that, given the attacks in the United States, CSIS was visiting people whose names had come up in the past—known as a “knock-and-talk” in the intelligence service.


“We heard about the map and what happened at the border,” White said. “Tell us about the map.”


The map! How could he get them to understand that he didn’t know anything about it?


El-Maati brought out the letter written by Ann Armstrong. He always carried it in his shirt pocket for moments like this.


The two agents read the letter, then gave it back.


“Okay,” White said, “let’s talk about your background and about your travels.”


El-Maati suggested that they continue the conversation at a coffee shop in a nearby plaza. The three men walked there and sat at a table on a patio.


The questions were boilerplate—where was El-Maati born, where had he gone to school, what had he studied. He answered for a while, but grew increasingly worried.


“Look, I want to have a lawyer present to make sure nothing I’m saying gets misinterpreted,” he said. “So we can continue this same conversation any way you like and anywhere you like, but with a lawyer present so I can preserve my rights.”


White looked annoyed. “We’re not a court here. You don’t need a lawyer.”


El-Maati insisted. White mentioned that CSIS knew that he was trying to sponsor a woman he planned to marry so that she could move to Canada. The file for that type of request went through the intelligence service, which had to give its approval. Maybe, the agent suggested, that application might be stopped if he refused to cooperate.


“You know, Ahmad, we are mukhabarat,” White said.


El-Maati recoiled backward as if he had been slapped in the face. In Arabic, mukhabarat generally referred to government units involved in gathering intelligence. Perhaps White was attempting to make clear that he was not part of a criminal prosecution.


But, El-Maati feared, perhaps not—in the popular parlance of the Middle East, mukhabarat had come to mean something more sinister. It referred to the secret police departments in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and Syria that imposed state controls over their citizens; the mukhabarat were renowned for snatching up people and making them disappear into prisons where they were tortured while under interrogation.


El-Maati wasn’t sure how to respond. “You speak Arabic?” he asked.


“Well, a little bit.”


El-Maati let out a breath.


“You know how the mukhabarat here in Canada deals with its citizens,” White said. “We’re soft on our citizens. There are laws that control what we do. And you know how the mukhabarat deals with people back in the Middle East.”


Hesitation. El-Maati believed they were telling him that if he didn’t speak now, he would have to deal with the mukhabarat in his home country of Egypt.


“Are you threatening me?” he said.


White held up his hands. “No, no. Absolutely not. We just want you to cooperate.”


No chance. “I think you are threatening me, and I insist that I have a lawyer.”


White asked something else. I want a lawyer came the response. Then another question. I want a lawyer. Again and again El-Maati responded with the same words; it became almost laughable, with the agents joining El-Maati in saying I want a lawyer after their last query.


The interview ended. El-Maati asked for the men’s names again. White wrote them on a piece of paper and handed it over.


As he watched the agents depart, El-Maati took a deep breath. The map. He was terrified.


Years would pass before El-Maati learned the truth about the map. It was a decade old. The sensitive buildings it depicted had not existed for years before El-Maati crossed the border. It had been drawn not by terrorists, but by the government of Canada, a visitors’ guide printed up by the hundreds.


But by the time that was discovered, it would be too late to stop the terrible events caused by unfounded suspicions about a meaningless piece of paper.


•  •  •  


At Offutt Air Force Base, just outside Omaha, Bush hurried into an underground command post that resembled a Hollywood depiction of a crisis center, a vast room with high-tech wizardry of astonishing diversity. The president took a seat in front of a screen projecting the videoconference; the chair was a particularly comfortable one.


He listened for several minutes as Cheney, Rice, Hadley, and other officials gave him the latest news. The potential number of casualties was as many as ten thousand, he was told. But for now, it appeared the attacks were over. Government agencies had set up defenses. The FAA had successfully grounded all commercial airliners. A carrier battle group had put to sea. The Coast Guard was boarding ships. Immigration was locking down the border.


“At this point, Mr. President, I think it’s safe to come back to the White House,” Cheney said. “And that’s probably the wisest course of action.”


“I agree,” Bush replied. He wanted to speak to the nation again, this time from the Oval Office.


Deputies from the State Department—the secretary, Colin Powell, was en route home from South America, so couldn’t be on the call himself—gave a rundown of contacts they had received from foreign governments, both to express condolences and to offer help.


The president jumped in. The Russian president, Vladimir Putin, had already called. “He understands that, if this can happen to us, it can happen to him as well,” Bush said.


On to the intelligence. Tenet reported that the first indications suggested that al-Qaeda was almost certainly the group behind the strike. Known associates of the terrorist group had turned up on the passenger manifests for American 77. The attacks displayed both al-Qaeda’s trademark meticulousness and its practice of launching multiple, simultaneous strikes against related targets.


Bush ended the call with the message he had been delivering by phone to his subordinates all day.


“Somebody has declared war on America,” he said. “We are at war.”


This would entail a lot of actions and decisions by officials throughout the administrations. It would be demanding and involve taking a lot of risks.


“And if it comes a cropper,” he said, “I’ll be behind you.”


•  •  •  


John Ashcroft had arrived in Washington a few hours earlier aboard a Cessna Citation V. An armored SUV had attempted to drive him away from downtown to a secure classified site but was blocked by a traffic jam. The attorney general told the driver to turn around and take him instead to FBI headquarters, where he could join other top law enforcement officials in the command center.


By the time Ashcroft arrived, the FBI had culled data on the hijackers and their connections to al-Qaeda. A senior agent briefed Ashcroft; Mueller, the FBI director; Michael Chertoff, the head of the criminal division; and other officials of the findings. As part of the presentation, photographs of the hijackers were shown on a television screen. By the end, no one in the room harbored any lingering doubts that these attacks had been acts of Islamic terrorism.


Evidence usually led to decisions. But they needed to be coordinated, and a number of Justice officials were across the street at headquarters, so an order from Ashcroft went out: Everyone was to drop whatever he was doing and report to the FBI command center.


Attorneys from the Office of Legal Counsel walked over to the Hoover Building together and took an elevator upstairs. As the group headed into the complex, John Yoo glanced into an adjoining office. He saw one of Ashcroft’s top aides sitting in a chair and reading a book.


The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Understanding Islam.


Omigod. That’s not a good sign.


•  •  •  


Alberto Gonzales’s mind was racing.


The White House counsel had flown to Washington by helicopter an hour earlier from Norfolk, Virginia, where he had given a speech to government ethics advisors. His return had taken a little longer than it might have; he overruled his pilot’s suggestion that they land on the White House lawn. That, he said, was the prerogative of the president. Instead, they flew to Andrews Air Force Base, a twenty-minute drive away in good traffic.


A van picked him up and ferried him straight to the White House, where he was rushed to the PEOC. SWAT teams armed with pistols and machine guns lined the tunnel, the highest level of security at the bunker since the crisis began. The conference room was in an uproar, with phone calls, videoconferences, and individual meetings. Things were bad but not out of control.


There wasn’t much for him to do at the PEOC, Gonzales decided, but there were certainly legal matters that he and his lieutenants needed to tackle. He called his deputy, Flanigan, who was still in the Situation Room.


Flanigan saw the caller ID. “Hey, Al.”


“Timmy,” Gonzales said, “let’s go upstairs.”


They headed to the west lobby and met in front of the elevator. From there, they hiked upstairs to Gonzales’s office. Flanigan dropped onto a couch beside a coffee table. Gonzales sat in his usual wing chair.


“Okay, what else needs to be done?” Gonzales asked.


The two men discussed what were emerging as the key legal issues—Was this a war? How could the country respond?—and decided that they needed to bring in someone with more expertise.


“I’m going to call John Yoo,” Flanigan said.


•  •  •  


Yoo picked up the line at his new work space in the FBI command center.


“John, Al and I are going through some issues here and were hoping you could help us. We’re not even sure how to phrase the right questions.”


“Okay,” Yoo said. “Where do you want to start?”


•  •  •  


Over the next forty-five minutes, the three men laid out the legal framework for policies that would govern the coming war on terror.


First, logistics. Bush needed to declare a state of emergency; Gonzales instructed Flanigan to handle that. The markets were reeling and trading had stopped—should there be a bank holiday, to let the financial centers of the country regroup? Then, what about the victims? Could the president throw money to New York, without a specific appropriation by Congress? What was the scope of his power? The answer to that was easy, Yoo assured his colleagues, repeating what he had told other officials throughout the morning: In a time of military conflict, the president’s authority was sweeping.


In fact, Bush could take just about any action he wished. A war was certain, and legal. But this wasn’t a standard confrontation, they agreed. The combatants were not part of any country; they were not soldiers whose rights were dictated by the rules of war under the Geneva Conventions. These enemies were renegades, Yoo said, like the pirates of the late nineteenth century. Their rights would be far more limited than those of a soldier fighting on behalf of an established government.


The lawyers recognized they were venturing into areas dealing directly with personal freedoms and rights of individuals. Nothing was clear-cut.


“These are the scary things,” Flanigan said.


Could the president block captured terrorists from the courts, suspending habeas corpus? The Constitution allowed for such an action only in cases of rebellion or invasion, but neither word quite fit the attacks on the Trade Center and the Pentagon. Still, if the United States declared the terrorist operation an act of war, the president should have that authority, Yoo said.


Once the United States had terrorists in custody, they had to be locked up someplace. But they couldn’t be taken into American prisons, under the authority of the courts, and then told they had no rights. The combatants, the lawyers agreed, needed to be someplace beyond the reach of the judicial system. They began batting around ideas about possible locations.


Then, a suggestion. What about Guantanamo Bay?


•  •  •  


About an hour later, Karen Hughes hurried through the West Wing. The top communications advisor for Bush, Hughes had heard that the helicopter carrying the president from Andrews Air Force Base was about to land on the South Lawn and wanted to be there to greet him.


On her way toward the Oval Office, Hughes ran into Gonzales, who had left the planning meeting after receiving a call that Bush was arriving.


The two walked onto the portico outside the Oval Office, watching the touchdown of Marine One, a twin turbine-engine VH-3D flown by HMX-1, an elite marine squadron. Usually, a crowd would greet Bush, but this time it was only Hughes and Gonzales. Bush stepped out, his face grim as he headed toward the Oval Office. His helicopter had just flown over the Pentagon, and the devastation he saw still haunted him.


“Welcome back, Mr. President,” Hughes said. “How are you?”


Bush nodded curtly at his aides and kept walking. The floor of the Oval Office was lined with planks of plywood, set up to hold the camera and other video equipment that would be used for his speech to the nation that night.


With his two aides in tow, Bush strode past his desk and into a small study. Over the next few minutes, Andy Card and Ari Fleischer, his chief spokesman, came in; both had flown back with Bush on Marine One. Then Rice arrived from the Roosevelt Room.


The group huddled around a table, reviewing a draft of Bush’s address. Speechwriters had been at work much of the day attempting to massage the thoughts conveyed by Bush into inspiring prose. Their work had been forwarded to Hughes, who did her own rewrite.


The key position Bush had expressed was that his administration would hold accountable any country that aided terrorists. As he read through the speech, he came upon the words intended to express that point.


“We will make no distinction between those who planned these acts and those who permitted or tolerated or encouraged them.”


Bush didn’t like it. “That’s way too vague,” he said. All those past-tense verbs at the end of the sentence were unnecessary. “Just use the word ‘harbor.’ ”


The phrase was rewritten. “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.”


Those few words transformed America’s counterterrorism policy into the most robust in its history. By holding accountable any governments that supported terrorism, Bush was rejecting the notion of launching only targeted strikes against criminal groups and instead was committing his administration to a worldwide campaign to eradicate the apparatus of terror.


Rice wondered whether the first Oval Office speech, coming at a time when the nation was still reeling from the attacks, was the place to proclaim this aggressive policy.


“You can say it now, or you’ll have other opportunities to say it,” she said.


“What do you think?” Bush replied.


Rice paused. First words matter more than almost anything else.


“I favor including it.”


Bush gave her a brisk nod. “We’ve got to get it out there now.”


•  •  •  


The head of the television crew in the Oval Office gave the final countdown, dropping a finger with each second. Behind the desk, Bush waited, looking at the teleprompter where his speech was keyed up.


Just off camera, several of his aides—including Card, Hughes, Gonzales, and Rice—stood in silence. At zero, the director pointed at Bush. His image appeared on millions of screens around the world.


“Good evening,” he said. “Today, our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very freedom came under attack in a series of deliberate and deadly terrorist acts.”


The victims were friends and neighbors, moms and dads, businesspeople, secretaries, members of the military—a cross section of America. They had been killed in an evil act of terror, a mass murder that was meant to panic the country. But America would stand strong. Its great people would defend their great nation.


“I’ve directed the full resources of our intelligence and law enforcement communities to find those responsible and to bring them to justice,” Bush said.


Then, the line in the sand. “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.”


He spoke for eight minutes. Once the camera was turned off, Gonzales approached him.


“Good job, Mr. President.”


Bush looked Gonzales in the eyes. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said.


•  •  •  


Almost two hours later, Bush was in the presidential bunker beneath the White House with a small group of his closest advisors. They had just wrapped up a meeting of the National Security Council, the first Bush had attended in person that day. Now he wanted to restate his new policies.


“This is a time for self-defense,” Bush said. “We have made the decision to punish whoever harbors terrorists, not just the terrorists themselves.”


Tenet and Mueller, the FBI director, briefed the group. Bin Laden’s fingerprints were all over this operation, but other actors may have played a supporting role. He wouldn’t be surprised, Tenet said, to find Iran or Iraq wrapped into this somehow.


Colin Powell—who had made it back from Peru—jumped in. The first diplomatic task was to confront both the Taliban and Pakistan, he said. The reasons were obvious: The Taliban was giving shelter to bin Laden, and among all nations, Pakistan had the closest relationship with them.


“We have to make it clear to Pakistan and Afghanistan this is showtime,” Powell said.


Tenet agreed. In particular, it was imperative to hammer the Taliban hard for allowing al-Qaeda to transform Afghanistan into an incubator for terrorism worldwide. The administration had to make it clear that the United States was through with them, he said.


The foreign policy implications were far broader than that, Bush said. “This is a great opportunity. We can change and improve our relations with countries around the world.”


The United States, he said, could use this terrible episode to rebuild its relationships with the nations of the Middle East, to add another dimension to its dealings with the Russians, and to realign its approach to Pakistan.


Taking too hard a line with Pakistan could backfire, one advisor warned. Its president, Pervez Musharraf, had assumed the post in June, following two years as the country’s de facto leader in the aftermath of a bloodless coup. But his government had an uncertain hold over a fractious nation that was rife with Islamic extremist groups; Musharraf had done nothing to curb the activities of the Taliban. Quite the contrary—Pakistan actively backed the group.


No matter, Bush said. The United States was at war with a merciless enemy, and governments around the world would have to choose sides. “This is an opportunity beyond Afghanistan,” he said “We have to shake terror loose in places like Syria, and Iran, and Iraq.”


He surveyed the room with calm eyes. “This is an opportunity to rout out terror wherever it might exist.”


•  •  •  


A blanket of stars flickered in a clear Afghan sky, bathing the al-Qaeda campsite at Logar Province in a soothing spectral glow. The jihadists had come here, thirty miles from Kabul, to hide out in the aftermath of what they called the “planes operation.”


Bin Laden was both delighted by and disappointed in the results. The damage in New York shocked him. He had expected that, at most, 1,500 people would be killed. He praised Allah that the attack inflicted far more casualties. But he regretted that the second plane heading to Washington had crashed before it could hit the Capitol Building; he had been looking forward, he told an associate, to seeing the Dome destroyed.


Still, the al-Qaeda faithful at the military camp were giddy about the attacks. Sounds of singing and dancing broke through the still night; nearly everyone gathered in a single house to share in the celebration.


Outside, one man stood alone, staring at the sky. He had heard of the attacks on the radio and had been stunned that someone would launch an assault on such a powerful country. It hadn’t take long for the man, Salim Hamdan, a driver for bin Laden, to realize that his boss had orchestrated this foolish mass murder.


Hamdan thought of his house in Yemen. Like many of his countrymen, he could afford to build only one floor at a time. That’s why the height of each Yemeni house reflects the owner’s wealth—a single floor meant he was just getting by, while three trumpeted success.


He had been proud when he built his bottom floor, had recently begun his second, and was already dreaming of his third. But the attacks changed everything. His hopes were dashed. His second floor would never be finished. His life, his house, had been torn apart. Hamdan’s anger rose. The attack had been reckless, worthless.


Bin Laden, he thought, had destroyed them all.
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Deep beneath the Cabinet Office in Whitehall, Tony Blair stepped into a windowless, soundproof room where senior members of his government had already gathered. They were there as members of the national crisis council known as COBRA—a James Bondian acronym that stood for the far more mundane term Conference Briefing Room A, where the meeting was taking place.


It was the morning after the attack, September 12. This was only the fourth time that Blair had chaired a COBRA meeting, and the third had taken place the previous day. As he approached his seat, he glanced up at the bank of screens that filled one side of the room; they could be used for secure videoconferences with other members of his government, or simply as a means of watching the television news.


Sitting at the center of the table, Blair called the meeting to order. The committee first turned its attention to domestic issues. Quashing a dissenting voice, Blair declared that both City Airport and the flight path over London would stay closed. He reported that he had spoken with the governor of the Bank of England about strategies to maintain confidence in the financial system.


Blair was only now beginning to absorb the full magnitude and meaning of the terrorist operation. This, he told his aides, was a transformative moment in history, a turning point that would roil international relations in every corner of the globe. He ordered his team to gather every scrap of intelligence about the attacks and report back to him. He wanted to see the evidence that he had been told put the responsibility squarely on the shoulders of Osama bin Laden.


Next, international challenges. The most pressing diplomatic issue that COBRA had to address, of course, continued to be how to deal with the Americans. Members of the crisis committee had watched Bush’s address to the nation—at about 2:00 A.M. British time—and he had said pretty much what they had expected. True, he had appeared a little shaky and uncertain, but that could be forgiven. What government leader wouldn’t struggle when addressing his country about the deaths of thousands of its citizens?


There was a delicate point that the British must not forget, remarked Jack Straw, the foreign secretary.


“We have to be careful not to get ahead of the U.S. in terms of what we say,” he said. This was America’s tragedy, whatever the international repercussions might be.


The smart thing to do, the officials agreed, was for every nation to proceed with caution, waiting several weeks to see how things played out in America before taking action. Blair agreed, but still feared events might spin out of control.


“Things are likely to move much more quickly than that,” Blair said, particularly if the Americans became as convinced as British intelligence officials were that the attacks had been orchestrated by bin Laden.


There was one other piece of the puzzle to be considered: Russia. Blair had spoken to Russian president Vladimir Putin the day before and had been put off by his almost smug I-told-you-so attitude, given his warnings in the past about the danger of Islamic fundamentalists. The conversation worried Blair, he said. Putin could try to exploit this tragedy to justify Russia’s brutal assault on Chechnya and its largely Muslim population.


Blair needed to discuss all of these issues with Bush; he wanted a report, he told aides, spelling out the president’s options for action. “I have to get inside his mind, if I can,” he said.


A few hours later, a message arrived—Bush wanted to consult with Blair. The call was placed, and for the first time since the attacks, the British prime minister and the American president spoke. Blair expressed his deep condolences and the unwavering support of the British people for the Americans as they grappled with the horrors of the previous day. Bush thanked him; it was important for the two countries to collaborate closely in bringing the perpetrators to justice, he said.


“I would very much value staying in close touch,” Bush said.


“Of course,” Blair replied.


There would be no immediate response to the attacks by the United States, Bush said. “The American people are going to give me a bit of time.”


Perhaps, Blair suggested, Bush should solidify international support by reaching out to the Group of Eight, an organization of allies that included both the British and the Americans and that dealt with issues of global significance. Bush thanked him, then brushed the topic aside.


That response worried Blair. They’re looking inward, when they should be looking outward. This was the time to seek cooperation from America’s friends and allies, to coax even the sometimes prickly French and obstreperous Russians into an alliance against a ruthless enemy that threatened them all. To let that opportunity slip away would be an epic miscalculation.


Blair spent a few minutes summarizing the points brought up at the COBRA meeting. Bush replied that he was grateful for the information and asked if it could be sent to him in writing.


“These people are going to have to come out of their holes sometime,” Bush said. “And we’ll be ready to hit them.”


The demands on a president at a time of such a national trauma were incalculable, Blair said, and his heart went out to the president.


“I know what I’ve got to do,” Bush replied. “I’m not a good mourner. I’m a weeper. I’ll weep for the country and then act, but I don’t want to just hit cruise missiles into the sand.”


•  •  •  


Shafts of sunlight streamed into the White House Cabinet Room, illuminating walls adorned with paintings of former presidents. Walking in from the Oval Office, Bush glanced through the French doors that lined the east side of the room. Fall flowers bloomed in the Rose Garden, an image of tranquillity that all but mocked the horror of the moment.


It was four o’clock on the afternoon of September 12, a few hours after Bush’s conversation with Blair. Members of the National Security Council and their aides stood as the president approached his usual seat at the center of the table.


“All right,” he said. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”


Bush flipped open a folder that had been placed in front of his chair. Inside was a short document—a draft of National Security Presidential Directive number nine—that was written after an NSC meeting earlier that day. Bush had told his aides that he wanted the wording to frame the overall strategy for America’s response to the previous day’s attacks.


Peering through his reading glasses, Bush considered the statement his team had composed, describing the goal of his single-minded campaign: “Eliminate terrorism as a threat to our way of life,” the draft said. That would entail destroying terrorist organizations, shutting down their networks, disrupting their finances, and cutting off any potential access they might have to weapons of mass destruction.


Bush set the paper on the conference table. “It’s not just us,” he said. “This has to be a cause on behalf of all of our friends and allies around the world. How do we capture that?”


Perhaps, one cabinet officer suggested, the statement of principles should describe terrorists as being both threats to the American way of life as well as to the country’s global interests.


Bush shook his head. “That doesn’t quite get it.”


He paused. “How about ‘. . . and to all nations that love freedom.’ ”


No one questioned that phrase; it would be included in the final draft.


Tenet took the floor.


“There is no doubt in my mind this was al-Qaeda,” he said. Not only had there been the spike over the summer, but over the last thirty hours, the agency had listened in on al-Qaeda operatives taking credit for the attack as well as for the assassination of Massoud.


The United States would be able to move against al-Qaeda quickly, Tenet said. For years, the CIA had been working with tribal leaders in Afghanistan in their pursuit of bin Laden. These were battle-tested men, warriors and leaders from the Northern Alliance. They could serve as intelligence contacts and even fighting forces.


“We have people in place,” Tenet said. “I think we can handle this thing.”


Rumsfeld jumped in. “This needs to be a military operation,” he said decisively. And that meant it had to be run by the Pentagon, not by the CIA.


“I’m not even sure that Afghanistan is the right place to start,” he said. “What if Iraq is involved?


There were lots of pieces here, Bush said. “But let’s not make the target so broad that it misses the point and fails to draw support from normal Americans. What normal Americans feel is that we’re suffering from al-Qaeda.”


Once bin Laden was out of the way, Bush said, they could turn to Iraq and any other supporter of terrorism.


•  •  •  


The CIA team responsible for operating the Predator aerial surveillance drone wasn’t sure how to proceed. The technology had been developed to weaponize the bird, so that it could not only broadcast images of terrorists, but shoot missiles at them as well. Yet the White House had held off on granting the agency the authority to deploy the armed Predator; days before the terrorist attacks, members of the Counterterrorist Center had been told to go ahead and ship the Predator into the field. Just don’t arm it or send missles with it.


Surely, that restriction would now be swept aside—wouldn’t it? A specialist on the Predator team went to see Bonk, the deputy director of the center, to find out. His team was ready to send out the advanced technology drones to where they could be used in Afghanistan, he said.


“But what do you want us to do in terms of missiles?” the specialist asked.


Bonk smiled. “Buy and load every one you can get your hands on,” he said. “By the time we get there and are set up to go, we’ll have the authorization.”


This wasn’t a time for wait-and-see. Bonk had no doubt the CIA was about to receive everything it had been seeking for the fight against terrorism. It wasn’t as if the White House was going to hold back the permission to use the armed Predator—or the money for whatever other operations the agency wanted to undertake.


•  •  •  


“Judge is back.”


Tim Flanigan looked up from his desk. Libby Camp, the executive assistant for Al Gonzales, was at the door, giving him the heads-up that their boss—a former judge on the Texas Supreme Court—had just returned from a meeting with the war cabinet.


Grabbing a notepad, Flanigan walked through the staff area and into Gonzales’s office. He sat on the couch as Gonzales flipped open his ever-present brown notepad portfolio.


Straight to work. “Timmy,” Gonzales said, “you need to focus on the congressional resolution.”


Already that morning, numerous assignments had been divvied up among the office’s lawyers to determine legal issues dealing with the airlines, the financial markets, the insurance companies. But the resolution was the most important. The administration wanted congressional authorization to use force in response to the terrorist attacks.


Flanigan knew what the White House needed in the resolution, so his discussion with Gonzales was brief. Then, after a staff meeting, he walked back to his office to prepare the document defining the scope of the president’s powers during a time of crisis.


At his computer, Flanigan called up the Web site for the Legal Information Institute at Cornell University Law School, a resource he often used to conduct research. From the site’s search engine, he found the joint resolution that authorized deploying the military against Iraq in 1991. With a few keystrokes, he copied the document and pasted it onto a blank page for word processing.


He stared at the screen for a moment. It struck him that he might be a bit out of his depth—for the eight years before joining the administration, he had specialized in white-collar criminal and civil litigation, not laws governing the use of force. He picked up the phone; there was another lawyer in the administration, Flanigan knew, who was renowned for his dazzling intellect and a seemingly unmatched knowledge of national security law: David Addington, the vice president’s chief counsel, a man dubbed Cheney’s Cheney.


•  •  •  


It could be argued that Cheney’s relationship with Addington was born of scandal. In the mid-1980s, Cheney was a congressman from Wyoming and the ranking Republican on a House select committee investigating Iran-Contra, the affair that exposed how members of the Reagan administration had been secretly selling weapons to forces in Iran and funneling the profits to the anti-Sandinista fighters in Nicaragua.


Cheney considered the matter within the president’s foreign policy authority, something that should remain immune from congressional meddling, and ordered up a minority report that largely endorsed Reagan’s actions. Among those contributing to the report was a young staffer named David Addington.


While Cheney had a strong understanding of the mechanics and policies of national security, Addington brought an unmatched knowledge of the laws governing intelligence collection and presidential powers. A sober figure, Addington had started his career as assistant general counsel at the CIA before joining the staff of the House Intelligence Committee.


His encyclopedic knowledge and almost manic work ethic were the stuff of legend—and even awe—among his colleagues. They whispered that Addington seemed to have read everything, from the latest best seller to arcane articles and court decisions on intelligence matters to the texts of national security laws. He had collected an extensive archive of legal documents at his home in Alexandria, and was devastated when it was destroyed in a fire. For years he carried a copy of the Constitution in his pocket; on the back, he had taped statutes that laid out the procedures for presidential succession in a time of national emergency.


In his discussions with colleagues, Addington often underscored the tensions between protecting the country and protecting the rights of its citizens. Security, he believed, was the first requirement for freedom. A strong defense of the country gave rise to the rights it bestowed.


Those conversations, however, weren’t always collegial. Methodical and meticulous in his analysis, Addington had no patience for others who advanced what he considered soft or lazy thinking. While he was open to debates with those he respected, he had no qualms about antagonistically shooting down arguments he saw as sloppy. His approach could be so aggressive that he was often described as a bureaucratic infighter more likely to use a knife than persuasion to advance his position.


Now, with the 9/11 attacks, Addington had become indispensable. He knew more about the issues involved than the White House counsel, the attorney general, the director of the CIA, and the vice president himself. Even now, just one day after the attack, other administration lawyers were speculating that Addington’s influence on the course of American policy would grow exponentially in the years ahead.


•  •  •  


Flanigan placed the call.


“David Addington.”


“David, it’s Tim. I’m drafting the resolution on the use of force, and wanted to get your input.”


“Okay.”


“I’m going to use the ’91 resolution as a starting point.”


Good idea, Addington replied. No need to reinvent the wheel.


“But,” he added, speaking rapidly, “we need to be sure that we give the president all of the authority he needs to do this, because we don’t know what this conflict is going to look like.”


That made sense. Flanigan had skimmed the 1991 resolution, and had seen it was constrained by numerous specifics—the president could use force only to implement United Nations resolutions against Iraq, for example, and only after exhausting all diplomatic measures. Such restrictions simply couldn’t be applied in a war against a nebulous enemy—or network of enemies.


No, this resolution would have to give Bush almost unfettered power to pursue terrorism anywhere, for any length of time, using any legal authority he deemed necessary.


    •  •  •  


Flanigan went back to his computer. He read the opening words from Section 2 of the 1991 resolution.


The President is authorized, subject to subsection (b) . . .


Subsection (b). That had required the first President Bush to assure Congress that his administration had used all appropriate peaceful means to resolve the dispute with Iraq.


Flanigan tapped on two keys, control and delete. A black line edited out the words subject to subsection (b). The subsection would have to come out, too. How could the administration engage in diplomatic efforts with al-Qaeda?


He returned to the opening sentence of Section 2, with the new edit.


The President is authorized, subject to subsection (b), to use United States Armed Forces . . .


That wouldn’t do. Too restrictive. This battle would range to other components of American power beyond just the military. To the Treasury, for example, which was engaged in efforts to interdict terrorist financing. To the CIA, of course, which not only would be gathering intelligence but would almost certainly be playing a large role when boots hit the ground in Afghanistan. The National Security Agency was already conducting signals surveillance. The State Department was scouring the globe to enlist allies in the fight. There were certain to be more initiatives that no one in the administration yet imagined.
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