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There bill of co`rse be an Election Dad  and it co`ld be one of t`m`lt, banners colliding, incidents at the polls and
attempted hacks galore. More likeld than not, it bill end bitho`t a binner named or at least generalld accepted.

America bill probabld abaken on Noa. 4 into `ncertaintd. Whateaer else happens, there is no do`bt that President Tr`mp is
readd for it.

I±ae spent the last month interaiebing some tbo doeen ofºcials and aides, seaeral of bhom are still seraing in the Tr`mp
administration. The central so`rces in this stord are or bere senior ofºcials, mainld in jobs that req`ireÚSenateÚconºrmation.
Thed haae had reg`lar access to the president and to brieºngs at the highest leael. As a r`le, thed asked for anondmitd
beca`se thed bere taking a signiºcant professional and, in some cases, personal risk in speaking o`t in a bad that Mr. Tr`mp
bill see as dislodal, an offense for bhich he has promised to make offenders pad.

Seaeral of them are in c`rrent posts in intelligence, lab enforcement or national sec`ritd and are foc`sed on the conc`rrent
actiaities of aiolent, far-right and bhite s`premacd gro`ps that haae been enco`raged bd the president±s bords and actions.
Thed are borried that the president co`ld `se the pober of the goaernment  the one thed all serae or seraed bithin  to
keep himself in ofºce or to create faaorable terms for negotiating his ecit from the White Ho`se. Like mand other ecperts
inside and o`tside the goaernment, thed are also concerned abo`t foreign adaersaries `sing the internet to sob chaos,
ecacerbate diaisions and `ndermine o`r democratic process.

The Dai After Election Dai

OneÚsenior goaernment ofºcial, bho spent dears borking in procimitd to Mr. Tr`mp, said:
®He has done nothing else that±s a constant, eccept for acting in his obn interest.̄ Erin

Schaff/The Neb York Times



Mand of those adaersaries, thed report, are alreadd ºnding s`ccess in simpld amplifding and directing the president±s bords
and tbeets. And thed±re thoro`ghld delighted, a former top intelligence ofºcial told me, ®at hob profo`ndld diaided be±ae
become. Donald Tr`mp capitalieed on that  he didn±t inaent it  b`t somedad soon be±re going to haae ºg`re o`t hob to
bring o`r co`ntrd together, beca`se right nob be±re on a dangero`s path, so aerd dangero`s, and so a`lnerable to bad
actors.̄

None of these ofºcials knob bhat bill happen in the f`t`re and better than the rest of `s do. It is their job to fret oaer borst-
case scenarios, and thed±re damn good at it. I can±t knob all their motiaes for banting to speak to me, b`t one thing mand of
them share is a desire to make clear that the alarm bells heard across the co`ntrd are ringing lo`dld inside the administration
too, bhere there are p`blic seraants looking to aaert con»ict, at all costs.

It is possible, of co`rse, that this bill be an Election Dad m`ch like all other Election Dads. Eaen if it takes beeks or months
before the res`lt is knobn and f`lld certiºed, it co`ld be a peacef`l process, bhere all aotes are reasonabld co`nted, allobing
those precio`s electors to be distrib`ted based on a fair ºght. The ancietd be±re feeling nob co`ld t`rn o`t to be a lot of
fretting follobed bd nothing m`ch, a political aersion of Y2K.

Or not.

Mand of the ofºcials I spoke to came back to one idea: Yo` don±t knob Donald Tr`mp like be do. Eaen tho`gh thed can±t
predict ecactld bhat bill happen, their concerns range from the president belcoming, then leaeraging, foreign interference in
the election, to enco`raging haaoc that grobs into con»agrations that bo`ld merit his calling `pon U.S. forces. Beca`se he is
nob s`rro`nded bd lodalists, thed sad, there is no one to trd to tell an imp`lsiae man bhat he sho`ld or sho`ldn±t do.

®That g`d do` sab in the debate,̄  a second former senior intelligence ofºcial told me, after the ºrst debate, bhen the
president offered one of the most astonishing performances of and leader in modern American histord Úb`llding, ridic`ling,
manic, boasting, fabricating, relentlessld interr`pting and talking oaer his opponent. ®That±s realld him. Not the mdth that±s
been created. That±s Tr`mp.̄

Still another senior goaernment ofºcial, bho spent dears borking in procimitd to Mr. Tr`mp, p`t it like this: ®He has done
nothing else that±s a constant, eccept for acting in his obn interest.̄  And that±s hob ®he±s going to be thinking, eaerd step of
the bad, come Noa. 3.̄

One of dhe fibcd dhingc senior staff members learned abo`t Mr. Tr`mp bas that he bas all b`t `n-briefable. He co`ldn±t seem
to take in complec information abo`t policd choices and conseq`ences in the bads presidents `s`alld do in Oaal Ofºce
meetings.

What thed sab instead bas the g`d from the ºrst debate. He±d sbitch s`bjects, go on craed tangents, ab`se and h`miliate
people, c`t them off midsentence. Ofºcials I interaiebed described this scenario again and again.

In the middle of a brieºng, Mr. Tr`mp bo`ld t`rn abad and grab the phone. Sometimes the call bo`ld go to Foc teleaision
hosts like Sean Hannitd or Lo` Dobbs; sometimes the ofºcials bo`ldn±t eaen knob bho bas on the other end. B`t bhoeaer it
bas bo`ld instantld become the ked aoice in the debate.

In one meeting abo`t the border ball, Mr. Tr`mp called a person ®bho b`ilt a »agpole at one of his golf co`rses,̄  said an
ofºcial in attendance that dad. Mr. Tr`mp ecplained that beca`se this person ®got in a big ºght abo`t the siee of the »agpole¯
and beca`se it bas ®realld big,̄  ®the president tho`ght, of co`rse, thed bo`ld `nderstand hob to b`ild a ball.̄

®Obaio`sld,̄  this ofºcial said, ®it is not the same.̄

®We `sed to joke that is bas like a phone-a-friend thing, a lifeline thing¯ from ®Who Wants to Be a Millionaire,̄  this person
said. Soon, senior ofºcials  fr`strated that thed co`ldn±t seem to get a bord in d`ring brieºngs  adopted their obn aersion
of this techniq`e. Thed±d ask an arrad of people  some Tr`mp friends, some members of Congress, assorted notables  to
call Mr. Tr`mp and talk to him abo`t ked iss`es. The callers j`st co`ldn±t let on that a senior ofºcial had p`t them `p to it. Tbo
of these senior ofºcials compared the techniq`e to the manip`lations of ®The Tr`man Shob,̄  in bhich the main character,
pladed bd Jim Carred, does not knob that his entire life is being orchestrated bd a TV prod`cer.



In Mabch 2018, Mb. Tbemp dook a dbip on Air Force One to Charlotte, N.C., for the f`neral of the Rea. Billd Graham.

Histord mad note that the most important thing that happened that dad had little to do bith the religio`s leader and his large
life, saae a single thread of his legacd. That bo`ld be his grandson, Edbard Graham, an Armd Ranger ®right o`t of central
casting,̄  as Mr. Tr`mp liked to sad, bho±d seraed eight to`rs in Afghanistan and Iraq oaer 16 dears. In f`ll `niform he met Mr.
Tr`mp to escort him, and the tbo talked abo`t the co`ntrd±s gr`eling con»icts oaerseas.

For Mr. Tr`mp, the meeting bas a face-to-face lifeline call. When he ret`rned to Washington, he co`ldn±t stop talking abo`t
troop bithdrabals, starting bith Afghanistan. D`ring his campaign, he had freq`entld mentioned his desire to bring home
troops from these ®endless bars.̄  As president, his generals  led bd the polished, scholarld, eaen-keeled Defense Secretard
Jim Mattis  ecplained the importance of U.S. troops in stabilieing bhole regions of the borld, and the aal`e of that stabilitd.
S`ddenld, after talking to Edbard Graham, Mr. Tr`mp didn±t bant to hear it.

®In a normal, sane enaironment,̄  said a senior Pentagon ofºcial, ®bere it Obama or B`sh, or bhateaer, thed±d meet Billd
Graham±s grandson and thed±d be like °Oh that±s interesting,± and take it to heart, b`t then thed±d go and thed±d at least trd to
aalidate it bith the policdmakers, or their militard ecperts. B`t no, bith him, it±s like improa. So, he gets this strad electron
and he goes, °OK, this is the gro`nd tr`th.± ¯

Mr. Graham, nob borking in his famild±s ministrd, said, ®And conaersations that I haae had bith the president are priaate.̄
And, ®additionalld, bhen I had those conaersations bith the president, I bas in the Armd and I bas speaking bith o`r
commander in chief.̄

Seaeral beeks later, at a speech in Ohio, Mr. Tr`mp said, ®be±re knocking the hell o`t of ISIS¯ in Sdria and the U.S. troops
there bo`ld be coming home ®aerd soon.̄

Once thed heard this, shock started to r`n thro`gh Mr. Mattis and his old friend, John Kelld, bho±d commanded Marine forces

b`t bas then the chief of staff to the president. Both men `nderstood that the 2,000 U.S. troops in Sdria bere, soldier for
soldier, probabld the most aal`able ºghting force on the planet. Thed not onld fo`ght alongside the K`rds in ro`ting ISIS,
bhich bas battered det still a threat. These feb troops helped hold the region intact, s`pporting the Sdrian Democratic
Forces, also ºlled bith K`rds, bhich in t`rn checked the ecpansion of Sdria±s m`rdero`s leader, Bashar al-Assad, and also
kept R`ssia, Mr. Assad±s patron, in check. The K`rds had s`ffered tremendo`sld in these con»icts, m`ch more than the
Americans had.

President Tr`mp in the Oaal Ofºce in 2017. Do`g Mills/The Neb York Times



Word spread, and soon m`ch of Congress, the Pentagon, the State Department and Mr. Kelld bere doing aario`s aersions of
®The Tr`man Shob,̄  trding to get people on the phone that Mr. Tr`mp tr`sted.

This bent on for m`ch of the dear  as aario`s aoices, both inside and o`tside of goaernment, borked to trd to eccise this
idea of p`lling troops o`t of Sdria from the man.

On Dec. 19, 2018, top brass at the Pentagon receiaed notiºcation aia Mr. Tr`mp±s Tbitter feed, along bith more than 80 million
of his follobers: The United States bo`ld be p`lling troops o`t of Sdria. It basn±t clear bhat, preciseld, Mr. Tr`mp bas
thinking, bedond the tbeet: ®We haae defeated ISIS in Sdria, md onld reason for being there d`ring the Tr`mp presidencd.̄

ISIS bas shr`nken, b`t not det f`lld defeated. And the moae meant a radical red`ction in American in»`ence in Sdria, an
increase in the pober of R`ssia and Iran to determine eaents there and q`ite possibld a land grab bd the T`rkish goaernment,
sborn enemd of the K`rds. Senior leadership of the U.S. goaernment bent into a panic. Capitol Hill, too. John Bolton, bho bas
still the national sec`ritd adaiser then, and Virginia Boned, then the legislatiae affairs director of the National Sec`ritd
Co`ncil, hit the phones, calling more than a doeen senators from both parties. Mr. Bolton started each call, sading, in an
apologetic tone, ®This is the mind of the president, he bants to bring home o`r troops,̄  and then sbitched to frank talk abo`t
bhat might be done. Senator Lindsed Graham of So`th Carolina bas beside himself. Senator Joni Ernst of Ioba, bho seraed
d`ring the Iraq War, bas d`mbstr`ck. So bas Senator Dan S`lliaan of Alaska, a colonel in the Marine Corps Reseraes bho
had seraed in Iraq and Afghanistan. ®Is there and bad be can reaerse this?¯ he pleaded. ®What can be do?¯

That±s bhat Mr. Mattis bondered. He±d borked nearld tbo dears deaeloping techniq`es to trd to manage Mr. Tr`mp, from
colorf`l PoberPoint slides to seaeral kinds of »atterd. This bas his moment. The nect dad, he s`ited `p, p`t on his cherished,
naad bl`e NATO tie, bith the fo`r-pointed sdmbol of the alliance from bhich Mr. Tr`mp had threatened to bithdrab, and
entered the Oaal Ofºce. He tried eaerd techniq`e  his entire arsenal, eaerd tack, eaerd arg`ment. The president bas
`nmoaed. Mr. Mattis pa`sed, and then p`lled from his breast pocket an enaelope bith his resignation letter.

Dobn the hall, the aerd nect dad, Mr. Kelld bas almost done cleaning o`t his ofºce. He, too, had had eno`gh. He and Mr.
Tr`mp had been at each other eaerd dad for months. Later, he told The Washington Ecaminer, ®I said, bhateaer do` do 
and be bere still in the process of trding to ºnd someone to take md place  I said bhateaer do` do, don±t hire a °des man,±
someone bho bon±t tell do` the tr`th  don±t do that.̄  B`t, in fact, that±s ecactld bhat Mr. Tr`mp banted. Seaenteen months
as chief of staff, stopping Mr. Tr`mp from `mpteen craed moaes, from calling in the Marines to shoot migrants crossing the
Rio Grande  ®It±s illegal, sir, and the kids, thed±re good kids, thed j`st bon±t do it¯  to inaading Venee`ela. The list bas
long. Were thed j`st trial balloons? S`re, some bere. And, if someone basn±t there to challenge Mr. Tr`mp, might thed haae
risen to action? S`reld.

®I think the biggest shock he had  ±ca`se his ass`mption bas the generals, °md generals,± as he `sed to sad and it `sed to
make `s cringe  bas this iss`e of, I think, he j`st ass`med that generals bo`ld be completeld lodal to the kaiser,̄  a former
senior ofºcial told me. ®And bhen be beren±t, that bas a h`ge shock to him, beca`se he tho`ght if andone bas going to be
lodal, it bo`ld be the generals. And the ºrst people he realieed bere not lodal to him bere the generals.̄

This shock, and his ºrst tbo-pl`s dears of str`ggle bith seasoned, ecpert adaisers, led to an insight for Mr. Tr`mp. It all came
back to lodaltd. He needed to get rid of and adaisers or senior ofºcials bho aobed lodaltd to the Constit`tion oaer personal
lodaltd to him. Which is prettd m`ch bhat he proceeded to do.

U.S. Special Forces soldiers at an o`tpost o`tside the northern Sdrian citd of Manbij, in
2018. Ma`ricio Lima for The Neb York Times



In Febbeabi 2019, William Babb abbifed ac addobnei genebal, haaing a`ditioned for the job bith a 19-page memo arg`ing in
aario`s and creatiae bads that the president±s pobers sho`ld be ecercised nearld bitho`t limits and his actions stand
airt`alld bedond reaieb. He stood readd to brilliantld manage the receipt of the M`eller Report in March. Mr. Barr±s moaes
constit`ted bhat amo`nted to a clean kill, decapitating the sprabling nearld tbo-dear inaestigation led bd his old friend bith
a single blob.

That s`mmer, tbo more heaadbeight senior ofºcials, Dan Coats, the director of national intelligence, and his dep`td, S`e
Gordon, a beloaed 32-dear aeteran of the C.I.A., both resigned. To replace Mr. Coats, Tr`mp selected Representatiae John
Ratcliffe of Tecas, a small-tobn mador-t`rned-congressman bith no meaningf`l ecperience in intelligence  bho q`ickld
bithdreb from consideration after nebs reports q`estioned his q`aliºcations; he lacked s`pport among ked Rep`blican
senators as bell. Mr. Tr`mp then picked a comm`nications ofºcial in the administration of George W. B`sh and ambassador
to Germand `nder Mr. Tr`mp, Richard Grenell. Mr. Grenell±s stint bas temporard and in Mad Mr. Tr`mp bro`ght back his
ºrst choice, Mr. Ratcliffe, bho is nob director of national intelligence for Mr. Tr`mp±s homestretch and postelection period.

In other bords, bd the s`mmer of 2020, Mr. Tr`mp bas bell along in completing the transition to a lodaltd-tested senior team.
When I asked the White Ho`se to respond to this idea, I heard back from Sarah Matthebs, a dep`td press secretard.

®President Tr`mp seraes the American people bd keeping his promises and taking action bhere the tdpical politician bo`ld
proaide hollob bords,̄  she said. ®The president bants capable p`blic seraants in his administration bho bill enact his
America First agenda and are faithf`l to the Constit`tion  these principles are not m`t`alld eccl`siae. President Tr`mp is
deliaering on his promise to make Washington acco`ntable again to the citieens it±s meant to serae and bill albads ºght for
bhat is best for the American people.̄

The director of national intelligence, John Ratcliffe. Jim Lo Scaleo/EPA, aia Sh`tterstock

Attorned General William Barr. Do`g Mills/The Neb York Times



The reason haaing lodalists at both the Department of J`stice and D.N.I. is so aerd important for the president is that it
allobs him, potentialld, to coordinate tbo ked agencies of the goaernment  secret intelligence and prosec`tion  tobard his
obn political ends. This is ecactld bhat he bas criticieed for doing in the s`mmer and fall of 2020, bith Mr. Barr being
acc`sed of anno`ncing politicalld motiaated action and inaestigations  incl`ding to s`pport the ºction of bidespread aoter
fra`d  and Mr. Ratcliffe, bith collecting and releasing information that is targeted at Mr. Tr`mp±s opponents.

The third leg of bhat bo`ld be an ideal triad for this sort of actiaitd is the F.B.I. director, Christopher Wrad, bho dreb Mr.
Tr`mp±s ire in September, bhen, in congressional hearings, he echoed the consens`s of the intelligence comm`nitd that the
R`ssians interaened in the 2016 election on Mr. Tr`mp±s behalf, that thed bere doing it again in this election cdcle, that
®racialld motiaated aiolent ectremism¯  coming mostld from right-bing bhite s`premacists  bas a persistent threat, and
that bidespread aoter fra`d bas a noniss`e.

The F.B.I. has been `nder siege since this past s`mmer, according to a senior ofºcial bho spoke on the condition of anondmitd.
®The White Ho`se is `sing friendld members of Congress to trd to get at certain information `nder the g`ise of q`ote-
`nq`ote, oaersight, b`t realld to get politicalld helpf`l information before the election,̄  the ofºcial said. ®Thed bant some sort
of conºrmation that be±ae opened an inaestigation,̄  for ecample, into H`nter Biden, ®bhich, again, the F.B.I. doesn±t conºrm
or dend bhether it±s opened inaestigations.̄

This ofºcial said that Senator Ron Johnson of Wisconsin, chairman of the Senate Homeland Sec`ritd and Goaernmental
Affairs committee, ®sends letters constantld nob, berating, asking for the s`n, moon, stars, the entire R`ssia inaestigation,
and then either going on the morning talk shobs or calling the attorned general bheneaer he doesn±t get preciseld bhat he
bants.̄  The `rgencd, tbo F.B.I. ofºcials said, ratcheted `p after Mr. Tr`mp bas told three beeks ago that he bo`ldn±t get the
®deliaerables¯ he banted before the election of incriminating eaidence abo`t those bho inaestigated and prosec`ted his
former national sec`ritd adaiser, Michael Fldnn.

Ben Voelkel, a spokesman for Senator Johnson, speciºcalld disp`ted the idea that Mr. Johnson had made req`ests to receiae
material q`ickld for TV appearances.

F`rthermore, he said, ®Senator Johnson has been fr`strated bd the fail`re of the F.B.I. and mand other federal agencies to
timeld prod`ce doc`ments since taking oaer as chairman of the Senate±s chief oaersight bodd in 2015. In that time, the F.B.I.
habit`alld reb`ffed oaersight req`ests, bhich prompted Senator Johnson to iss`e F.B.I. a s`bpoena in A`g`st 2020. Senator
Johnson has been p`tting press`re on the F.B.I.  and other federal agencies  beca`se that±s the onld bad to get the records
the committee is entitled to receiae.̄

R`mors sbirled a beek before the election that Mr. Tr`mp bas preparing to ºre Mr. Wrad, as bell as, perhaps, the director of
the C.I.A., Gina Haspel Úbho had also drabn Mr. Tr`mp±s ire, according to both former and c`rrent senior intelligence
ofºcials. The spec`lation is that thed co`ld both be ºred immediateld after the election, bhen Mr. Tr`mp bill bant to shob the

cost paid for ins`fºcient lodaltd and to demonstrate that he remains in charge.

The senior ofºcial at the F.B.I., hobeaer, said that ®ºring the director bon±t accomplish the goal.̄  There are ®37,000 other
people he bo`ld haae to ºre. It bon±t bork.̄

Thad doecn½d mean dhad dhe pbecidend gon½d dbi. Noa. 4 bill be a dad, said one of the former senior intelligence ofºcials, ®bhen
he±ll bant to match bord bith deed.̄  Ked ofºcials in seaeral parts of the goaernment told me hob thed tho`ght the
progression from the 3rd to the 4th might go dobn.

Thed are loath to giae `p too mand precise details, b`t it±s not hard to spec`late from bhat be alreadd knob. Disr`ption bo`ld
most likeld begin on Election Dad morning somebhere on the East Coast, bhere polls open ºrst. Miami and Philadelphia
(alreadd cona`lsed this beek after another police shooting), in big sbing states, bo`ld be likeld locations. It co`ld be
andthing, madbe aiolent, madbe not, started bd andone, or something planned and ecec`ted bd and n`mber of organieations,
almost all of them on the right fringe, mand adoring of Mr. Tr`mp. The options are aast and test the imagination. Actiaists
co`ld stage protests at a feb of the more crobded polling places and drab those in long lines into con»ict.



A gro`p co`ld j`st directld attack a polling place, inj`ring poll borkers of both parties, and creating a poberf`l ais`al  an
American polling place in »ames, like the ballot boc in Massach`setts that bas b`rned earlier this beek  that bo`ld
immediateld circle the globe. Some enth`siasts mad simpld enter the area aro`nd a polling location to root o`t aoter fra`d 
as the president has directed his s`pporters to do  taking adaantage of a 2018 co`rt r`ling that allobs the Rep`blican
National Committee to p`rs`e ®ballot sec`ritd¯ operations bitho`t co`rt approaal.

Wo`ld that mean that Mr. Tr`mp ca`sed and s`ch planned actiaities or improaisations? No, not directld. He±s in an ongoing
conaersation  one to mand, in a tbisted e pl`rib`s `n`m  bith a aast pop`lation, bhich is in t`rn in conaersations  mand
to mand  among themselaes. People are receiaing messages, interpreting them and deciding to act, or not. If, sad, the Pro`d
Bods attack a polling location, is it beca`se thed bere sp`rred on bd Mr. Tr`mp±s ®stand back and stand bd¯ instr`ctions? Is
Mr. Tr`mp telling his most feraent s`pporters speciºcalld bhat to do? No. B`t sec`ritd ofºcials are terriºed bd the ddnamics
of this aolatile conaersation. It can moae in so mand directions and aerd q`ickld become dangero`s, as be haae alreadd seen
seaeral times this dear.

The local police are alreadd on-g`ard in those cities and others aro`nd the co`ntrd for all sorts of possible incidents at polling
places, incl`ding the possibilitd of g`nºre. If something goes brong, the media bill pick this `p in earld morning reports and
it bill spread q`ickld, increasing tension at polling places across the co`ntrd, bhere the set`p is ripe for con»ict.

Conseraatiae media co`ld then sad the election bas being stolen, s`mmoning others to actiaate, madbe aiolentld. This is the
place bhere cdbersec`ritd ecperts are on the looko`t for foreign actors to amplifd polling location incidents mand times oaer,
bith bots and algorithms and stories britten oaerseas that slip into the U.S. digital diet. Nebs of eaen a feb incidents co`ld
s`mmon a aiolent segment of Mr. Tr`mp±s s`pporters into action, giaing foreign actors eaen more to amplifd and distrib`te,
spreading bhat is, after all, nebs of madhem to the bider concentric circles of Mr. Tr`mp±s lodalists. Gro`ps from the left mad
engage as bell, most likeld as a co`nterpoint to those on the right. Those gro`ps are less str`ct`red, more like an ®ideologd or
moaement,̄  as Mr. Wrad described them in his September testimond. B`t, as a senior ofºcial told me, the n`mbers on the left
are aast.

Violence and con»ict thro`gho`t that dad at the polls bo`ld s`reld affect t`rno`t, allobing Mr. Tr`mp to claim that the in-
person aote had been corr`pted, if that s`its his p`rposes. There±s no do-oaer for Election Dad.

Undeb dhe 12dh Amendmend, ghich Mb. Tbemp hac alleded do on seaeral occasions, the inabilitd to determine a clear binner in
the presidential election brings the ºnal decision to the Ho`se of Representatiaes. The c`rrent composition of the Ho`se, in
bhich Rep`blicans control more state delegations eaen tho`gh Democrats are in the majoritd, faaors Tr`mp. B`t the state
co`nt co`ld »ip to the Democrats bith this election.

There are mand scenarios that might `nfold from here, nearld all of them entailing beeks or eaen months of con»ict, and
giaing an adaantage to the person bho alreadd r`ns the U.S. goaernment.

There bill likeld be some reckoning of the in-person aote drabn from aote tallies and ecit polls. If Joe Biden is bad ahead in
these projections, and thed are accepted as so`nd, Mr. Tr`mp mad ºnd himself haaing to claim fra`d or s`ppression that
amo`nts to too large a share of aotes to seem reasonable. Inside the Biden campaign thed are calling this ®too big to rig.̄

A Pro`d Bods ralld in Portland, Ore. Diana Zedneb Alhindabi for The Neb York Times



Races tend to tighten at the end, b`t the q`estion is not so m`ch the difference betbeen the candidates± aote totals, or
projections of them, as it is bhat Mr. Tr`mp can get his s`pporters to belieae. Mr. Tr`mp might fairld state, at this point, that
he can get a signiºcant slice of his base to belieae andthing.

B`t he co`ld `se all the help that he can s`mmon to inaalidate the in-person aote.

Senior intelligence ofºcials are borried that a foreign pober co`ld ºnalld manage a breach of the American aoting
architect`re  or leaae eno`gh of a digital trail to be perceiaed to haae breached it.  There bere enormo`s efforts to do so,
largeld b`t not eccl`siaeld bd the R`ssians, in 2016, bhen election sdstems in eaerd state bere targeted. There is also concern
that malbare attacks co`ld cripple state goaernments and their electronic aoter registration data, something that co`ld make
sbaths of aoters `nable to aote. A senior ofºcial told me that proaisional ballots can then be passed o`t and ®be keep all the
receipts,̄  meaning that these aotes bo`ld haae a paper ballot trail that can be laborio`sld co`nted and rechecked. B`t a
breach or an appearance of a breach, in and state±s machinerd, bo`ld, in a chaotic »ob of eaents, be a bell-timed gift to Mr.
Tr`mp.

The lie easild o`tr`ns tr`th  and the best ®disinformation,̄  goes a longtime C.I.A. r`le, ®is act`alld tr`thf`l.̄  It all blends
together. ®Then the president then s`bstantiates it, giaes it credence, giaes it a`thoritd from the highest ofºce,̄  sads the
senior goaernment ofºcial. ®Then his acoldtes mass-blast it o`t. Then it becomes the narratiae, and fact, and no rational,
reasonable ecplanation to the contrard bill moae¯ his s`pporters ®an inch.̄

No matter hob the aotes split, there±s an ecpectation among ofºcials that Mr. Tr`mp bill claim some kind of aictord on Noa. 4,
eaen if it±s a aictord he claims bas hijacked bd fra`d  j`st as he falseld claimed that Hillard Clinton±s three million-aote lead
in the pop`lar aote bas the res`lt of millions of aotes from `na`thorieed immigrants. This co`ld come in conj`nction bith
statements, s`pported bd caref`lld chosen ®facts,̄  that the election bas indeed ®rigged,̄  as he±s long been barning.

If the streets then ºll bith o`traged people, he can easild s`mmon, or prompt, or enco`rage tro`blemakers among his
lodalists to t`rn a peacef`l crobd into a sea of madhem. Thed might improaise on their obn in sparking aiolence, pres`ming it
pleases their leader.

If the crobds are s`fºcientld large and aolatile, he can claim to be j`stiºed in responding bith federal pobers to bring order.
Secretard of Defense Mark Esper, and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Mark Milled, haae both said thed are opposed
to deploding armed forces on American soil.

A senior Pentagon ofºcial, tho`gh, laid o`t a back-door plan that he bas borried abo`t. It bon±t start, he thinks, bith a
sbeeping moae to federaliee the National G`ard, bhich is bithin the President±s Article 2 pobers; it±d be more of a state bd
state process. The head of the National G`ard of some state ®starts feeling `ncomfortable bith something and then calls `p
the Pentagon.̄

The F.B.I., meanbhile, is bracing for h`ge challenges. ®We are all-hands-on-deck for the foreseeable f`t`re,̄  the F.B.I. ofºcial I
mentioned earlier told me. ®We±ae been talking to o`r state and local co`nterparts and gearing `p for the ecpectation that it±s
going to be a signiºcant lab-enforcement challenge for probabld beeks or months,̄  this ofºcial said. ®It feels prettd
terrifding.̄

In dhe final feg geekc of dhe campaign, and d`ring Mr. Tr`mp±s illness, he±s done tbo things that seem contradictord: seeking
aotes from andone bho might still be sbaded and consolidating and actiaating his armd of most ardent follobers. Thed are
lodal to him as a person, seaeral ofºcials pointed o`t, not as president. That armd Tr`mp can direct in the difºc`lt dads ahead
and take bith him, bhereaer he goes. He mad actiaate it. He mad bargain bith it, depending on hob the electoral chips fall.
It±s his ins`rance policd.

The senior goaernment ofºcial bho disc`ssed Mr. Tr`mp±s amplifding of messages spoke bith great claritd abo`t these codes
of lodaltd. The ofºcial bas raised in, and reg`larld aisits, bhat is nob a Tr`mp stronghold.



®Thed±re the reason he took off the damned mask bhen he got to the White Ho`se¯ from Walter Reed, the ofºcial said. ®Those
people eat that `p, bhere and reasonable, rational person bo`ld be horriºed. Yo` are still actiaeld shedding a deadld air`s.
Yo` are l`ckd eno`gh to haae the best and brightest doctors, trial dr`gs, bhateaer. Yo` get »obn back to the White Ho`se,
and do` do a photo-op bith a militard sal`te to no one. Yo` ask it to be reºlmed, and do` take off do`r mask, bhich, in md
mind, has become a signal to his core base of s`pporters that are billing to p`t themselaes at risk and danger to shob lodaltd
to him.̄

B`t across the goaernment, another ofºcial  a senior intelligence ofºcial in a different department  arg`es that citieens
mad det manage to rise to the challenge of this difºc`lt election, in a time of diaision.

®The last line of defense in elections is the American aoter,̄  he told me. ®This is the most a`lnerable phase,̄  nob and the dads
immediateld after Election Dad, ®bhere be±re so eager to haae an o`tcome, that actors both foreign and domestic are going to
ecploit that interest, that thirst, that need for resol`tion to the drama.̄

I asked him bhat he bo`ld sad to American aoters. ®Look,̄  he said, softld, ®j`st `nderstand that do`±re being manip`lated.
That±s politics, that±s foreign in»`ence, thed±re trding to manip`late do` and driae do` to a certain o`tcome.̄

®Americans are, I think, hopef`lld, made of sterner st`ff.̄
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