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Good name in man and woman, dear my lord,


Is the immediate jewel of their souls:


Who steals my purse steals trash; ’tis something, nothing;


’Twas mine, ’tis his, and has been slave to thousands:


But he that filches from me my good name


Robs me of that which not enriches him


And makes me poor indeed.


—William Shakespeare, Othello















Prologue



California’s sun-beaten Central Valley stretched out ahead of me as I drove south on Highway 99, trying to reach Los Angeles before sundown. The horizon line dissolved into a distant pool of glass as the temperature nosed past ninety degrees. I was traveling for a story and had spent the day interviewing people. I was replaying those conversations in my head when my phone chirped with a message. A friend had sent me a link to a news story.


“Holy shit…,” my friend wrote.


Keeping one eye on the road, I clicked the link. “A twenty-seven-year-old man who worked for the Democratic National Committee was shot and killed as he walked home early Sunday,” the article began. The victim’s name was Seth Conrad Rich.


I read the words again, then a third time, then a fourth. I tossed my phone onto the passenger’s seat and stared blankly at the road ahead, processing what I’d just learned.


I was stunned. I knew Seth Rich. Not well, we weren’t close, but we had friends in common. We both lived in Washington, DC, and had crossed paths at parties and different bars around town. I had filled in on his weekend soccer team when they needed extra bodies.


For days afterward I read everything I could find about Seth and his murder. It turned out we’d had more in common than I’d known. We both grew up in the Midwest and remained fierce partisans for our home states, Nebraska for him, Michigan for me. We’d both moved to Washington after college with dreams of leaving our mark on the world, him in politics, me in journalism. When I read that he’d been shot walking home from a bar and heard the police describe the crime as an attempted armed robbery, a tragic case of wrong time, wrong place, I remembered all the times I’d wandered home late at night on those same streets. I thought to myself, That could’ve been me.




I kept up with the coverage for a few weeks, reading about Seth’s funeral in Omaha and the memorial organized by some friends at his favorite bar in Washington, the one he’d gone to on the night he was killed. Soon enough, though, the story would recede from view. As a journalist, I knew how the news business worked. The presidential race between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump consumed so much of the public’s attention, mine included, that there was little oxygen for anything else. The media would move on to the next outrage or tragedy. Seth’s name would fade from the headlines and social media.


And that, I figured, was a good thing. Seth’s family would have the peace and privacy to grieve. The police would carry out their investigation and hopefully arrest the killer. Friends and family would gather on the one-year anniversary to remember him. Life, in other words, would go on. We would all do what we were taught as children: let the dead rest in peace.


But that isn’t what happened. The story of Seth Rich’s life and death didn’t go away. Instead, it mutated into something else entirely. Hashtags. Memes. Conspiracy theories that spread around the world. In the hands of a small band of opportunists and operatives, the conspiracy theories about Seth would become political weapons. In the minds of many more people, these theories would become an article of faith and modern folklore. They would help elect a president and birth a new online religion. They would reach as far as the CIA headquarters and the halls of the White House. They would pit his unassuming parents against the world’s most powerful news network in a legal battle with implications for truth, fact, and decency. They would reveal the flaws and breakdowns in American society unlike any story that had come before it.
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The book you are now reading began with a simple question, a product of basic human curiosity more than any journalistic instinct: How did this young man’s death grow into something so huge and hideous? Almost five years ago, I set out to answer that question. Put another way, I was trying to understand how a normal guy not so different from me became the obsession of millions, his name and face strewn across the internet, his life story exploited and contorted until it was unrecognizable to those who knew him, his family forced to put aside their grief and wage a battle first in the court of public opinion and then in the court of law to clear his name and defend his memory.




What I’ve come to believe is that Seth’s story is a skeleton key to the past half-decade in America, unlocking so much about how this country ended up at this strange point in our history. Where a large percentage of society believes conspiracy theories like those about Seth Rich. Where millions of people believe that a secret cabal of pedophile elites runs the world, or that the last presidential election was stolen, or that the deadly coronavirus pandemic was a bioweapon unleashed by one of our foreign adversaries. A time when it feels like truth is whatever the loudest and most extreme voices say it is, not where the evidence leads, what the data show, or what the facts reveal. A moment when people can say whatever they want about anyone else, dead or alive, famous or obscure, and in the wrong hands, that information can take on a life of its own.


Think of this book as a true-crime story for the post-truth era. It’s the story of a crime, an unsolved murder, but also the second crime that was a consequence of the first—how the failure to find those who committed that crime opened a void into which the gullible, the dangerous, and the deluded poured their misbegotten ideas and political ambitions and so created a maelstrom of deception that undermined every important institution in the country.


But it is also the story of a young man’s life that was both normal and extraordinary. It begins with that young man, Seth Rich, on the brink of fulfilling a dream.
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Striver


“They’re ready to bring you up.”


When Seth Rich heard those six words, he almost couldn’t believe them. It was early July 2016. Seth sat across from his boss, a lawyer named Pratt Wiley, in an office on the second floor of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters, a pink-tan building within walking distance of the US Capitol building. It was a moment of flux at the DNC. Many colleagues had scattered across the country as the election ramped up. Others had gone to Philadelphia to prepare for the national convention in two weeks’ time. In the row of grubby cubicles used by the Voter Expansion department, Seth and a group of interns were the last ones left.


If the DNC were a high school cafeteria, Voter Expansion was the chess club, a team of brainy lawyers and wonky data analysts devoted to protecting and expanding the right to vote. It wasn’t considered a sexy department like Communications or Digital; its corner of the building didn’t have a cool nickname like Tech’s did, which was christened the “thunderdome.” But the people on Voter Expansion felt a higher calling to safeguard the lifeblood of a democracy. Seth had an impressive title—Voter Expansion Data Director—but in practice the work was far from glamorous. The only non-lawyer on the team, he wrangled huge databases of messy voter data and parsed the arcane election laws of hundreds of cities, counties, and states. Yet when opportunities arose to move to a different department, he chose to stay, committed to a cause that couldn’t be more important to him. In the back of his mind, he always hoped the day would come when he would get the chance to fulfill his dream of working on a presidential campaign.


In the head-down, grind-it-out culture of the DNC, Seth stood out. He was a social creature, someone who lived for an audience, and he eagerly supplied comic relief in a workplace wired for tension and stress. On the day the Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage, he wore a head-to-toe Stars and Stripes outfit to work. With his full beard and swoop of sandy hair, he looked like a hipster Uncle Sam. A lover of pandas, he sometimes wore a panda hoodie to work that could have worked as a Halloween costume—not your typical DNC attire, but Wiley, his boss, didn’t care so long as Seth met his deadlines. He kept on his desk a stuffed panda named Bamboo, and Wiley and the others would steal Bamboo and hide it around the office. With Wiley as his audience, Seth waxed on about his ambitions and his love life, his political prognostications and his beloved University of Nebraska Cornhuskers football team.


Wiley, who had hired Seth, had grown fond of his young colleague, coming to view him like a kid brother. On paper, the two of them couldn’t have been more different. Wiley, a Black man in his forties with salt-and-pepper stubble and an unflappable bearing, came from a prominent Boston family and had been active in politics for decades, volunteering on campaigns and working full time on Barack Obama’s 2012 presidential run. Seth, a white guy in his late twenties, hailed from Omaha, Nebraska. His dad helped run the family printing business, and his mom worked most of her life in sales for the Yellow Pages. Having grown up in an overwhelmingly Republican state, Seth never operated under the illusion he could convince everyone to vote Democratic; what he cared about most was making sure everyone who could vote did. For a lifelong political junkie like Seth, working at the DNC signaled that he had arrived. He was so proud when he got the job that he took a friend on a tour of the building.


Like any kid brother, Seth could also be a pain in the ass. He was never on time, rolling in to work at noon after pulling an all-nighter. He would drop in uninvited at other people’s desks, announce his presence with a schmoozy, “Heyyyyy, buddy,” and proceed to bombard his helpless victims with a litany of questions about their work. While Wiley liked to play jazz at a low volume during the workday, Seth donned his headphones and streamed episodes of The West Wing on a spare monitor, letting Aaron Sorkin’s hit 2000s show about a heart-of-gold president and his crackerjack staff serve as the soundtrack to his workday. He wouldn’t even notice when Wiley walked up behind him. That was Seth.


But by the summer of 2016, Seth was struggling. The previous six months had left the DNC’s employees exhausted and defeated. The committee existed to elect Democrats of all stripes, young and old, centrist and liberal, from the lowliest state legislator to the next president of the United States. But the battle for the party’s presidential nomination in 2015 and 2016 between the establishment favorite Hillary Clinton and the left-wing insurgent Senator Bernie Sanders had nearly ripped the party in two. The only thing the warring camps agreed on, it seemed, was their disdain for the DNC. The Clinton campaign treated it like a useless appendage; the Sanders campaign and its die-hard supporters accused it of rigging the race against their candidate, even suing the DNC over a disagreement involving the party’s voter list. Death threats and other abuse were a regular occurrence. Wiley reminded his charges that the DNC represented the establishment in an inherently antiestablishment party. All the incoming vitriol and animosity—well, it came with the territory.


For as long as Seth could remember, he had hoped to work in politics. But the stress of the 2016 campaign made him question if he really wanted that life after all. He and Wiley had discussed grad school programs, with Wiley encouraging him to pursue a degree in data science after the election. Seth had also applied for jobs that weren’t overtly political; he had an interview scheduled for one position the following week. A few days before the interview, at the end of a hectic week in July, Wiley delivered the exciting news: the Clinton campaign wanted Seth. Wiley wasn’t sure what the pay or the title would be, but they would need him up in Brooklyn soon.


What Wiley didn’t say was that he thought time away from Washington might do Seth some good. He knew Seth was having relationship trouble with a woman he loved, leaving him conflicted and heartbroken. A new job in a big city could take his mind off these problems. Go be a stag in Brooklyn, Wiley wanted to say, and then if things work out, you come back and you guys reconcile. And if not… He let the thought trail off. Instead, he told Seth that everything he had done so far—all the work he had put in, the late nights and weekend shifts, the daily indignities of working at the DNC—had led him here. “This is what you’ve been waiting for,” Wiley said.
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Joel Rich liked to say his youngest son had politics in his blood. The way other kids memorized sports statistics, Seth learned the name and state of nearly every one of the 535 members of Congress. He watched C-SPAN for fun. Seth was the unrivaled political junkie in the Rich family, and no one was quite sure where he got it from.


Joel was an Omaha native, a gentle bear of a man with springy curls and a sneaky sense of humor. His family ran a print shop that supplied menus and signs to restaurants, bars, and other small businesses. He felt a quiet pride when he sat down at a nice steakhouse and picked up his family’s handiwork. The other dominant force in Joel’s life was his faith. The Riches belonged to Omaha’s small, tight-knit Jewish community, attending Beth El, one of the city’s larger synagogues on the west side. He attended college in Des Moines and stayed there for work after he graduated. That was where he met Mary.


Joel’s secretary at the time was Mary’s high school best friend. On the night they met, before Joel could say a word, Mary berated him for the fact that his company didn’t give business cards to secretaries. Blond-haired and fair-skinned, Mary grew up in small-town Iowa. She was bighearted and hot-tempered, just like her mother. “You pissed my mother off,” Mary liked to say. “She’d have ripped you a new one in a heartbeat, and then she would have had a joke and laughed.” Mary sprinkled her sentences with “fucks” and “bullshits” like salt on a tough steak. One time, she went out to a fancy Italian restaurant with her first husband. He was “acting like an ass,” Mary remembered, and disrupting other patrons with his behavior. When she couldn’t take it any longer, Mary picked up her plate of spaghetti and dumped it on his head, topping it off with the rest of her diet soda. The entire place erupted with applause as the maître d’ politely offered his arm and escorted her to the exit.


Joel loved that story even though he could never imagine doing such a thing. Unlike Mary, he never swore and hated confrontation. He was the smooth to Mary’s spiky. But on the night they met, he noticed Mary’s eyes light up when he mentioned his Saint Bernard dog. She demanded they drive to the kennel and spring the dog loose even though it was eleven o’clock at night. (Joel was such a good customer the kennel obliged.) Joel’s first marriage hadn’t worked out, and Mary was finalizing her own divorce with the pasta guy. They both wanted a family. Four months after meeting, they got married and soon welcomed their first son, Aaron.


The new family eventually moved back to Omaha, buying a two-story house with a big yard on the west side not far from the Beth El synagogue. Joel’s faith was so important to him that Mary converted to Judaism. When Aaron informed Joel and Mary one day that he would like a sibling, preferably a brother, they told him they couldn’t guarantee it. They tried for months to have a second child and had almost given up when Mary learned she was pregnant.


At just past four in the morning on January 3, 1989, weighing seven pounds and fourteen ounces, Seth Conrad Rich was born. He squatted in this funny way when Mary held him, so she nicknamed him Froggy. Later, she called him Roo, short for Kangaroo, because he loved to bounce through the house. When he was about two weeks old, Aaron asked Mary if they could take baby Seth to school for show-and-tell. He had cried for most of his brief existence up to that point, but when Mary brought him to the front of the class that day, he turned calm.
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When Seth was in the ninth grade, a teacher gave him and his classmates an assignment: create a “memory book,” a kind of mini-autobiography about their lives so far. Seth’s reflections ranged from basic personality traits—“I just plain love to talk,” he wrote—to the mix of Jewish and Irish cultures “running through me.” He showed a degree of self-awareness that stood out for someone his age. He was competitive, “no matter how much I try not to be,” and believed that the simple act of making someone laugh left the world a better place. His biggest goal for the future, he went on, was to be famous. He had already done some modeling as a kid and had shown an interest in acting. “I just want to be known for something,” he wrote. “I don’t care what for, but I just want to be famous.”


Even as a teenager, Seth knew he couldn’t be summed up with a few pithy sentences. “So there you have it,” he wrote. “I’m a nice, funny, kind, athletic, pretty, hot, ghetto, handsome, talkative, smart, energetic, hyper, cute, studly, blonde, modeling, weird, creative, friendly, spontaneous, strange, argumentative, coordinated, expressive, sharing, happy, outgoing, honest, self-assured Jewish guy.”


To his friends and family, he was also a schemer and a prankster. At summer camp in northern Wisconsin, he made friends easily and tried his best to make everyone feel included, but at times found himself scrubbing trash bins with a toothbrush after breaking one rule or another for the umpteenth time. On phone calls home, he and Mary schemed about how to send him contraband—candy, a mini-cooler, not one but two George Foreman grills (one for dairy and one for meat)—without the camp counselors intercepting the goods. Mary, ever the coconspirator, hid sweets in emptied-out toothpaste boxes to evade detection.


Seth never met a stranger, Mary liked to say; he charmed anyone who crossed paths with him. When Aaron graduated from high school, some of his classmates invited Seth, a lowly sixth grader, to their graduation parties—not as a courtesy but because they genuinely wanted him there, he was that entertaining. On a summer trip to Israel organized by his camp, he taught a group of young soldiers roofball, a game he had played back at camp; at the end of the trip, Seth gave the Israelis a ball signed by all the Americans, posing for a photo with his companions like a foreign ambassador. At the age of fourteen, he enrolled at Central High in downtown Omaha, a half hour’s drive each way. He could have gone to the big public high school up the road from his house, but Joel and Aaron had both gone to Central, and Seth also loved how diverse Central’s student body was, with more than seventy native languages spoken and the hallways filled with Black, brown, and white faces. He sang a cappella, performed in musicals, and joined the debate team, where he won two state titles in national competitions.


Politics was a natural next step. He got his first campaign job working as a field coordinator for US senator Ben Nelson’s 2006 reelection campaign. Friends grew weary of Seth’s incessant emails pleading with them to take a shift knocking doors. (“To volunteer, or to volunteer a lot is the question!”) He urged them to ditch school on Election Day to help with the final push, and if their parents had a problem with it, he wrote, “you can have them call me, or anyone at the office, and we’ll help them see that it is a good decision.”


For college he enrolled at Creighton University, which was practically across the street from his high school. The school had offered him a scholarship, and he felt drawn to the Jesuit ethic of social justice and service. He also didn’t mind the feeling of being an outsider in his backyard, a Jew surrounded by Catholics, many of them more conservative than he was. That was true of his college girlfriend, a woman from Texas named Allison Villalobos. Coming from a conservative Catholic family, Allison disagreed with Seth on plenty of issues, and even though he served in student government and helped run the university’s Young Democrats chapter, he never pushed his views on her. The only time he pressured her was when he insisted she vote in the 2008 presidential race. He knew she would probably vote a straight-Republican ticket, and he didn’t care. “I just want you to vote,” he told her.


Allison was his first real love, and he took it hard when she broke up with him near the end of college. He said he wanted to move to Washington, DC, to work in politics; she had no plans to follow him there. After graduation he sent his résumé to dozens of consulting firms, nonprofits, and congressional offices in Washington, DC. A well-known Democratic polling firm named Greenberg Quinlan Rosner wrote back and offered him a job. Elated, he rushed to tell Mary. She was thrilled for him, but she feared he couldn’t live on what the firm had offered and, Mary being Mary, told him as much.


Seth was undeterred. Rather than decline and look for something better, he researched rent costs, grocery prices, and bus and subway fares; plugged the numbers into a spreadsheet; and sent it to the polling firm. The math didn’t add up, he argued.


He was right, the manager wrote back. The firm countered with a little more money, even throwing in a small stipend for moving costs. Joel was told no one at GQR could remember another junior associate—an associate—who had bargained for more money and pulled it off.
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They crowded the cheap bars and the subway cars, dressed in their starter suits and boxy skirts, freshly issued ID badges dangling from their necks. Usually they had arrived here from somewhere else, anywhere else, and each year delivered a new class of them, hundreds of twentysomethings moving to the center of the political universe. They were big deals back home, student body presidents and decorated debaters, editors of college newspapers, valedictorians of their graduating class. Here they toiled as receptionists and legislative assistants, interns and tour guides—anything to get a toehold. They moved in packs like citizens of some awkward tribe, and while they might be liberal, conservative, libertarian, or socialist, they had made their way to Washington, DC, for the same reason: to make a dent in the world.


Most of them wouldn’t last more than a year or two. They couldn’t take the long hours or the woeful pay, the Napoleonic bosses or the degrading grunt work. The ones who really wanted it learned to survive. Work more on less sleep. Who you know matters as much as what you know. Hustle goes a long way, and shame is overrated. No one would begrudge you for cold-calling a chief of staff whose business card you plucked off the sidewalk. And when you needed inspiration, when the indignities and the grind wore you down to a nub, you searched the horizon line for the dome of the Capitol or the top of Washington Monument, symbols of power and history that fueled you, that seemed so close you could reach out and touch them.


Only a few would make it. They would outlast the rest of them, pay their dues, and find their place. A small handful of them might even go on to become a congressman or a senator one day. Either way, they knew they had what it took.


Seth arrived in this scene when he moved to Washington in March 2012. It was a heady time to be in the nation’s capital. Young people worked in every corner of the Obama administration, it seemed, evidence that, if you stuck around long enough and worked hard enough, you, too, could wind up in (or at least near) the West Wing. It was an election year, Barack Obama defending his presidency against a gaggle of Republican politicians and gadfly types. Seth felt at home surrounded by fellow nerds and political junkies. As he told one of his best friends from Omaha, “When I can hit on a girl by making congressional procedure jokes, I’m in a good place.” His coworkers invited him to join their historical scavenger hunt team. He found a place to live near his new office. “It’s only half a mile to the Capitol, which is true of my office as well, which makes for a bit of a breathtaking moment every time I walk outside,” he wrote to one of his Creighton professors.


He fit in seamlessly at Greenberg Quinlan Rosner—GQR to everyone who worked there. One of the firm’s traditions held that everyone ate together, a chance for junior employees to mingle with partners and vice presidents. Still, associates and interns tended to be seen and not heard in the company lunchroom. Not Seth. He eagerly debated the senior executives who shared a lunch table with him, wheedling them about whatever was in the news, playing the devil’s advocate. Seth was impish, self-assured, comfortable in his own skin. One day he showed up for work in a panda costume. Because, sure, why not? The bosses thought it was hilarious.


Along with the lunchroom salons, there was another ritual at GQR: the end-of-year bloodletting. It was the nature of the political consulting business that the firm’s workload dried up after every election, and the top brass would lay off dozens of staffers. Seth made the cut in the first round of layoffs. However prankish and unserious Seth might appear, he had drive and talent. And he wanted success as badly as anyone else at the firm did.


A senior data scientist at GQR named Andrew Therriault took notice of Seth, who was hungry and ambitious, eager to learn. Therriault, who was more than seven years older, took a liking to his young colleague and became a mentor. When Therriault left GQR to build a new data team at the Democratic National Committee, the central hub for every state, county, and town Democratic Party in America, he said he would keep an eye out for any jobs there for Seth. When a position opened with a dual report to the Voter Expansion and Tech teams, Therriault put Seth’s name forward, and he landed the job. Seth had always had a keen interest in voting rights and the fight to expand access to the ballot box. After he got the job, Seth sent Therriault a bottle of whiskey with a handwritten note attached. He thanked Therriault for giving him a shot at a job where he could “make the best impact possible,” Seth wrote. Of the whiskey, he added, “It’s not much, but hopefully this conveys a little of how much I appreciate it all.”
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On a hazy summer day a few years later, Seth stepped out onto a third-floor balcony with sweeping views of the National Mall, the grand boulevard of the nation’s capital. His hair was short and sculpted now, his stubble shaved clean. He wore the nicest suit he owned, a dark-blue number with pinstripes, a light-blue shirt with a crisp banker’s collar, and a colorful striped tie. Off in the distance, the Washington Monument pierced the blue sky.


Seth stared into the camera for his official DNC headshot, arms folded, a faint smile on his face. He had come so far from his days volunteering for the Young Democrats in high school or passing out business cards in college that described him as a “Student with Political Ambition.” He now looked like a young man in possession of the belief that he had arrived.


The camera clicked.
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The Last Walk Home


The workday had just begun on Friday, June 10, 2016, when a cryptic email appeared in the inbox of every DNC employee. All-hands meeting later that day. Attendance required. There was no call-in number, which was strange. There was no explanation of what the meeting was about. Also strange. Was Hillary Clinton’s campaign about to absorb the DNC? Had the committee run out of money? Many employees feared the worst: they were all about to get fired.


At four o’clock that afternoon, the staff gathered in the only conference room big enough to fit that many people. Lindsey Reynolds, the DNC’s chief operating officer and the sender of the ominous morning email, rose to speak. No employees were losing their jobs, she said. “But what I am about to tell you cannot leave this room,” she warned. “You can’t tell your friends. You can’t tell your mother.”


All employees, she explained, must hand over their laptops to the information technology staff as part of a system-wide update. Those who couldn’t make it to the meeting in person would be called individually and instructed how to wipe clean and reboot their devices.


Confusion hung in the air. These were people who had worked twelve- to fourteen-hour days for the last six months, missed holidays, birthdays, and weekends. What were they supposed to do without their computers? Reynolds told them to take the weekend off. The staff gathered up their laptops and, one by one, handed them over. Each person signed their name on a checklist and received a sticker. If they didn’t have a sticker, they couldn’t exit the building.


The relief people felt to still have their jobs mingled uneasily with a deeper sense of concern. In the all-hands meeting, someone had asked Reynolds why they were turning over their computers. She had made an oblique reference to what James Clapper, the director of national intelligence, had recently warned at a major public event about cyberattacks and the presidential race. But Reynolds didn’t give specifics.


What she didn’t reveal was that several months earlier the FBI had alerted the DNC to strange activity on its computer network. A cybersecurity contractor hired by the Democrats investigated the tip and discovered that hackers had gained access to email accounts, chat messages, and private internal research. The few clues they left behind indicated that this was not the work of amateurs. To the analysts at CrowdStrike, the contractor used by the DNC, the evidence overwhelmingly pointed to two culprits. One was a team of hackers nicknamed Cozy Bear, the other was called Fancy Bear. “Both adversaries engage in extensive political and economic espionage for the benefit of the government of the Russian Federation and are believed to be closely linked to the Russian government’s powerful and highly capable intelligence services,” CrowdStrike cofounder Dmitri Alperovitch would later write.


Finding the hackers as they snuck through the system proved difficult enough; harder still was purging them without giving away that they had been caught. If the intruders knew they had been spotted, they might plunge deeper into the network. The DNC’s tech team hatched a plan that was simple yet daunting: nuke the DNC’s old network and rebuild it in a single weekend. Fueled by cheap pizza and soda, teams of information technology experts worked around the clock. Such a project normally took months to finish. They had three days.


By Monday, June 13, the job was done. They had purged the hackers. As the staff returned to work and picked up their newly rebooted devices, only a handful of senior employees knew about what had just transpired. But there was one possibility that the higher-ups at the DNC had not considered. They had focused so intently on removing the hackers that they hadn’t given any thought to whether the stolen material might be used against them. As a former senior official would later put it, “I don’t think anybody was prepared for that inside the building.”
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Two days after the DNC’s all-hands meeting, the British network ITV teased an upcoming interview with Julian Assange, leader of the radical transparency group WikiLeaks. Assange had explosive new developments to share related to the US presidential race.


Launched by Assange in 2006, WikiLeaks was a ragtag operation that had risen to fame and influence by publishing leaked materials revealing the inner workings of powerful governments, corporations, and militaries from around the world. The defining struggle of the twenty-first century, Assange believed, was not a contest between rival ideologies or forms of government; it was the conflict between individuals and institutions. Authoritarian regimes, corrupt political parties, or violent terrorist networks—they were all, Assange argued, conspiracies. Conspiracies to deny people freedom, truth, and happiness. The more people in on the conspiracy, the more powerful it was. And the lifeblood of any conspiracy was secrecy. Assange had created WikiLeaks to serve as a clearinghouse and a platform for whistleblowers who wished to expose large institutions by leaking their secrets. “An intelligence agency of the people” was how Assange would later describe it.


The loathing Assange felt toward big, powerful institutions was more than philosophical. Born in Australia, he was raised by his mom, a theater director, who moved the family nearly forty times before he was fourteen. He found refuge in computers, teaching himself to code on a clunky Commodore 64 and showing a preternatural talent for hacking. He and two friends formed a collective called the International Subversives. Together they broke into networks used by the US Defense Department and Los Alamos National Laboratory, where scientists had built some of the first atomic bombs in the 1940s. The Australian federal police took notice and opened a special investigation, code-named Operation Weather, into Assange’s group. After they were alerted to an infiltration of the main terminal of a large telecom company, the police charged Assange with thirty-one counts of hacking and other crimes. The government would later drop some of these charges, letting him off with a small fine, but his brush with the criminal justice system as well as a vicious court battle with his estranged wife over custody of their young son left Assange scarred and angry. His naturally brown hair turned silver-white. “What we saw was a great bureaucracy that was squashing people,” Assange’s mother later said.


In a 2006 manifesto, Assange argued that righteous individuals must topple institutions that operated like conspiracies. Given the technological tools available, the best way to do that was by exposing how these institutions worked from within. To illustrate what he meant, he mentioned “two closely balanced and broadly conspiratorial power groupings, the US Democratic and Republican parties,” and gave this example: “Consider what would happen if one of these parties gave up their mobile phones, fax and email correspondence—let alone the computer systems which manage their subscribers, donors, budgets, polling, call centres and direct mail campaigns?” All it would take was a brave whistleblower to supply the information.


In 2010, four years after launching WikiLeaks, Assange published a thirty-nine-minute video he titled Collateral Murder. The video, taken from an Apache helicopter piloted by US forces in the Iraq War, showed an aerial attack that killed a dozen civilians, two of whom worked as journalists for the Reuters news agency. Collateral Murder would amass tens of millions of viewings online; the US and international press covered it for weeks. Robert Gates, the US defense secretary, swatted away questions about the video and its implications—namely, that American forces had killed innocent civilians and possibly committed war crimes. Assange, speaking through WikiLeaks, replied that Gates was “a liar.”


WikiLeaks was soon churning out a steady stream of revelations. In his manifesto, Assange had written that leaks could be especially powerful in exposing antidemocratic regimes such as China and Russia, but in practice WikiLeaks’ most explosive publications focused on the US and other Western institutions. Perhaps Assange’s biggest hit was a trove of a quarter million leaked classified communiqués between American officials and their counterparts abroad. “Cablegate,” as it was dubbed, stripped away the empty jargon used by ambassadors and envoys and offered a harsh look at the gritty realpolitik of international diplomacy. They revealed how the US government had spied on the head of the United Nations, operated a secret bombing campaign in Yemen, and tried for years to stop the Pakistani government from developing nuclear weapons. For journalists the cables were revelatory; for the American government and especially its top diplomat, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, they were an embarrassment. Clinton called the leak “an attack on the international community, the alliances and partnerships, the conversations and negotiations, that safeguard global security and advance economic prosperity.”


Assange came to see himself as a figure of great influence. If he called a generic State Department phone number and asked to be put through to the secretary of state, he expected that to happen. But as his stature increased, so did his list of enemies and the scrutiny on WikiLeaks. A US congressman, Peter King, said he wanted Assange to be charged under the Espionage Act for releasing classified information and WikiLeaks to be designated a terrorist organization. Under pressure from the Obama administration, WikiLeaks saw its access to online servers and payment processors cut off. To remain in operation, Assange bounced from one sympathetic country to the next—Iceland, Sweden, England—only to wear out his welcome and move on.


But by the spring of 2011, he faced real legal peril. The US government had opened a grand jury investigation concerning WikiLeaks. Sweden had also issued an arrest warrant for him on suspicion of rape and sexual molestation and wanted to question him over the allegations. He believed that if he returned to Sweden, he would be extradited to the United States. His best hope for staying out of prison, he believed, was to seek asylum from a friendly government. Ecuador’s president at the time, Rafael Correa, knew Assange and shared his anti-imperialist worldview. Still, if Assange boarded a plane to Ecuador, he risked arrest and extradition to the US or Sweden. And so one summer day in 2012, he disguised himself as a motorcycle courier and rode a motorbike to the Ecuadorian embassy in a posh precinct of London. He presented himself to the embassy staff and asked for political asylum on the spot. President Correa granted it several weeks later.
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Assange cultivated a rakish look. He dressed for his ITV appearance in a dark blazer and a white dress shirt unbuttoned at the top, his tufted silver hair swept back. Yet he also looked unwell. His skin had a pale, sickly quality, the complexion of a recluse who hadn’t gone outside in quite some time.


For the past four years, Assange’s physical existence had consisted of several small rooms that doubled as his living quarters and WikiLeaks’ headquarters. In the largest space there was a small desk with a chair and DVDs of The Simpsons and Kubrick films; laptops and cords snaked across the tables and floors. His only tangible connection to the outside world was a small balcony. And yet his refuge-turned-captivity fed into the mythology and celebrity that surrounded him. Crowds gathered outside the embassy to show their support and demand the Swedish and American authorities drop their probes. On occasion he addressed his fans from the balcony like an ailing royal, thanking them for their support.


While the threat of prosecution hung over his head, he felt he had no choice but to remain inside the embassy. His spartan accommodations felt increasingly like a prison. What kept him going was the fact that as long as he had an internet connection, he could keep WikiLeaks in operation. New sources were coming forward all the time. And if there was one major geopolitical event he hoped to influence, it was the upcoming US presidential election. To Assange, Hillary Clinton embodied all that was wrong and evil in the American body politic. In a private chat conversation in late 2015, he described Clinton as “a bright, well-connected, sadistic sociopath.” He didn’t think much of Donald Trump either, but he preferred any Republican to Clinton and her crew of arrogant imperialists. “We believe it would be much better for GOP to win,” he wrote to the same group of WikiLeaks supporters. “With Hillary in charge, GOP will be pushing for her worst qualities. dems+media+neoliberals will be mute.”


Assange made it a priority for WikiLeaks to obtain whatever damning materials it could about Clinton, her tenure as secretary of state, and her private business dealings. Now, on June 12, he told ITV’s Robert Peston that WikiLeaks had “accumulated a large cache of information” about Clinton. The material was explosive, he added, and “could be used to bring an indictment against her.” He refused to say what the documents said or where he had gotten them. Assange added that the documents would be published soon and that their impact on the US election would be substantial. “WikiLeaks has a very big year ahead,” he said.


What Assange did not yet know was that he was about to open a line of communication with a potential source of Clinton-related leaks who went by the name Guccifer 2.0. The name paid homage to a Romanian-Hungarian hacker who in 2013 had targeted prominent Americans including former secretary of state Colin Powell, Sex and the City author Candace Bushnell, and other well-known Americans. Guccifer 2.0’s identity was unknown—the original Guccifer, Marcel Lazar, was serving a four-year prison sentence—but based on what the new Guccifer had already published, Assange had good reason to cultivate them as a source.


In mid-June, Guccifer 2.0 had released internal records—opposition research, campaign data, policy memos, and private donor files—evidently stolen from inside the Democratic National Committee and published them on a basic blogging website. Breaking into the Democratic Party, Guccifer 2.0 wrote, was “easy, very easy.” In another release of what he said were stolen documents, Guccifer signed off, “Fuck the lies and conspirators like DNC!!!”


Reporters voiced skepticism about the value of news coming from an anonymous hacker. Seeing the leaks get little traction, Assange sent Guccifer 2.0 a message. “Do you have secure communications?” he asked. “Send any new material here for us to review and it will have a much higher impact than what you are doing.”


Assange and Guccifer 2.0 messaged back and forth dozens of times as they tried to arrange a file transfer to WikiLeaks. The file was quite large, and the transfer kept failing. Finally, it went through to WikiLeaks. “Ping,” Guccifer 2.0 messaged Assange. “Check ur email.”
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Near the end of June, Seth flew to Kansas City. Each summer he and his closest friends from college picked a city with a big-league baseball team and reunited there for a long weekend. They took in a few games, drank the bars dry, and caught up on one another’s lives. Since graduating, they had met in Minneapolis to see the Twins and in Chicago to watch the Cubs. The Chicago trip had nearly gone off the rails when Seth realized he had bought tickets to the iconic rooftop bar across the street from Wrigley Field for the wrong day. Somehow he convinced the bar’s staff to let him and his friends in anyway. For 2016 they chose Kansas City because one of the friends lived there and offered to host.


Seth’s best friends couldn’t remember how they met him; he was just always there, a fixture from the start of college. Many of them rushed the same fraternity, Phi Delt, which was known as the nerdy, good-guy frat on campus. Seth was the loudmouth of the group, whose interviews with new pledges lasted hours instead of the usual fifteen minutes and who gave long-winded speeches at weekly frat meetings. He also threw himself into his friendships. He handed out mock business cards at his senior fraternity speech that read, “I’d like to have a beer with you! Present this card at a future date for one beer on me! Rain checks may be issued by Seth.” When James Perry, Seth’s friend and roommate, feared he had blown his chance to date a woman he liked, Seth delivered a Churchillian pep talk late one night and demanded Perry go back to the woman’s house and ask her out on a date. Perry took Seth’s advice, which turned out to be a wise decision: years later, Perry married the woman.


It was now Perry’s turn to counsel Seth. During their weekend in Kansas City, Seth was distracted, his mind off somewhere else. He spent most of a Royals game walking the concourses of Kauffman Stadium, brooding. Perry knew that some of Seth’s anxiety had to do with his job. By that point the DNC had gone public with the news that it had been the victim of a sophisticated cyberattack by what experts concluded were Russian-affiliated hackers. Perry felt chills when he read about the hack, as he remembered Seth making several comments months earlier about his work computer acting in strange ways, like someone else was inside of it. Perry wasn’t sure how to respond. But he never forgot Seth’s anger when he believed that a foreign nemesis had hacked his workplace and declared cyberwar on the political party he had belonged to and worked for since he was in high school.


Far outweighing any concerns about work, though, was the end of Seth’s relationship with his girlfriend of several years. They had met each other’s parents and talked about moving in together; Seth brought her to Perry’s wedding and introduced her to his closest college friends. Mary thought of her as a member of the Rich family and hoped Seth would soon propose. But in recent months the relationship had frayed to the point where she and Seth were no longer dating. Seth’s friends hoped the Kansas City trip would take his mind off the subject for a few days. Instead he paced around the baseball stadium and weighed whether to call her, which his friends urged him not to do. He hadn’t gotten the formal Clinton campaign job offer yet, but Pratt Wiley had told him it was a possibility, and that only added to the weight he felt about the future.


When the friends said their goodbyes in Kansas City, Perry felt like Seth was in a somewhat better headspace than when he had arrived a few days earlier. He and Seth texted back and forth in the days ahead, rehashing stories about the trip. But still there were signs Seth was in a low place. When a mass shooter in Dallas killed five police officers in early July, Seth posted on Facebook, “Too much pain to process.… A life is exponentially valuable. I have family and friends on both sides of the law. Please, stop killing each other.”
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A few weeks later, Seth walked through the doors of Lou’s City Bar, his favorite drinking spot. By then Pratt had delivered the good news: the Clinton campaign wanted him. Seth had to decide what to do next. He’d started writing his acceptance email: “All my life I wanted to be in a position that I can make a difference,” it began. The email sat in his drafts folder, unfinished. Though he and his girlfriend had broken up, they still talked. Maybe they could reconcile. Moving to Brooklyn, he feared, would end things once and for all.


Seth plopped onto his usual stool at Lou’s and ordered the first of several rounds. The bar thrummed with the sound of tipsy customers yelling over loud music and sports playing on the TVs. Lou’s was your standard-issue sports bar with its sticky floors and cheap well drinks. Seth had found Lou’s shortly after he had moved to Washington and soon became a regular. They knew him by name, knew his favorite beer—Bell’s Two Hearted—and knew to hold the bleu cheese when he ordered his wings because he had a dairy allergy. “Do it Seth-style,” the bartender would yell back to the kitchen. He sat on the same stool in the crook of the L-shaped bar. On weekends he would hang around till closing time and join the bartenders and managers for a late-night drink. He listened as much as he talked—about politics, sports, romantic advice, whatever happened to be on the bartender’s mind.


Joe Capone, a manager at Lou’s, knew Seth well. Capone was friendly with all of the regulars, but Seth he genuinely liked, considered a friend. When Capone’s daughter was writing her college application essay, Seth helped edit it. Now and then the bartenders would slide Seth a beer on the house; if this place was Cheers, then he was their Norm.


But on the night of Saturday, July 9, Seth drank one beer after another and kept to himself. The employees working that night could sense something was off. Seth was quieter than usual. When a country song came on the bar’s overhead speakers, Seth asked a bartender if he could skip to the next track.


It was almost closing time when Seth finished his last beer and settled up. A manager watched his friend steady himself as he headed for the exit. A few of the bartenders stood outside on the sidewalk patio. One asked if Seth wanted a ride home. He said he might go to a different bar, the Wonderland Ballroom, a few blocks away, and headed off into the night.


Rather than calling a Lyft or an Uber, Seth decided to walk home from Lou’s. This was another habit of his. He got a bit of exercise and used the time to call his parents or his college buddies. Mary, who also stayed up late, always enjoyed Seth’s late-night check-ins. With a few beers in him, Seth tended to divulge more about the particulars of his dating life.


There was no record of Seth showing up at another bar after leaving Lou’s. Twice he called his parents, but on this particular night they had already gone to bed. He tried Aaron, also with no luck. An old fraternity brother picked up and chatted for a few minutes. And then he dialed his ex-girlfriend, who was visiting family in Michigan.


By the time he was almost home, he and his ex had talked for more than two hours. He paused midsentence. She would later say she thought she heard voices in the background.


“I gotta go,” he said and hung up.
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A Hideous Parade


Mark Mueller had a routine. More accurately, his cat, Boo, did. In the middle of the night, the cat would yowl until Mueller woke up. Half asleep, he rolled out of bed and let the cat out onto his roof-deck, where it liked to run around. Mueller was still orienting himself in the darkness of his bedroom when he heard two sharp pops outside. He checked the time: 4:19 a.m.


Mueller’s first thought was Not again. A researcher at the National Institutes of Health, he had lived in the Bloomingdale neighborhood for more than a decade. On a map Bloomingdale fits snug against North Capitol Street, a six-lane thoroughfare used by people who commuted into DC from Maryland. Despite its proximity to such a busy street, Bloomingdale felt like a private enclave of narrow, tree-lined streets and elegant brick rowhouses. From the rooftops of the tallest houses, the ivory-colored dome of the Capitol building looked close enough to touch.


In the time he lived there, Mueller had watched older generations of Black Washingtonians move out and developers swoop in, flipping properties and reselling them to buyers with million-dollar budgets. New college graduates counted themselves lucky to rent a room in a neighborhood so close to the Capitol and brimming with new bars and restaurants. The median home value was 40 percent higher than the national average; the rate of robberies was four times higher. Residents of Bloomingdale learned to live with the carjackings and muggings. But they would remember the summer of 2016 as a particularly nerve-wracking time.


The neighborhood flooded after major rainstorms, and the problem became so bad that the water utility decided to build a new underground tunnel system. The project tore up the roads and transformed whole blocks into massive construction zones blocked off with cement barricades and tall fencing wrapped in tarps. Residents complained to the utility company that the lights it had installed to illuminate the sidewalks at night had burned out and not been replaced. To Mueller, parts of Bloomingdale felt like a maze. It was a mugger’s dream.


By midsummer there had been more than a dozen armed robberies in the area. Bloomingdale’s residents were on edge. At a neighborhood civic association meeting, Mueller and several others pleaded with district police chiefs for help to stop the robberies. “What do we have to do?” Mueller asked. “Do we have to get killed before you’ll pay attention?”


The police agreed to send a crime suppression unit into Bloomingdale. Officers would patrol the narrow alleys behind the row houses. Mueller started noticing a squad car parked overnight on the street corner by his house.


When he heard the two gunshots, Mueller ran to his bedroom window. The squad car wasn’t there. He ran downstairs and out the front door just as the police arrived from a nearby precinct. There, in the crosswalk, he saw a man’s body, bent over and facedown.


Several officers stood on the scene as EMTs delivered treatment. An officer approached Mueller. “Is he conscious or something?” Mueller asked. He was awake, the officer said, but badly injured. The victim also seemed to be so drunk that he didn’t realize what had happened to him. As the paramedics prepared to load him into a waiting ambulance, the officer asked if Mueller would try to identify the man when the EMTs wheeled him by.


“He said his name’s Seth,” the officer said.
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As a treat, Joel and Mary took themselves out for breakfast. It was Sunday, July 10. When they returned home, they noticed something on the front door of the house. A note from the Omaha police department. It had a phone number on it with instructions to call a detective in Washington, DC. The note mentioned Seth but gave no specifics.


Joel called the number. A detective answered. He said he couldn’t talk right then and promised to call back. Joel wondered if Seth had had too much to drink and needed to get bailed out of jail. He and Mary called Aaron and asked if he had heard from Seth lately. Aaron said he hadn’t. Joel waited ten minutes and called the detective again.


The detective asked if Joel and Mary were alone.


“Is this bad?” Joel asked.


“Yes.”


“How bad?”


The detective said Seth had been shot several times early that morning. He had gone into emergency surgery for his wounds, but he had died at the hospital. The detective said he thought Seth had been the victim of an attempted robbery.


Mary crumpled to the floor in shock. She sat there, sobbing. She realized someone had to tell Aaron. She mustered just enough fortitude to call her other son.


“We lost Seth,” she told him, her voice ragged.


“What do you mean he’s lost?” Aaron said. “I can find him.”


“No, we lost him.”


“I can ping his phone. I’ll find him, Mom.”


“No,” Mary blurted out. “He’s dead.”


Aaron’s mind flashed back to the previous night. Seth had called him while he was waiting for his luggage at the airport. It had been almost midnight in Denver, close to two in the morning on the East Coast. Aaron was tired after his flight and didn’t want to have a long late-night conversation with Seth. He would call him tomorrow.


Now Aaron knew that either he or his parents had to tell Seth’s friends and coworkers about what had happened before they read about it in the news. He couldn’t bear the thought of Joel and Mary making those calls, so he said he would do it. When he told Seth’s ex-girlfriend what had happened, she realized she was the last person to speak with Seth before he was killed. “Everything was fine,” she said. “This can’t be possible.”
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The Riches felt that the DNC should make an official announcement about Seth’s passing. In a statement released the next day, Monday, July 11, Rep. Debbie Wasserman Schultz, the party chairwoman, described Seth as “a dedicated, selfless public servant who worked tirelessly to protect the most sacred right we share as Americans—the right to vote.” The statement urged anyone with information about the murder to contact the DC police.


Aaron’s wife hadn’t returned yet from vacation, so his brother-in-law and an uncle came over to offer support. They wanted to see what the reaction online and in social media would be once the DNC’s announcement went live. Dozens of news outlets ran stories, and many accompanied their coverage with Seth’s official DNC headshot, the one of him standing on the balcony with the Washington monument behind him.


Stand them next to each other and you wouldn’t peg the Rich boys for brothers. Aaron was tall and clean-cut, more traditionally good-looking. Even when Seth was biking several miles a day to work and back, he could never get as lean as Aaron. Whereas Seth talked as if he were paid by the word, Aaron spoke with maximum economy. He was a gifted engineer, someone who had realized at a young age that he preferred the company of computers to most people. He spent so much time thinking in code that he and the English language “aren’t friends,” he joked. Which didn’t mean Aaron was afraid to speak his mind: one time during a college visit, he and Joel sat in on a freshman math course, and Aaron corrected the professor in front of everyone for giving an overly complicated explanation about using a graphing calculator. (Needless to say, Aaron picked a different university.) Still, there were times when Aaron would hear about Seth’s latest feat on the debate stage and feel a twinge of jealousy, wishing he had one-tenth the social ease that Seth did. He would even try to channel Seth in a work presentation by thinking to himself, What would Seth do in this situation?


Aaron never cared much for politics. On the few occasions when they debated over the dinner table, Aaron played the role of needling contrarian, arguing the opposite position of whatever Seth said no matter how absurd it was, just to get a rise out of his brother.


The seven-year gap between them meant they were never rivals—Seth was ten when Aaron finished high school—but they also had little in common growing up. They never overlapped at school, didn’t share any friends, listened to different bands, and watched different TV shows. Aaron went off to college in Colorado to study math and computer science and loved his new home so much he rarely came back to Omaha. It wasn’t until Seth graduated college that his and Aaron’s lives reconverged. When Seth first moved to Washington, Aaron coached him on how to live cheaply in a big city. Aaron’s job at a defense contractor required periodic visits to the DC area; he and Seth would go out for beers and talk like old friends. For his wedding in 2015, Aaron asked Seth to be his best man. There’s a photo of them at the wedding, wearing tuxes, arms around each other, grinning wide. Aaron loved the photo so much he had it framed and hung it in his house.


The initial responses to the DNC’s announcement were kind and sympathetic. “Seth Rich was one of the good guys,” one person tweeted. “Warm, funny, happy, extremely talented and creative,” a second person chimed in. Sean Spicer, then the communications director at the Republican National Committee, shared his condolences: “Despite the political differences, prayers of @gop go out to our counterparts at @TheDemocrats for their loss.”


Within hours, though, a different kind of reaction started to appear. Unfamiliar Twitter accounts speculated about whether Seth’s murder had anything to do with his job.


Creighton grad & DNC employee Seth Rich mysteriously shot & killed in DC. Hmmm I wonder if he knew too much?


The first wave of speculation about Seth’s murder originated on the far-left end of the political spectrum. Many supporters of Bernie Sanders were primed to suspect the worst about the DNC. The national party had undercut Sanders, they believed, rigging the primary to ensure that Clinton, the chosen candidate of the corporate class, won the party’s nomination. Sanders’s fans shared a cartoon during the 2016 campaign that shows Sanders dressed like Shaggy from the Scooby-Doo cartoons surrounded by a gaggle of young people and a van called “The Millennial Machine.” Sanders has just ripped a mask off of “Hillary” to reveal a robot stamped with the logos for Citibank, JPMorgan Chase, and other corporations.


Some liberal diehards wouldn’t accept that this young DNC employee had died in an armed robbery gone wrong, as the police suspected. If it had been a robbery, why had nothing been taken from him, they wondered. To show their solidarity, Sanders supporters began using the hashtag #IAmSethRich, an allusion to the climactic scene in the classic 1960 film Spartacus.


DC police, the world watches you investigate the death of Seth Rich, murdered at 27 for the crime of ensuring fair elections. #IAmSethRich


With each retelling, Seth’s title and stature seemed to grow. One tweet labeled him a “DNC official,” another called him a “top U.S. Democratic Party official,” and then a third described him as the person at the DNC “in charge” of preventing election fraud. (Along with the duties of his job, the only people Seth managed were the summer interns on the Voter Expansion team.) Whether these were honest mistakes or intentional deceptions, Aaron felt like he was watching reality crumble in real time, right before his eyes.


Aaron’s brother-in-law was looking at Reddit, the popular online forum. Organized by topic into so-called subreddits, Reddit, which had several millions of users, was like an endless rabbit hole, a place you could go, with the promise of anonymity, to indulge your interests, fantasies, and obsessions, no matter how weird or dark. There were subreddits for world news, sports, and politics. Subs for fans of Pokémon and World of Warcraft. Subs for just about every sexual kink and fetish imaginable. Some subs were just plain bizarre. R/WtWFotMJaJtRAtCaB, short for “when the water flows over the milk jug at just the right angle to create a bubble,” was mostly photos of people pouring water over milk jugs. R/WolvesEatingWatermelons was, well, exactly what it sounded like.


R/Conspiracy was one of the larger subs on Reddit, with some 365,000 followers. It was there Aaron’s friend saw a thread about Seth. It would be the first of many to appear on r/Conspiracy, which soon became a hub of speculation about what really happened to Seth.
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“SETH RICH was a young Washington D.C insider,” the Reddit post began, “hired by the Democratic National Committee/Convention, who was assassinated early this morning, July 11th.” It had taken mere hours for the theories about Seth to evolve like a new variant of a virus. Seth’s murder was now an assassination, as if he had been targeted for his views or his job. The author, a user named “kurtchella,” had combed through Seth’s LinkedIn page for clues and pieced together a story of murder, corporate influence, and political skullduggery. It read like the internet version of a spider wall with photos and red string webbing outward in every direction.


In real life “kurtchella” was Kurt Ramos, a college freshman and Bernie Sanders supporter who lived in central Florida. A shy kid with thick dark hair and a soft, airy voice, Ramos had nurtured a contrarian streak since he was young. He felt drawn to outsiders, perhaps because he felt a bit like one himself. He remembered seeing a TV ad for libertarian Ron Paul’s 2012 presidential campaign and liking some of what Paul had to say. When he watched one of the early Democratic debates, he felt drawn to Sanders and later drove two hours to attend a Sanders rally in the city of Kissimmee. On a family trip to Washington, DC, he proudly wore his “Sanders for President” T-shirt during a tour of the Capitol.


When Ramos wasn’t studying, hanging out with friends, or attending his classes, he spent time on Reddit and YouTube, wading through long discussions about stolen votes and rigged primaries and all the other ways the Democratic Party was screwing Sanders over. He preferred to get his news from independent sources like the anti-war program Democracy Now! or the feisty left-wing show The Young Turks. They covered stories the mainstream media didn’t or wouldn’t touch. When he watched episodes of these shows on YouTube, the algorithm suggested other independent voices he should seek out. One was H. A. Goodman, who devoted hours of his show to the DNC’s efforts to thwart Sanders’s bid for the presidency. Goodman predicted violence if the DNC prevailed and Clinton clinched the nomination.


Now Ramos was watching the corruption play out right before his eyes. When he heard about Seth Rich’s murder, Ramos thought back to H. A. Goodman’s warning. He saw the conspiracy theories about the Clintons in a whole new light. Maybe those theories were right all along.


He decided to research who Seth Rich was and distill the story in a Reddit post. He wanted to put forward his own theory of the case before the mainstream media swooped in to set the narrative and possibly cover up the truth about the death of this fellow Sanders supporter. He noted Seth’s job at GQR and pointed out that Stan Greenberg, one of the firm’s founders and the CEO, had once worked as Bill Clinton’s pollster. Had the Clintons worked through Greenberg? The firm had once advised British Petroleum. Kurtchella drew a line from BP to the controversial Keystone XL pipeline, even though the pipeline was not a BP project. Keystone was “one of the MANY positions on which Hillary Clinton has flip-flopped on.” Was Big Oil implicated?


The post went on like this for thousands of words, a mishmash of conjecture and speculation with no actual evidence to support the theories presented. But that didn’t prevent kurtchella from seeing a vast and nefarious plot at work. “It gives me no joy to post this,” he wrote, “but given his position & timing in politics, I believe Seth Rich was murdered by corrupt politicians for knowing too much information on election fraud.”
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Aaron’s friend read the responses to kurtchella’s post. The first page was split between people expressing sympathy for the Riches and those who saw sinister forces at work. But by the second and third pages, conspiracy theories dominated the discussion.


Add another one to the list of “suspicious” Clinton deaths.


What’s the over under on how many people the Clinton’s [sic] have had murdered? I’d set it at about 350.


I don’t think his killing needs to be attributed to Clinton to be a part of a conspiracy. I think it’s enough that he was killed in DC holding the position that he did.


Aaron dismissed the people who made these comments as idiots. He knew his brother spent time on Reddit; he also knew that Seth, like a lot of people, couldn’t resist a good conspiracy theory, marveling at how far some people could venture into the absurd.


Seth would’ve found this absurd and hilarious, Aaron thought. Here he was, the subject of lengthy Reddit threads and viral hashtags. Seth would have pictured all this attention like a parade of people, his friends and family on one side of the street, the conspiracy theorists on the other. What Aaron never imagined was that this parade would become a riot.
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When the plane transporting Seth’s body landed at the Omaha airport, Mary, Joel, Aaron, and Molly, Aaron’s wife, waited on the tarmac to greet it. The airport usually didn’t allow this, but Mary had demanded to see her son one final time before his funeral, and Joel called in a favor to make it happen. The airport workers took off their hats as a plain pine casket was carried off the plane. Mary stood over it and had one final conversation with her baby boy, her Froggy, her Roo.


The funeral took place at Beth El Synagogue. Friends, family, old teachers, and neighbors filled the sanctuary. Until that moment, Joel and Mary hadn’t realized how many people Seth had touched. There were friends from summer camp and old buddies from Central High. Former US senator Ben Nelson, whose campaign had hired Seth for his first real job in politics, attended; the Jesuit president of Creighton University read a psalm in perfect Hebrew. “There are no answers for a young man gunned down in the prime of his life,” Rabbi Steven Abraham said in his remarks. “All we have is questions of what could have been, what should have been, and talk of potential greatness for which we will never bear witness.”


At the gravesite, after the pallbearers had lowered the pine casket into the ground, the rabbi asked everyone to deposit a small amount of earth on top with the back of a shovel. In Judaism this is a final act to honor the dead, a favor that can never be repaid. Normally, mourners add just enough dirt to cover the casket and then depart, leaving the cemetery’s grounds crew to finish filling the hole.


Seth’s high school friends and fraternity brothers stepped forward and insisted they would do it themselves. They took off their suit jackets, loosened their ties, and took turns shoveling until they had filled Seth’s grave with fresh earth.






[image: image]








Seth’s DNC coworkers thought of their own way to honor him. The day after his death was announced, Clinton and Sanders were scheduled to make their first joint appearance since Clinton had effectively won the nomination. The animosity between Clinton and Sanders supporters threatened to tear the party apart, and so as a gesture of party unity, Sanders agreed to officially endorse his erstwhile rival on the campaign trail shortly before the Democratic convention.


Someone at the DNC passed a request to the Clinton campaign: Could she mention Seth in her speech? Media from around the world had descended on Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to cover the rally. It was hard to envision a bigger stage on which to remember Seth.


Backed by an enormous American flag, Clinton and Sanders took the stage on the morning of Tuesday, July 12. As Clinton worked through her stump speech, DNC employees waited with anticipation. “From Sandy Hook to Orlando to Dallas, and so many other places, these tragedies tear at our soul,” she said, referring to several tragic mass shootings, “and so do the incidents that don’t even dominate the headlines. Just this past Sunday,” she went on, “a young man, Seth Rich, who worked for the Democratic National Committee to expand voting rights, was shot and killed in his neighborhood in Washington. He was just twenty-seven years old. Surely, we can agree that weapons of war have no place on the streets of America.”


Seth’s coworkers watched Clinton’s speech, holding back tears. It meant so much to them—and to Joel and Mary and Aaron—to hear one of the most recognizable people on the planet pay homage to Seth. But as Clinton kept speaking, one of Seth’s old colleagues started to feel uneasy. She remembered all the people out there who hated Hillary Clinton and obsessed over her every word, forever in search of a hidden motive or a sinister plot. Many of those people probably hadn’t heard the name Seth Rich until it came out of Hillary Clinton’s mouth.


“I had a moment when I watched her say it on TV,” the colleague would later say, “and then the next thought was, ‘Oh, dear God, what have we done?’”
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