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Epigraph

Secrets are an exalted state, almost a dream state. They’re a way of arresting motion, stopping the world so we can see ourselves in it.

—Don DeLillo, Libra
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Introduction: The Storm

The morning of January 6, 2021, a few hours before Congress would vote to certify Joe Biden’s electoral win, hundreds of Donald Trump’s most fervent supporters encircled the U.S. Capitol. Some of the protesters were setting up gallows for lawmakers who supported the “stolen” election. Others prowled in military-style body armor, zip ties in hand. Across town, Trump was giving a speech near the White House, urging tens of thousands of his voters to join the crowd already at the Capitol to “show strength.”

Outside of Congress, the scene rippled with anger and open promises to commit violence if Trump wasn’t reinstalled for four more years. Red hats and Trump flags featuring a muscular, armed Rambo-style Donald were popular. But there was another symbol in the swelling mob, too: a flag with a single letter. A Q.

Therese Borgerding, a middle-aged Trump fan from Ohio, had traveled to Washington with her own gear, carrying a giant blue cardboard Q on a pole twice her height, and a neck gaiter that put a large red Q over her mouth. She wanted to tell me something: not about Joe Biden or Donald Trump, but about the children in the tunnels.

As Borgerding told me, nefarious forces led by the most powerful people in the world—titans of Hollywood, the Democratic Party, and big business—had forced these children to live in thousands of miles of underground tunnels. Hidden out of sight, these “mole children” are terrorized by pedophiles until their bodies produce adrenochrome, a highly coveted liquid that celebrities and the world’s richest financiers drink to stay young. Now Trump and the military were using the global Covid-19 pandemic as a cover to rescue the children. The Navy hospital ships deployed to respond to the virus were secretly treating the rescued mole children. For that matter, most earthquakes aren’t even earthquakes—they are seismic events created when the Army demolishes the pedophile lairs underground.

Borgerding told me she was getting this information from a secretive military intelligence agent called “Q.” He posited that the whole tunnel operation was run by a globe-spanning cabal of bankers, politicians, and Hollywood stars who could only be stopped by Donald Trump. Now Borgerding and thousands of her compatriots had come to Washington to make sure Trump stayed in office until his God-given mission to destroy that cabal and bring America into a new Christian era, free of war and disease, was accomplished. Rescuing the mole children was just one part of that plan, healing a symptom of a terminally sick world that only Trump could save.

“There’s criminals in there that need to be arrested,” Borgerding said, gesturing across the street toward the Capitol building. “The Democrat Party has done Satanic rituals on little children.” For Borgerding and many others at the Capitol that day, the vote count in Congress wasn’t just about who would be president. It was a physical struggle with Satan himself, a fight for the soul of the world. The Capitol was the latest battlefield in a brewing war, and they were on the front lines.

By the final days of the Trump administration, conspiracy theories abounded. Republicans concocted the lie that the 2020 election was stolen from Trump by rigged voting machines or even a rogue CIA supercomputer; for liberals, there were fantasies in the “Steele dossier” about Trump paying prostitutes to urinate on a bed Barack Obama once slept in.

Trump broke into politics by pushing conspiracy theories about Obama’s birthplace, then fueled his campaign with a series of similarly bizarre claims about his fellow Republican opponents. He suggested that Senator Marco Rubio wasn’t eligible to be president and that Senator Ted Cruz’s father helped kill John F. Kennedy. Now Trump was the most powerful man in the world, the conspiracy-theorist-in-chief. His constant promotion of outlandish lies throughout his presidency gave his fans permission to dive headlong into conspiracy theories themselves. If the president really thought Cruz’s father shot JFK, what was off-limits for his followers?

The conspiracy theory boom had practical benefits for both politicians and internet hucksters. People convinced that Democrats drank children’s blood, or that Hillary Clinton ran an assassination squad gunning down her foes in the streets of Washington, came into view for Republicans as motivated grassroots activists and voters. The GOP’s budding conspiracy-theorist bloc opened their wallets to buy zinc pills and meal kits to stock their apocalypse bunkers. But they also provided the raw material to keep their favorite politicians in office, donating to campaigns and the legal defense funds of Trump allies. Fearful that the lunatic fringe was no longer so fringe, most Republican lawmakers avoided attacking them.

Conspiracy theories had been gaining ground in the Republican Party since Obama was elected. But there was only one that had the power to move its supporters offline, to turn the usual online trash talk into thousands of people in the streets willing to march for their beliefs, and sometimes do worse than that. It had more resources and staying power than all the others combined. Borgerding and millions of other Americans had signed on to the biggest conspiracy theory of them all: QAnon.

In October 2017, someone calling themselves “Q” appeared on the anonymous, anarchic message board 4chan, posting a handful of cryptic messages claiming that Hillary Clinton would be arrested by the end of the month.

More messages followed, filled with unexplained acronyms and fresh warnings that a secret military operation would soon take place. Most of the people who read those first posts laughed them off. But a few 4chan users who had been obsessed for years with other conspiracy theories latched on to Q’s posts. They interpreted his one-letter handle as a reference to the Energy Department’s Q-level security clearance, a sign that these messages were coming from deep inside the Trump administration.

Clinton was never arrested, but Q’s messages kept coming. His handful of 4chan acolytes started repackaging the clues, turning them into more accessible YouTube videos or Facebook posts. Those explanations drew in more people. QAnon believers came up with a word for radicalizing new members: red-pilling, like the scene in The Matrix when Keanu Reeves, lost in a dream world, takes the red pill and sees his life as it really is.

At first, the new recruits were Trump supporters eager for tales about how the president’s enemies would be destroyed. But Q’s narrative grew beyond Trump’s base, thanks to social media platforms that boosted provocative content. It attracted people who had never thought of themselves before as Trump fans. They were shocked by QAnon’s tales of sexual depravity, then lured in by the promise that Q could explain a chaotic world.

QAnon is still going. It has alienated thousands of people from those close to them and destroyed friendships and marriages as people red-pilled by QAnon have failed to see why their children, parents, or spouses refuse to join in the fight against the cabal. QAnon has also broken out of the United States, spreading to Canada, Europe, and Japan. QAnon has evolved since its launch in 2017, inspiring factions that include QAnon yoga groups and others that believe Trump owns medical technology that can cure any disease. It has absorbed dozens of lesser conspiracy theories, and even inspired a handful of real-world murders. That makes it hard for the average news consumer to understand just what QAnon followers actually believe. Is it that the cabal is run by lizards from another planet? Or that John F. Kennedy Jr. faked his death and is Q himself? Is it one or the other?

At its heart, QAnon has a simple message: the world is run by a cabal of Satanic cannibal-pedophiles from the ranks of the Democratic Party, Hollywood, and global finance who sexually abuse children and even drink their blood in rituals. The U.S. military, which has resisted joining the otherwise all-encompassing cabal, recruited Donald Trump to run for president to oppose this evil group of elitists. And someday soon he’s going to purge all his foes in a violent, cathartic moment called “The Storm,” with his opponents ending up either imprisoned in Guantanamo Bay or executed by military tribunals. All of the world’s problems—and yours—will be solved forever. QAnon’s dream of the Storm persisted even after Trump left office with his purge unfulfilled. Q’s followers brushed off their electoral defeat and the apparent failure of Q’s prophecies. Perhaps the deep state was too hard for Trump to defeat this time. But he could always try again, with help from Q and his supporters.

Q and the conspiracy theorists who support him have promised believers that a sort of utopia awaits them, if only Trump would be given free rein to deal with his enemies. The cabal has been hoarding disease cures, so even the terminally ill will be healed once Trump launches the Storm. Since the cabal causes all wars, world peace would reign once its leaders are arrested. And because the cabal controls the financial system, a post-cabal world would mean an end to credit card and student loan debt. This wasn’t about policy debates or even culture wars—Trump supporters who signed up for QAnon were joining a biblical struggle between good and evil. They described themselves as divine warriors given a task from God to target specific people they saw as devils on the earth: Obama, for example, or billionaire Democratic donor George Soros.

The theory and the community that surrounds QAnon has come to encompass many things: sex, religion, politics, terrorism, and even health, as believers encourage each other to reject vaccines and refuse to wear masks. It’s a symptom of the world we live in, a product of unchecked social media platforms, a crumbling education system, rampant political polarization, and the crumbling of offline communities. Q’s followers have responded to modern life by retreating into a violent fantasy that exists parallel to the real world. QAnon isn’t a one-time phenomenon. Instead, it’s just the start of the all-consuming conspiracy theory movements to come. Unless something changes, QAnon is a glimpse into our future.

The first thing you notice about QAnon followers is the gear: clothing and posters covered in Q’s, pictures of Trump, and inscrutable acronyms. They hold flags portraying Donald Trump standing victorious astride a tank. They wear shirts with a Q written in a fiery yellow or red, white, and blue, or motorcycle jackets with a Q patch. And then there’s the obsession with vigilante Marvel antihero “The Punisher”—one favorite QAnon shirt is decorated with a Q shaped like the Punisher’s skull logo, spiced up with a Trumpian blond comb-over and a message to “Keep Calm and QAnon.”

Talking to QAnon supporters outside the Capitol on January 6, I was struck by how many of them were convinced the Storm was at hand that very day. But not one had the same idea of what that meant. Perhaps Trump would lead the protesters to the Capitol, bursting into the Senate right as Vice President Mike Pence betrayed the country to the cabal by certifying Biden’s win. Or maybe Pence was on Team QAnon himself, and would oversee the Storm as police arrested the Democratic election-riggers in the chamber.

The believers had come to Washington to witness that epochal moment or even to carry it out if Trump called on them. In the same kind of measured, enthusiastic tone you’d expect from someone talking about their favorite sports team, they explained how Hillary Clinton eats children, and how eager they were for a new civil war. As Pence arrived at the Capitol to oversee the certification, dozens of people in the crowd began to shout the QAnon motto, “Where we go one, we go all.” For years, these people had been primed with fantasies of the Storm, promised the violent executions of their political opponents and the installation of a Trump dictatorship. Now, as Pence stepped inside the Capitol, all of that was slipping away.

“The Storm is upon us,” Borgerding told me.

Then the riot started.

In May 2016, I started a newsletter to try to help explain to my liberal audience how then–presidential candidate Donald Trump had taken over the Republican Party. I covered the trends and oddities of the far right, from the rise of Steve Bannon’s Breitbart News to the growing influence of the racist “alt-right.”

The project grew out of my unusual passion for consuming huge amounts of right-wing media. I was raised in a conservative Texas family, where road trips meant listening to Rush Limbaugh’s talk radio show and Ayn Rand audiobooks. I cried over Ronald Reagan’s funeral, and pored over a Bill O’Reilly book for teenagers for advice on how to handle dilemmas like smoking and premarital sex. But even after I left the party behind, I nursed a perverse appetite for Republican media personalities and the ideological struggles of the American right. For years, I spent my time at local news jobs slacking off by reading conservative columnists and blogs, tracking the outlandish personalities who were fighting for control of the conservative movement during the Obama administration.

Donald Trump’s rise to the forefront of the Republican candidates stoked interest from those tracking conspiracies and far-right extremists, myself included. My wife, sick of hearing about all of the conservative pundits I spent so many hours tracking, had an idea: maybe I could write about these characters and conspiracy theories for a wider audience, instead of talking about them every night at dinner.

After five months of writing a newsletter about some of the strangest parts of Trump’s base, however, I encountered something in October 2016 that made my usual topics look almost normal. Online one night, I discovered a story that would change both my life and American politics forever: Pizzagate.

I noticed that a minor alt-right figure named “Pizza Party Ben” had blanketed his Twitter feed with videos and pictures from a Washington, D.C., pizzeria called Comet Ping Pong, obsessing over its menu and decor. Ben wasn’t alone—all over the right-wing internet, people were posting videos about Comet. The videos weren’t sinister in themselves. Most of them just showed kids eating pizza or playing on the restaurant’s Ping-Pong tables. I had been to Comet Ping Pong, too, and enjoyed it. If these guys also liked the pizzeria, I thought, at least we had that in common.

I sent Ben a message to ask why he was so interested in Comet. He wrote back, saying only that the pizzeria was involved in “many strange coincidences.”

It didn’t take long to realize this was not just about pizza. Ben’s message piqued my interest, and I started tracing back the origins of the right’s interest in Comet. A few days earlier, anonymous posters on forums like Reddit and 4chan had been discussing hacked emails from Clinton campaign chair John Podesta that had been released by WikiLeaks. Comet Ping Pong, located in a wealthy Washington neighborhood popular with political types, was mentioned a few times.

The amateur internet sleuths had seized on the pizza emails, claiming that pedophiles use “cheese pizza” as slang for “child porn.” For them, it was only a small logical leap to the direst conclusion—that when Podesta and his friends were ordering a pizza, they were actually ordering a child to sexually abuse at the restaurant. As bizarre as it was, the theory, dubbed “Pizzagate,” caught on with the far-right internet in the final days of the presidential campaign.

I emailed Comet Ping Pong owner James Alefantis, asking if he had seen the speculation on Reddit that his restaurant was a child rape dungeon.

“What’s Reddit?” Alefantis said.

Alefantis was about to become very familiar with the online forum, and all of the other corners of the internet where he, along with his customers and staff, were seen as a locus of unfathomable evil. Death threats poured in; amateur Pizzagate detectives began wandering around the restaurant, livestreaming their investigations to viewers eager to get a glimpse into the devil’s den. The theorists began to harass neighboring businesses, too, convinced that they were all connected to Comet through underground tunnels frequented by sex-trafficking Democratic leaders.

Then, in December 2016, a Pizzagate believer, Edgar Maddison Welch, stormed into Comet Ping Pong with an AR-15 rifle, convinced that he needed to rescue the children being abused in the pizzeria’s basement. As customers fled, Welch fired shots into a door in an attempt to break into the dungeon. But as he searched through the restaurant, he couldn’t find any tortured children. He couldn’t even find a basement, because Comet didn’t have one. Dejected, Welch emerged from the restaurant with his hands on his head and was arrested.

“The intel on this wasn’t 100 percent,” Welch said later.

Pizzagate all but disappeared from public view after the shooting, discredited by Welch’s violence and the threat of defamation lawsuits from Alefantis. But online, Pizzagate never really ended—it just went underground.

A year after Welch stormed Comet, in the winter of 2017, I was back on 4chan. I had noticed a recurring conversation thread, always illustrated with a picture of a lion looking over a sunset. This tiny internet community on 4chan was a place called “Calm Before the Storm,” which described itself as a place to discuss messages from someone named Q. But 4chan was full of nonsense that never went beyond the site, and I ignored those threads for a while. Whoever Q was, I felt sure we had heard the last of them.

I was wrong. Those 4chan threads were an early sign that Pizzagate had never stopped. Instead, in little-visited corners of the internet, it wrapped itself up with other conspiracy theories and internet phenomena to create QAnon, a mega-conspiracy theory that was far more compelling and dangerous than Pizzagate.

I saw more references on 4chan to this “Q” person and the Storm, even though I didn’t know what they meant. Then the phrases jumped from 4chan to other places like Reddit and Facebook. Right-wing Twitter users I followed started buzzing about what Q was telling them. In the spring of 2018, I started writing about what all these people were talking about: QAnon. Soon after that, in April 2018, I watched as hundreds of QAnon believers marched in the streets of Washington, demanding an end to the Justice Department’s investigation into the Trump campaign and chanting “Where we go one, we go all.” That march made clear to me that QAnon was, for its believers, about much more than a weird internet rumor. A man I met there who lacked the health insurance he needed to treat his terminal cancer told me he wasn’t worried about his illness. Q’s predictions about the Storm would soon come true and force the cabal to release a long-hidden cure for cancer. A woman whose child was bullied in school because he was autistic said she wasn’t worried about her son. Soon Trump would make the cabal release their autism cure, too.

At the time, QAnon seemed like a sad cult, but one unlikely to have a significant political impact. But as the months went on and Q’s clues were woven into an increasingly elaborate narrative, I found myself writing about QAnon more. It had become a feeding ground for people looking to make money from the gullible and confused—and that meant plenty of opportunity for news stories. First for my newsletter and then for the Daily Beast, a news website I started working for in 2018, I wrote articles debunking QAnon’s claims and exposing its promoters as con artists and charlatans. I thought that Washington rally in 2018 would be QAnon’s largest event ever, with Q’s deluded followers realizing soon that they had been fooled. But a few months later, a crazed QAnon believer driving an armored truck blocked a bridge near the Hoover Dam after one of Q’s predictions about Hillary Clinton’s arrest failed to come true. Q hadn’t faded away. Instead, dozens of believers began to appear at Trump rallies with giant Q signs. QAnon supporters even started running for Congress.

Reporting more on QAnon turned me into a target. Leading conspiracy theorists accused me of being a deep-state operative covering up for the pedophile cabal. Q linked to my tweets in some of his posts, directing angry followers online to send me harassing messages. As I sat in the front row at a QAnon rally in September 2019, I watched as conspiracy theorist Dustin Nemos took the stage. Apparently unaware that I was in the crowd, Nemos began to accuse another audience member who looked a little like me of being the real Will Sommer. Members of the crowd turned on their fellow Q devotee, booing and shouting at the man as he tried, without success, to convince them he wasn’t me. While I couldn’t miss the irony of a QAnon believer’s surprise at suddenly having the mob’s anger turned on him, it was also concerning because I was the guy they were really angry at. QAnon’s response to the outside world was getting uglier.

As the death threats started to arrive in my inbox, it was hard to ignore the fate of other people who had angered QAnon fans. A QAnon believer murdered a New York Mafia boss, part of a botched attempt to bring him to a mythical tribunal. Another QAnon supporter murdered his own brother, convinced by theories, fringe even within QAnon, that his brother was a lizard-person.

I locked down my social media accounts, well aware of how Q’s supporters could turn even innocuous photos into material for their attacks. When friends arrived to a vacation house with an Instagram-worthy pool toy shaped like a slice of pizza, I knew to stay far away. I felt like QAnon had split me in two. There was the real, mundane version of me, who was spending too much of his time reading conspiracy theories, texting with QAnon obsessives, and listening to QAnon podcasts. Then there was the version QAnon followers saw, one who was at once much more exciting, sinister, and a more acceptable target for their hate. All of this made me an uncomfortable micro-celebrity in QAnonworld. Many QAnon followers were unnervingly friendly in person, when they managed to leave the talk about executions and pedophiles behind. Some asked to pose for selfies, convinced that I was on their side and reporting on QAnon just to spread its message more widely. But then they tried to take me on in livestreamed confrontations or demanded to know whether I really thought QAnon was fake. As Q inspired more violence, I started disguising myself at pro-Trump events as much as possible.

This idea born from the internet’s depths had alienated thousands of people from those close to them, destroying friendships and marriages. Whether you knew about QAnon or not, it could affect you—hurting vaccination rates in your town, or convincing a deluded man with a gun that he’s carrying out Q’s orders.

By the 2020 election, my own interactions with QAnon had gotten worse. I had gone from thinking of them as a disturbing, but effectively powerless, internet oddity into a growing force on the American right. QAnon wasn’t a sideshow anymore. It was the main event.

By the election, though, QAnon had become about much more than just symbols in the clues and strange messages. It had become a way of life for Q’s followers, a way of seeing the world, politics, and a community all at once. Q’s most devoted fans abandoned their old lives to pursue their own dreams of the Storm.

Standing outside the Capitol, I was looking for an answer to a question that had pressed on me as I watched QAnon grow. What happens when a portion of a country buys into a mass delusion?

QAnon supporter Douglas Jensen came to Washington because he was convinced that Q had personally asked him to be there. He told friends back in Iowa that he thought he was communicating directly with Q, and thought every prediction would come true. He called himself a “digital soldier,” a phrase Q followers had adopted as one of their slogans from a speech by Trump national security adviser Michael Flynn. Now, clad in a shirt decorated with a large Q, a snarling bald eagle, and the Q slogan “Trust the Plan,” Jensen wanted to make sure he was out in front of the other rioters. That way, his shirt would be captured on camera and Q would get more attention.

Jensen climbed into the Capitol through a broken window, eager to help Capitol Police arrest Pence on Trump’s orders. He stood out to police as one of the most aggressive rioters, egging on his compatriots to attack police and acting unfazed even as explosions went off around him. Inside the Capitol, Jensen led a mob chasing a beleaguered Capitol Police officer up flights of stairs.

“Why are you defending these motherfuckers?” Jensen yelled at police, demanding that they detain lawmakers who had planned to certify Biden’s election win. “You should be arresting them!”

Federal Aviation Administration employee Kevin Strong entered the Capitol after traveling from California, his latest step in a headlong dive into QAnon’s unreality. The FBI had already been tracking him for a week ahead of the riot, alerted by an acquaintance of Strong’s that he was getting deeper into QAnon. Before heading to Washington, Strong hung a Q flag outside his house and purchased a new truck, claiming that the Storm would soon absolve his debt. He told an acquaintance that January 6 would mark the start of World War III.

Once he was inside the Capitol, though, the war failed to start. Rather than helping to usher in Trump’s second term, Strong was captured on MSNBC milling around aimlessly in the Rotunda. When the FBI raided his house days later, agents confiscated his QAnon flag.

QAnon believer Hank Muntzer, who was so deep into QAnon that he had painted slogans and a thunderous illustration of the Storm on the side of his Montana appliance store, breached the Capitol, too. Like Strong and Jensen, Muntzer had been motivated by QAnon, convinced that Q had inspired the American people with his clues and “awakened a sleeping giant.”

Muntzer helped a surge of rioters shove through the police lines, taking pepper spray to the face as he pushed forward. Despite participating in the attack himself and posting on Facebook about how he and others “stormed the Capitol,” Muntzer claimed in an interview shot on the streets of Washington afterward that any destruction shown by the media was an inside job faked by the deep state to make the rioters look bad. As of this writing, Muntzer was awaiting trial on five charges related to the riot.

Georgia resident Rosanne Boyland had been drawn into QAnon during the coronavirus lockdown, telling friends about the cabal and the mole children. A friend later said that Boyland, a recovering drug user, had become “brainwashed” by QAnon after seeing echoes of her own childhood in its claims about crimes against children. Boyland died after a mob of Trump supporters trampled her on their way to attack police.

Air Force veteran Ashli Babbitt had come to Washington for what she claimed would mark the Storm. Babbitt had followed QAnon since February 2020, tweeting pictures of herself in a Q shirt and boasting about her skills at red-pilling new converts. Draped in a Trump flag, Babbitt was fatally shot by a Capitol Police officer as she tried to break into the Speaker’s Lobby.

But maybe no rioter summed up the growing derangement QAnon had set off in the United States more than Jacob Chansley, the self-proclaimed “Q Shaman.”

Chansley, a failed actor who had reportedly been kicked out of the Navy after he refused to take an anthrax vaccine, had transformed himself after discovering QAnon, draping himself in animal pelts and horns, painting his face in red, white, and blue, and wielding a spear wrapped in an American flag. By embracing QAnon in its most outlandish form, Chansley took on a new identity, turning from an unemployed actor living with his mother into the Q Shaman.

The shaman became a familiar figure in the QAnon hotbed of Arizona, bellowing outside the courthouse when a QAnon believer was released on bail and riling up angry crowds outside of polling places with allegations of voter fraud.

Many Q supporters describe themselves as warriors, but Chansley actually donned a QAnon battle costume, putting on what he called his war paint to carry out “war that is of a spiritual nature.” He wore a hat made of coyote fur, in a nod to indigenous beliefs about a coyote trickster god, topped with buffalo horns. The message of the horns, Chansley explained, was less complicated: “You mess with the bull, you get the horns.”

On January 6, Chansley rushed into the Capitol, using a bullhorn to encourage other rioters to confront congressmen. Chansley even breached the Senate chamber, posing for pictures with his spear in the chair recently vacated by Pence himself.

Chansley left a note for the vice president. “It’s only a matter of time,” Chansley wrote on a piece of paper, then added a QAnon slogan that doubled as a threat. “Justice is coming.”

As flashbangs went off and tear gas drifted over the crowd outside the Capitol, I ran into Borgerding again, just as a man waving a giant Q flag rode by the Capitol’s broken doors on a scooter.

“It just happened,” she said. “We’re taking our country back.”





Chapter 1

The Genesis

In late October 2017, an anonymous poster on a bustling, chaotic online message board called 4chan made an announcement to the world. Most of 4chan’s tens of millions of users spent their time on the site exploring the internet’s darkest or most frivolous corners, talking video games, swapping racist memes, or teaming up to troll other websites. But this user had a much more serious message: former presidential candidate Hillary Clinton would soon be in jail:

Hillary Clinton will be arrested between 7:45 AM - 8:30 AM EST on Monday - the morning on Oct 30, 2017.

In a follow-up message, the user claimed that the Trump administration was coordinating with American allies to prevent Clinton from fleeing the country. Her arrest would trigger civil strife, setting off riots and inspiring anti-Trump elites to also flee. If anyone doubted something big was coming, they should ask National Guard members if they’d been called up for duty on October 30.

For QAnon believers, those two posts from the figure who would become known as Q mark the start of their sacred text, the first of the “Q drops” that reveal the true state of the world. But at the time, many 4chan users were just annoyed. Plenty of people before Q had played on the site’s culture of near-universal anonymity to impersonate unnamed government officials. Starting in 2016, 4chan had witnessed a multiyear procession of self-proclaimed law enforcement and intelligence whistleblowers purporting to spill the country’s most sensitive secrets. They often called themselves “Anons,” short for anonymous.

“Oh god, not another one,” one 4chan user wrote after Q posted for the first time.

In 2017 alone, there had already been “CIAAnon” and “WH Insider Anon,” each of whom promised that an explosive revelation about Clinton was just around the corner. A poster who called himself “Anonymous5” revealed more allegations about the Clinton family, while insisting that he personally had lived to be 120 years old through the power of secret technologies. A character named “High Level Insider Anon” told Trump supporters that Clinton used her private email server to sell American secrets to the Chinese government. 4chan users thrilled to the stories of FBIAnon, a supposed FBI insider with confidential dirt on the federal investigation into Clinton. Sometimes the anonymous personas would set up question-and-answer threads, holding forth on space aliens and bitcoin’s investment prospects.

This parade of leakers seems to have found few followers, even on 4chan. For most users on the site, the whistleblower game was a way to pass the time, to focus their hate on Clinton, and to rev up their enthusiasm for Trump. When one poster complained that an insider was obviously “FAKE FAKE FAKE,” others chimed in to quiet the skeptic.

“Who cares?” one 4chan poster wrote. “Fuck off.”

At first, few on 4chan took the character who would become known as Q seriously, either, especially after the October 30 deadline passed without any Clinton arrest.

Paul Furber, a South African computer programmer who would become one of Q’s most devoted early followers, watched as Q unfolded his outrageous initial claims and felt just as skeptical. After all, Furber thought, this was 4chan. Anyone could say anything. Q’s allegations that Hillary Clinton would be arrested were “utterly outrageous,” Furber thought. But as Q ramped up his posting, releasing as many as thirty new messages a day, Furber began to reconsider. He noticed a string of what QAnon followers call “Q proofs”—irrefutable evidence that both Q and his ideas are legitimate.

Those proofs gave Q credibility among 4chan users in a way that the whistleblowers that preceded him failed to do. Some of those earlier leakers talked about UFOs and eternal life, ideas that were hard to take seriously. But Q’s clues, at least initially, seemed to be grounded in some sort of reality. Even better, he appeared to get things right. First Q said something cryptic about power players making moves in Saudi Arabia. Then the Saudi monarchy really was convulsed by an internal purge two days later.

Q posted a picture from an airplane window that 4chan users became convinced could only have been taken from Air Force One, suggesting that Q was a Trump insider posting on the president’s behalf. The skeptics started to come around on Q. There were fewer insults directed at Q on the board, replaced by requests for users to work together to research his claims.

After the Air Force One photo, Furber recalls, “we took him very seriously indeed.”

Furber and other early acolytes started contacting YouTube conspiracy theorists, urging them to make videos promoting QAnon. Soon the clues wouldn’t be limited to people with the patience to wade through hundreds of anonymous posts. QAnon was about to escape its birthplace.

Years after Q first appeared, 4chan users aren’t the only ones falling for his claims. Belief in QAnon and its tenets has become relatively mainstream. A March 2021 poll of 5,149 adults conducted by the Public Religion Research Institute found that 15 percent of respondents believed the core QAnon belief that the world’s top institutions are run by “Satan-worshipping pedophiles who run a global child sex trafficking operation.” Even more respondents approved of the idea of the Storm, with 20 percent saying they believed that “[t]here is a storm coming soon that will sweep away the elites in power and restore the rightful leaders.” A poll of over 2,000 people conducted by the American Enterprise Institute in January 2021 after the Capitol riot found that 15 percent of respondents believed Trump was engaged in a secret war with pedophiles in Hollywood and the Democratic Party.

Support for QAnon rises among more conservative groups. Twenty-seven percent of white evangelical Christians in the AEI poll, for example, said QAnon’s claims were at least mostly correct.

Other polls that ask respondents directly whether they support QAnon, rather than its beliefs, have found lower levels of support. Between September 2020 and April 2022, a running poll taken online by survey company Civiqs that received more than 55,000 responses found only between 4 and 7 percent of respondents describing themselves as QAnon supporters. While that number is smaller than other polls, it would still amount to millions of Americans endorsing a crazed, violent ideology.

The polling shows that QAnon believers don’t always look like the wild-eyed mob at the Capitol. They could have a conversation with you about the weather, then casually mention that the government controls that weather. They could be parents at your children’s school, fellow customers in the grocery store, or politicians—all of them divorced from reality by a conspiracy theory that began with a few much-mocked posts on 4chan.

QAnon has a unique ability to recruit people who have never considered themselves conspiracy theorists before. Pulling people in through the journey to understand the QAnon clues, it creates a community where people radicalize one another—or as Q has put it, to see how deep the rabbit hole goes. It comes with an entire religious and political agenda, a call for a world cleansed of everyone standing in the way of Trump and his supporters.

QAnon is a dark dream about sanctioned violence against political and cultural enemies. It threatens to undermine democracy, laying the groundwork for an authoritarian takeover justified on the grounds that Democrats and other liberals are child-eating pedophiles. How, QAnon believers ask, can we coexist with people like that?

To understand where QAnon is going, you must understand where it started: 4chan, the unruly online message board where Q first found his flock.

4chan began in 2003, when a lonely New York teenager named Christopher Poole needed more anime porn. Poole, who went by the name “moot” online, had already discovered a trove of anime on the massive Japanese image-sharing board 2channel, but he didn’t speak Japanese.

Poole copied 2channel’s code to launch 4chan, an English-language clone of the Japanese site, originally intending it as a place to swap anime with his friends. 4chan began with just two subforums: “/a/,” devoted to Poole’s anime interests, and “/b/,” the “random” section of the website.

Poole borrowed more than code from 2channel. On the Japanese site, users were anonymous, all going by the Japanese term Nanashii, which translates into English as “nameless.” As he set up 4chan, Poole plugged the Japanese term into an online translator, where it was transformed into English as “Anonymous.” Poole wrote 4chan’s code so every user would show up by default with the name “Anonymous.” Fourteen years later, this choice would become the name taken by Q’s followers: “Anons.”

4chan’s anime section thrived, but /b/ took on an outsize life of its own, becoming the site’s best-known section to the wider internet. The forum’s anonymous users created a string of blockbuster memes that went on to become ubiquitous online, inventing “LOLcats”—the hungry meme cats who asked to eat “cheezburgers”—and “Rickrolling,” the concept of tricking other internet users with a misleading link to singer Rick Astley’s 1987 hit, “Never Gonna Give You Up.”

The anonymous hordes on /b/ soon began to flex their muscles off the site, invading online children’s games with racist messages or bruising Apple’s stock prices by spreading hoaxes about founder Steve Jobs’s death. By 2008, the more politically minded users had coalesced into “Anonymous,” a loose-knit online movement based around “hacktivism,” the idea that internet activists could change the world for good, through massed online actions or hacks. Supporters of Anonymous protested outside branches of the Church of Scientology in Guy Fawkes masks inspired by the movie V for Vendetta and attacked websites connected to Middle Eastern governments during the Arab Spring.

As the rest of the internet became aware of 4chan, so did neo-Nazis, who began flooding into the site after 4chan’s “Anons” trolled racist website Stormfront by spamming it with violent and obscene images. The white supremacist newcomers found a receptive audience on 4chan, where racial slurs and jokes about Black people having AIDS were already popular. Rather than let the white supremacists roam freely across 4chan, Poole decided to quarantine the neo-Nazi influence from the rest of the site by creating a new forum, “Politically Incorrect,” or /pol/, in 2010.

Instead of cutting the neo-Nazis off from the rest of 4chan, author and 4chan expert Dale Beran notes, /pol/ began to pull in all the site’s worst elements, inviting them into a place where the neo-Nazis held forth for a captive audience. The white supremacists had been given a home to mingle with other insidious groups of 4chan users: the involuntarily celibate “incels,” who raged against women for not having sex with them, and the garden-variety conspiracy theorists who had been drawn by 4chan’s reputation as the internet’s Wild West.

On /pol/, all those groups could radicalize one another with their beliefs, then reflect them back out onto the rest of 4chan. The forum’s anonymity meant that every user looked the same, giving them the chance to couch their extremist ideas as normal in a way that a neo-Nazi rally in real life never could. In an early example of the forum’s power, angry /pol/ users teamed up with members of 4chan’s video game forum to help drive Gamergate, the backlash to the rise of feminism and other social justice movements in the gaming industry.

Donald Trump was a dream candidate for /pol/. In debates, he trolled his debate opponents with taunts as mercilessly as they did to their foes online. Both Trump and /pol/ users had the same concerns, calling Mexican immigrants “rapists” and sharing a sense that the United States needed a strong leader to arrest its decline. They dubbed him the GEOTUS—the “God-Emperor of the United States,” in a nod to an ancient, pitiless galactic dictator from the military strategy game Warhammer 40,000. While /pol/ wasn’t large enough to sway any election with their own votes, its users became an online engine for Trump, pumping out viral meme images to support his campaign. On election night in 2016, the forum exploded as Trump’s unlikely win became reality. When Trump carried Florida, one /pol/ user predicted Clinton’s impending arrest: “bitch is going to jail.”

By the time Q first appeared on the forum on October 28, 2017, Trump had failed to deliver on his /pol/ supporters’ hopes. Construction had not begun on the border wall, and Mexico wasn’t paying for it. Special Counsel Robert Mueller had been investigating ties between Trump’s campaign and Russia for five months. Worst of all, Hillary Clinton was still not in jail.

Q’s posts offered Trump’s fans an explanation for all the president’s woes. The issue was that the world’s problems were far worse than they had even imagined. Forget bringing jobs back from China or repealing ObamaCare—this was a life-or-death battle with Trump and his supporters on one side and decadent elites who drank children’s blood on the other. The wall would have to wait.

Three weeks before Q first appeared on 4chan, Trump summoned reporters to a surprise press event in the White House, where he posed for a picture with military leaders.

“You guys know what this represents?” Trump asked reporters. “Maybe it’s the calm before the storm.”

“What’s the storm?” one journalist said.

“Could be the calm before the storm,” Trump repeated.

By November 2017, enough 4chan users were interested in QAnon that /pol/ featured a regular thread devoted to QAnon
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