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Chapter One
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Clarence Beem had been tending the Rose Garden since the Bush administration—senior, not junior—and he had long ago learned the value of arriving early. Before the camera crews. Before the press secretaries with their earpieces and furrowed brows. Before the tourists with their matching shirts and telephoto lenses pretending not to be disappointed by the size of the hedges.

The sun was only just dragging itself over the eastern wing, its light filtering pale and sleepy through the columns. Clarence moved carefully among the blossoms, hose in hand, working the soil around the roots, not the petals—people always watered the petals, which made about as much sense as shampooing a hat.

He reached the trellis near the east arbor and paused.

It wasn’t the roses that caught his attention, though they were behaving themselves nicely this year, nor was it the tulips that the interns kept insisting weren’t native to the garden. It was the shimmer.

There, suspended between two carefully pruned boxwoods, stretched a spider web so wide and fine it seemed to float in midair. Dew clung to it in trembling pearls, casting tiny rainbows in the morning light.

Clarence took a step forward.

The web wasn’t new. He would’ve noticed something of that size being spun—he wasn’t that old. But it hadn’t caught the light until just now. Not like this. Not like—

He leaned in. Blinked. Then blinked again, slower this time, as if giving his brain a chance to adjust to what his eyes were insisting was real.

Four words. Woven in perfect silk strands across the web’s midsection.

LITTLE DONNIE DUM-DUM

Clarence straightened. He took off his hat, scratched the bald patch beneath it, then put the hat back on as if that might reset something.

A breeze shifted the web slightly, but the letters held firm, shimmering with all the innocent malice of a schoolyard chant etched into glass.

He stood there for a long while, watering can forgotten in one hand, the hose snaking aimlessly across the gravel path behind him. Somewhere inside, a staffer was probably rehearsing the President’s morning remarks. Somewhere else, a senator was likely drafting a very firm tweet. But out here, among the roses and the spiders and the fading dignity of American landscaping, something had been said. And Clarence, for one, had no intention of being the first to repeat it.

He gave the web a final glance, then turned off the water. Time to let the Secret Service sort it out.

*****
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THE FIRST STAFFER TO learn of the web was an assistant deputy liaison for Press Coordination and Garden Access—a title invented during a restructuring that no one remembered requesting. Her name was Meghan and she wore her badge on a lanyard that changed colors depending on her mood. At that particular moment, it was orange—anxiety.

She arrived at the Rose Garden in heels unfit for gravel and took one look at the web before letting out a gasp just loud enough to alert Special Agent Will McCray, whose job it was to walk the perimeter each morning and make absolutely certain the Executive Branch had not been breached overnight. He had been trained in counter-surveillance, weapons interdiction, and the rapid evacuation of dignitaries under fire. He had not, however, been trained in calligraphy-by-spider.

He stood beside her, arms crossed, staring at the web.

“Is this... a prank?” Meghan asked, clutching her tablet like it might shield her from liability.

McCray leaned closer. “How long’s it been here?”

“I don’t know—I just got here. It was the gardener who—” She stopped herself, realizing with some horror that she did not actually know the gardener’s name.

McCray tapped his comms.

“This is Charlie One. We’ve got... something in the Garden.”

Pause.

“It’s spider-related.”

He didn’t wait for a reply. He was already walking.

Lane Wickersham, the White House Chief of Staff, arrived at the West Wing communications hub with a large coffee in hand and wearing the pinched expression of a man running on three hours of chemically assisted sleep. “Okay,” he said, without preamble. “What’s on fire?”
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