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Praise for The Hatching trilogy


‘Guaranteed to do what Jaws did to millions of people’


Suspense Magazine


‘You know those people who claim spiders are more afraid of us than we are of them? When it comes to The Hatching, they lied. Great gory fun – and creepy, in every sense of the word’


John Connolly, #1 internationally bestselling author of A Time of Torment


‘The Hatching takes an impressively terrible doomsday scenario and adds spiders, making it one of the creepiest books of all time’


Tor.com


‘It’s an original plot, with a horrifying premise guaranteed to entertain and shock the reader . . . The Hatching is a page-turner’


New York Journal of Books


‘The Hatching is a hair-raising thriller that reads like the love child of Independence Day and World War Z, but is creepier than both’


The Real Book Spy


‘It’s been too long since someone reminded us that spiders are not just to be feared, but also may well spell doom for mankind. Fortunately, Ezekiel Boone has upped the ante on arachnophobia. This is a fresh take on classic horror, thoroughly enjoyable and guaranteed to leave your skin crawling’


Michael Koryta, New York Times bestselling author of Those Who Wish Me Dead


‘Peter Benchley (with an assist from Spielberg) scared everyone out of the water with Jaws. Hitchcock showed us how terrifying birds can be. Michael Crichton’s Congo went overboard on gorillas. . . Add Boone to the list. He has given everyone more reason to fear spiders’


Men Reading Books


‘Prepare to be terrified . . . Hair-raising’


Parade


‘Globe-hopping, seriously creepy read’


Publishers Weekly


‘Building on the success of The Hatching, Ezekiel Boone’s Skitter is scary-good fun that sets the stage for at least one more epic showdown between mankind and the terrifying eight-legged beasts hell-bent on destroying them. If you’re not already reading this series, it’s time to start!’


The Real Book Spy


‘The mark of a good series for me is that I’m ready for the next book as soon as I finish the current one, and sometimes even before I’m finished. As soon as I finished the last page of Skitter, I hopped on Goodreads to see if book three had been listed yet’


Michael Patrick Hicks Reviews
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For Zoey.
I’ll try to write faster.




PROLOGUE


Mars Conquest Shuttle, Low Earth Orbit


Commander Reynard never used foul language, so pardon him, but this was some grade-A bullpoop. Where the heck was his parade?


Reynard was a born-and-bred Saskatchewan wheat farmer. Canola and lentils and peas, too, but durum wheat most of all. His mom had managed the farm with an iron fist. She was quick with a kiss or a kind word, but she could squeeze a nickel hard enough to make it weep two quarters. Reynard’s dad was in charge of the actual physical work of farming—sowing and reaping, disking fields and tasking the hired help, soil testing and fertilizing—but it was his mom who ran the show. And one of the things she’d always told Reynard and his sister was that complaining about the weather neither makes it rain nor shine. If you can’t change it, don’t complain; and if you can change it, change it. And you still don’t complain. For his entire childhood, he’d been taught that the worst accusation that could be leveled against another person was that they were a complainer. “A dog barking at the wind,” his mother said. And if it held true when he was just a boy on a farm, his mother told him, it held doubly true now that he was an astronaut.


But still.


Bullpoop.


He’d left the farm for university at seventeen, and although he’d gone back for vacations and holidays, he’d never really looked back. Yes, in some ways he knew that the open skies of Saskatchewan and the red dirt roads of his childhood would always define him, but he’d spent his entire adult life working to trade that childhood in for the endless skies of space and the red dirt of an entire planet.


Commander Brian Reynard. The first man to set foot on Mars.


And this was what he was coming back to?


Forget the hours he’d spent studying—an engineering and biochemistry double major as an undergrad—or in flight simulators as part of the Royal Canadian Air Force. Forget the time he’d spent at Edwards Air Force Base during a joint program that allowed him to attend the US Air Force Test Pilot School, or the time he’d spent getting his master’s in aeronautics. Forget the chunks of his life that were eaten by the basement offices at NASA and the meeting rooms of the Canadian Space Agency. Forget the time he’d spent running and working out at the gym, making sure he was in better shape than the younger and more polished astronauts who were trying to bump him out of the spot he’d earned. Forget, even, all the years he’d spent preparing specifically for this one single mission.


Just look at the mission itself: eight and a half months flying the Mars Conquest shuttle using a fuel-efficient but relatively slow Hohmann Transfer Orbit to Mars; one and a half years establishing the first research station on Mars itself and waiting for the window to align for the trip back; another eight and a half months flying the return. How about that? Almost three years of his life. Sure, humanity had reached the point where simply going to space was no longer enough to make you famous—the Wikipedia list of people who’ve been in space was absurdly long—and even walking on the moon was a crowded field. But to be the first person on Mars? The first man to set foot on the Red Planet? The first human to stride upon a giant, cold, dusty sphere floating among the stars? That had to count for something, didn’t it?


When it was already old news, the black-and-white echo of Neil Armstrong’s one small step on the moon gave him the shivers as a kid. And even as Reynard stepped down the ladder and let the weak gravity of Mars pull him to the surface—even as he said the words that had been so carefully prepared for him by the committee that represented all six of the countries on the Mars Conquest Shuttle team—Armstrong’s voice, static and all, ran through him like lightning. It felt electric.


So Commander Reynard thought it was reasonable to want a hero’s welcome when he landed back on Earth. He thought it was reasonable to believe that he’d take his place among the great explorers of human history. And, gosh darn it, he thought it was reasonable to expect a ticker-tape parade when he returned.


He knew he was being ridiculous. Even if he hadn’t been raised by a mother who thought that complaining was a cardinal sin—followed closely by bragging and then using foul language—he would have recognized that it was crazy for him to be upset that there wasn’t going to be a parade. There were bigger things to worry about.


Maybe that was why he was fixated on his disappointment about the lack of a parade. It gave him something to think about other than the unthinkable. He and the rest of the crew had followed along when the first news of the spiders started making the rounds—bandwidth was limited at times, but they did have Internet access—and they’d alternated between disbelief and horror. It had seemed bad enough as they’d gotten closer and closer to Earth: a nuclear accident in China that turned out to be no accident and was just a harbinger of things to come, followed by outbreaks of spiders around the globe. And then, suddenly, it seemed like it was over. The Earth was reeling, but it still turned as it always did. As they settled into low Earth orbit in preparation for landing the shuttle, Commander Reynard thought how easy it would have been for him and his crew to be oblivious to what had happened below.


From two hundred kilometers up, Earth was luminous and peaceful. So startling in its beauty that Reynard, who never tired of gazing upon the planet of his birth, sometimes doubted that what he was looking at was even real. If he hadn’t been a man of science, he might have entertained the idea that this was all some sort of dream, or that Earth was the product of some great being beyond his comprehension. Despite a childhood of being a good Protestant, as an adult he’d become a member of the church of science. He worshipped at the altar of math and engineering, so it was difficult to think of the hand of God. And yet, as he watched the sun rise and set and rise and set over Earth as the shuttle sped around in orbit at a speed of more than seven kilometers per second, it was almost impossible for Reynard not to believe in a higher power. As he’d said when he first stepped foot on Mars, “Mankind’s place is among the heavens.”


And then there’d been the second round of outbreaks.


But in the days between the end of the first outbreak and the beginning of the second, the crew had spent a lot of time . . . Well, no matter what kind of a spin he wanted to put on it, probably the best way to say it was that they had spent a lot of time freaking out. Science officers Ya Zhang and Vasily Sokolov had gotten extremely different information from the Chinese and Russian governments, respectively, which made everybody nervous. They were all scientists, and they were used to working with data. Ya was told not to worry despite the fact that China had basically nuked half of itself, and Vasily was told there was a spider menace but it was being contained because of Russian ingenuity.


Reynard had called a meeting to talk about it, and after hours and hours of comparing information, of going back and forth, they’d decided that there wasn’t anything to do but wait for orders. So they’d done everything they could to prepare for landing the shuttle, which under normal conditions would have kept them busy and anxious enough as is.


But it quickly became clear that these were not normal conditions, and when the second round of outbreaks began, it was almost a relief; Reynard realized he’d been expecting it from the moment the first outbreak died out, and to have it finally happen felt like a release.


They watched President Pilgrim’s address to America, listened to her explain her plan to try to break the country apart in order to save it. Out of respect, Reynard and the rest of the crew acted like they didn’t see the flight engineer, Shimmie, crying. And then, as near as they could tell, all hell broke loose. Communications were sporadic from Earth, until suddenly, with great bursts of light, communications were no more. They had another argument—the kind that only overly educated people can have in a time of crisis—over whether they had lost touch with Earth because the nuclear weapons detonated across the face of America caused an electromagnetic pulse that fried satellites and circuits in a way that the Chinese nukes had not, or because society was simply unraveling. But after an hour or two Reynard cut it off.


“It doesn’t matter,” he said. By then they’d seen the pinprick glow of three dozen tactical nuclear weapons dot North America, and they’d talked and fought for long enough to see a pair of sunrises and sunsets, the Mars Conquest shuttle making a neat circle of Earth roughly every two hours. “We might as well make a decision. We have enough redundancy to stay up here another two months. So we can wait for orders until our margins are razor-thin, at which point, if we haven’t heard anything, we’ll have to act on our own anyway. Or, and maybe I’m posing the answer as a question, we can recognize that things are all messed up down there, that we’re never going to actually get real orders, and we should just say screw it, and go ahead and land her.”


Despite the trappings of a military expedition, Commander Reynard took a vote. One by one, Vasily, Ya, Shimmie, Turk, and even Jenny each voted to take the shuttle out of orbit.


“Okay,” Reynard said. “Let’s go home.”


The reentry made the ship buck and rattle like two bullfrogs mating on a cymbal, but once things had smoothed out and his body no longer felt buffeted, Commander Reynard was surprised to find himself crying. Two years, eleven months, three days. That’s how long he’d gone without stepping foot on Earth. No matter that he’d always be the first man to have stepped on Mars: Earth was his home. From the captain’s chair, the view was stunning. Sunny skies over Florida. A blue so clear that the few wisps of clouds only served to make it more perfect. The Atlantic Ocean a sparkling jewel.


The landing itself was almost anticlimactic. They used the same runway at the Kennedy Space Center that had been used for the space shuttle, and even though the Mars Conquest shuttle flew more like a running shoe than an eagle, they touched down gently. Commander Reynard used fourteen thousand of the runway’s fifteen thousand feet to bring the ship to a stop. They ran through all their checklists and procedures and finally they stepped outside, with Commander Reynard, as was his right as the first person to have set foot on Mars, being the first person to set foot back on Earth.


After nearly three years of canned and recycled air, the thick soup of a Florida afternoon felt wonderful and alive in his lungs. For a moment he was unaccountably happy, all thoughts of spiders and nuclear weapons and mayhem and death and the end of the world set aside at the simple joy of breathing in and out and in and out with Earth’s gravity keeping his feet connected to the ground beneath him.


But it was so quiet.


Nobody there to greet them.


No parade.


There was never going to be a parade.


Commander Reynard sighed. Total, complete, grade-A bullpoop.




Bethesda, Maryland


It took less than five minutes for Lance Corporal Kim Bock to realize they were on their own. Just before the nukes fell, they’d watched a helicopter fly off with the five scientists and two civilian passengers, Amy Lightfoot and Fred Klosnicks, along with Amy’s great, goofy chocolate Lab, Claymore, to the safety of an aircraft carrier. Amy’s husband, Gordo, and Fred’s husband, Shotgun, were left behind with Kim and the Marines. The helicopter pilot had promised that she’d come back for them, but despite Kim’s desire to believe in salvation, she knew it was an empty promise. The helicopter had been overloaded as it was, and while Dr. Guyer and the other scientists might have been a critical priority, Kim and her fellow Marines certainly weren’t. No. Kim was pretty realistic about it: they were on their own. Spiders were eating people, the United States government was using nukes on its own soil, and the cavalry was not coming to rescue them.


At first they kept busy. For a little while they worked to transform Professor Guyer’s lab and the biocontainment unit at the National Institutes of Health into a place where they could hide from the spiders. They gave up on that endeavor once Shotgun pointed out to Staff Sergeant Rodriguez that the suburbs of Washington, DC, might not be a safe place even if they could keep away from the spiders.


“The whole reason I built a bunker in the first place was because of nuclear weapons,” Shotgun said. “Obviously, I didn’t expect to need shelter from nuclear weapons because they were being used to protect us from spiders. Well, theoretically protect us. I have to be honest, I’m not sure that this has been the best strategy. But the point still stands: there’s a reasonable expectation that DC could be next. The risk of getting vaporized if we stay here is bigger than the risk of spiders. We’re working with incomplete information, but, still, I wouldn’t wait around for orders if I were you.”


They were working with incomplete information. Everything was crumbling around them—power outages, cell phone circuits overloaded or down, the radio nothing but static, the Internet more of an idea than a reality—but they heard about the nukes: Denver, Minneapolis, Chicago, Kansas City, Cleveland, Memphis, Dallas, Las Vegas. Maybe thirty, the best they could tell, wiping out all the major metropolises that were known to be infested. Not to mention the hundreds of thousands of pounds, maybe millions of pounds, of conventional explosives that had already been dropped on highways and byways in an attempt to make America impassable. The theory being that the harder it was for people to travel, the harder it was for spiders to travel with them.


“Well,” Private Sue Chirp said, “at least Disneyland was spared. I’ve always wanted to go.”


Kim started to correct her and then stopped. What was the point of telling Sue that Disneyland was, in fact, destroyed, along with all of Los Angeles and a good chunk of the West Coast? Kim knew that Sue was talking just to talk, to try to make both of them feel better. Besides, Sue really meant Disney World. And as far as Kim could tell, Sue was probably right: Florida, at least so far, seemed to have remained untouched by the spiders.


For some reason, thinking about Florida and Disney World made Kim start thinking about the difference between the two cartoon dogs, Goofy and Pluto, wondering why one could talk and walk on two legs, while the other was a straight-up dog, which made her think of Amy’s dog, Claymore, which made her start crying. Again. She’d been doing that a lot.


While Rodriguez did his best to give the platoon busywork, there was still a lot of downtime. Which meant Kim had the free time to keep thinking about that stupid dog. She’d always wanted a dog as a kid, but her dad was allergic. And wasn’t that the craziest thing? As close as they were to the Woodley Park neighborhood where her parents lived only walking distance from her dad’s job at the National Cathedral School, Kim had barely thought about them. But she couldn’t stop crying at the thought of Claymore wagging his tail while she loaded him onto that helicopter.


Meanwhile, Teddie, who worked at CNN, walked around filming everything and seemed excited about the idea of making some sort of a documentary. While she did that, the other two civilians, Shotgun and Gordo, got busy tinkering with their machine, the ST11, which was supposed to be a spider killer but mostly just seemed to make the arachnids sleepy. However, that didn’t stop Shotgun from periodically calling Rodriguez over and repeating his point, which was that if the United States government in all its glory and wisdom had decided to drop a few dozen nukes as a way of eradicating infested cities, Washington, DC, might not be that far behind. And while the National Institutes of Health were not, technically, in Washington, DC, a couple of miles didn’t seem like sufficient distance where mushroom clouds were concerned. Every time Shotgun said it, Kim could see Rodriguez struggle with it. Rodriguez wasn’t exactly an independent thinker, and with everything messed up and the platoon essentially without orders, it was clear that the staff sergeant didn’t know what to do.


To his credit, Rodriguez had maintained discipline, and he’d also had them keep their distance from the other armed forces set up in the NIH parking lots and surrounding areas. Still, Kim couldn’t help noticing that as the time slipped away, it seemed like some of the men and women in uniform from the units around them were going missing.


“I’m not imagining it, am I?” she asked Honky Joe.


“Nope,” Honky Joe said. “Not as many as you’d think, all things considered, but there have definitely been some desertions. Credit Rodriguez for keeping things tight in our platoon. But it’s a matter of time before we start bleeding.” He studied her and then shook his head. “Nah. You ain’t thinking of it yourself. I’d know if you were. You’re too smart for that. No point, really. Where you running to? I don’t think anybody has a handle on this. If it was something else? Russians. North Koreans. Terrorists, even. We plan for that, don’t we? But spiders?” He laughed and then handed her the bottle of Gatorade he was drinking from. It was warm, and the sickly green color of the sugary liquid made her teeth ache just looking at it, but that didn’t stop her from drinking it. It reminded her of childhood, a sweet comfort. “Better off sticking together, aren’t we? Isn’t that the whole point of being a Marine?”


She thought so. It was one of the reasons she’d joined. Being a Marine meant being part of something bigger than herself.


She kept the bottle of Gatorade and did her best to drift close to where Shotgun, Gordo, and Teddie were huddled with Rodriguez without being too obvious about it. She got close enough to hear Shotgun telling Rodriguez, in no uncertain terms, that whatever the Marines chose to do, the civilians were getting the heck away from DC as soon as possible.


An hour later, when Rodriguez called them in, Kim noticed that for the first time their unit was a man short. Garvey or Harvey or something like that. He was a quiet kid, skin so pale he looked like all he’d ever had to drink was warm milk, and Kim had been thankful he wasn’t in her fire team. But even though Kim saw Rodriguez register that roll call had fallen short, the absence was left unmentioned. If anything, Rodriguez seemed relieved, and as he started to talk, Kim realized it was because he no longer had to struggle with making a decision: his hand had been forced. He couldn’t just keep marking time.


“The primary assets at the NIH”—by this, he meant the scientists who’d flown off in the helicopter—“are no longer here. Which means that our original orders—to bring our civilian guests to Professor Guyer—are our most current orders. We’re not going to be able to get Shotgun or Gordo to the USS Elsie Downs.”


Kim heard Honky Joe mutter “Not without a helicopter” under his breath.


“So our primary goal in the meantime will be to keep these civilians safe. They were assigned as high-value assets, and we will continue to act in that manner, putting their safety as the highest priority. And, given the concerns about Washington, DC, as a potential strike target, it’s my decision that we’re moving out.”


As he claimed that it was his decision, Kim saw his eyes flicker in the direction of Shotgun and Gordo.


“Where to?”


Kim didn’t know who asked the question, but she didn’t care. What mattered was that they were moving.


“Chincoteague Island, Virginia,” Rodriguez said. Not a place of any importance on any national scale, but it was a good place for them to wait. It was far away from Washington, DC, but right on the ocean. That way, if they did manage to reestablish contact and hitch a ride on a helicopter, they’d be a little closer to the safety of the aircraft carriers. As Rodriguez told them the plan, Kim could see her fellow Marines looking around at the other troops in the area, but none of the others seemed to be thinking about leaving. Kim didn’t care. As long as they were out of there, she was good.


Rodriguez handled it about as well as he could. He gave them orders and was clear that even if Teddie wasn’t part of the original group, she was now under the umbrella of “high-value assets” with Gordo and Shotgun and their silly little box. As the Marines started getting ready to hit the road, Kim tried to get a read on the platoon. As far as she could tell, Honky Joe was the only other Marine who’d realized that Shotgun and Gordo had made the decision for Rodriguez.


They didn’t have Hummers or joint light tactical vehicles—JLTVs—so they commandeered civilian vehicles from the parking lots at NIH and surrounding areas. It turned out that between Private First Class Elroy Trotter’s history as a juvenile delinquent and Gordo’s and Shotgun’s skill with electronics, hot-wiring a bunch of SUVs and pickup trucks wasn’t that hard. A couple of the guys—all guys, no women—grumbled that it seemed a shame not to “borrow” the gleaming fire-orange Porsche 911 GT3 that was daintily angled across two parking spots.


“Come on. Look at her. That’s sex on wheels,” Private Hamitt Frank said to Kim. “You know how much one of those things goes for?” Mitts shook his head, his eyes drooping in sadness like a hound dog’s. “Fully loaded like that? It’s got ceramic composite brakes, all kinds of carbon fiber crap . . .” He trailed off as he ran his finger along the roofline. For a moment Kim thought he had actual tears in his eyes. “Two hundred thousand dollars. At least. And all it’s doing is sitting here.”


But Rodriguez had been explicit: only vehicles with four-wheel drive and high ground clearance. The air force had done a number on the roads and bridges of the western and central United States of America. So far, the East Coast had been largely unscathed, but that didn’t mean it would be easy travels. Rodriguez wanted them to be able to cut across fields and drive over curbs, to go cross-country when needed. Even if it hadn’t been an order from Rodriguez to stick to trucks and SUVs, it was, Kim thought, a good decision. Besides, what was it with boys and fancy cars? Personally, she’d take a kick-ass pickup truck over a sports car any day.


She ended up behind the wheel of a Nissan Titan. The truck was a beast, and either it was brand-new, or whoever owned it treated it with a tenderness that Kim had never gotten from any boyfriend. She wasn’t sure exactly how it had shaken out the way it did, but she ended up with all three of the civilians in her truck: Teddie in the front seat with her camera, Gordo directly behind Kim, and Shotgun behind Teddie. Teddie had offered to let Shotgun sit in front, since he was so much taller than she was, but he’d waved her off and said it was fine as long as she scooted the seat up.


“That was neatly done. You backed Rodriguez into a corner without embarrassing him,” Kim said to Shotgun as they pulled out of the lot. She glanced in the rearview mirror and met his eyes.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, but it was clear he knew exactly what Kim was talking about.


For the first hour or two, she mostly tuned out the men in the backseat. They were talking about gigahertz and megahertz and ionization and frequency and longwave and shortwave and even sky wave propagation, although at that point she had long lost the thread. Teddie plugged her digital video camera into one of the twelve-volt ports to charge—Kim didn’t know much about cameras, but it looked expensive—and then promptly fell asleep. Which meant that Kim was free to sync her phone to the truck’s Bluetooth system and listen to the old-school rap playlist her best friend from high school had made.


The driving itself almost drove her crazy. Rodriguez had ordered his eight vehicles to stay in tight formation, which probably wouldn’t have been a big deal if it weren’t for the traffic. The roads were clogged. It seemed like everybody was trying to either get to DC or leave DC at the same time. They’d creep along for a few minutes and then drive a hundred yards at speed and then come to a complete stop for five full minutes. When a gap did open up, trying to get all eight trucks and SUVs through together was maddening. By the time Kim was singing along to the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight,” two hours after they’d left the NIH, they’d barely traveled four miles.


Which made her particularly cranky about Shotgun’s request.


“Or a Walmart,” he said. “Honestly, a Radio Shack would be ideal, but unless your cell phone is magically working and we can figure out where the nearest Radio Shack is, we’re better off just finding a big-box computer store.”


“But a Walmart really would be fine if we can’t find a tech store or a Radio Shack,” Gordo piped up.


“But I’d prefer a Radio Shack.”


“Do you happen to know where the closest Radio Shack is? Or a Walmart?” she asked.


“No.” Shotgun sounded doleful. “We’ve both got satellite phones, but no dice on Internet. Texts, sure. And I think probably voice calls would go through. But Google has deserted us.”


Almost as a joke, Kim tried her own cell phone. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to get a connection, whether because circuits were overloaded or because of the whole terrifying nuking-the-spiders thing, she didn’t know. But when she opened her maps app and typed in Radio Shack, a location just a few streets over immediately popped up. Teddie, who had just woken up, grabbed at the phone, but before she could make a call, the signal disappeared.


“It doesn’t matter,” Shotgun said. “I got a good enough look at the map. I can get us there.”


Kim stole a glance at Teddie, worried that she was going to start crying, but the girl looked steady. She seemed pretty tough for a rich white kid from Oberlin College, Kim thought, although she realized she wasn’t one to judge. She might look tough to some people because she was black and in shape, but her mom was a pediatric oncologist and her dad taught history at a posh private school. She hadn’t exactly had a rough childhood.


“I’m under orders to stay with the platoon,” Kim said. “We can’t just go running off to Radio Shack.”


“We have to,” Shotgun said.


“Sorry. Orders.”


She felt Gordo’s hand on the shoulder of her seat, and then he was leaning forward so he was close to her. His voice was quiet and friendly, and she had to give him a little credit for not being dumb enough to think that raising his voice was a good rhetorical strategy.


“Kim,” he said, “think about it this way. The whole reason we’re here, in this truck, is because somebody very, very important thinks that we—okay, really, Shotgun—is very, very important. Important enough to have your whole platoon come find us all the way out in Desperation, California, and then babysit us from there all the way to the East Coast. Important enough to divert soldiers—”


“Marines.”


“Sorry. Marines. Important enough, in a time of a national emergency, to divert Marines, to divert planes and helicopters and make all kinds of effort, to put Shotgun in touch with Professor Guyer, who, near as I can tell, is the woman that President Pilgrim has personally put in charge of figuring out what the heck is going on with these spiders. And when we decided we needed to leave the DC area, your whole platoon came along to make sure we stayed safe.” He touched her gently on the arm. “So think about all of that, and then think that this same guy is saying that he needs to make a slight detour. We’re just talking a few minutes. This isn’t some sort of candy run. We don’t want to make a stop, we need to make a stop.”


“We need to go to a Radio Shack?”


Shotgun’s voice was less gentle. Not angry but impatient. Urgent. “I’ve got to get some parts so I can make some important modifications to the ST11.”


“Your weapon thing?”


“Yes. Well, no. Those are the modifications. It won’t be a weapon, exactly. It will be a tool. But the tool can be a weapon.”


The traffic had stopped again. They had skipped 495 thinking that city streets would be faster, but it was still an unholy mess. Her Nissan Titan was at the front of the convoy, but that didn’t make things seem like they were moving any faster. Kim turned to look out the back window at the SUV behind her, some sort of Ford that Sue Chirp was driving. She raised her hand in greeting, and Sue waved back. Behind Sue, Kim saw the silver body of Honky Joe’s pickup truck. She couldn’t get a good look at the other vehicles, but she knew Rodriguez was in the last SUV, taking up the rear.


Crap.


“Okay,” she said, angling herself so that she could look first at Shotgun and then Gordo. “Fine. We’ll go to Radio Shack.”


“Really?” Gordo sounded so surprised that Kim actually laughed. “That’s it? We’ll go?”


“If you’re telling me that this is necessary, that we need to do this . . .” She turned around to face forward again. The car in front of her hadn’t moved an inch. She hunched over and rested her head on the steering wheel. “God. Anything to get out of this traffic for a minute. Besides,” she said, “I might be a Marine, but I’ve still got the bladder of a civilian, and it’s been two hours.”


“Great,” Shotgun said, clapping his hands together. “Take a hard right here. We can cut through this parking lot and then it should be just a couple of blocks over. I think I can see the mall from here.”


Kim shook her head, but she cranked the wheel to the right and goosed the engine so that the tires of the truck jumped the curb. They rocked back and forth inside the cab as the Nissan rolled across the grass and over the sidewalk, then lurched into the parking lot. She checked the mirror and, sure enough, the line of SUVs and pickups followed her lead, all the Marines behaving like good little ducklings.


Gordo spoke up again. “Aren’t you even going to ask why we need to go to Radio Shack specifically? What the modifications are for the ST11?”


Kim thought for a second, trying to remember the snatches of conversation she’d overheard between the two men. “Does it have anything to do with sky wave propagation?”


Gordo was so excited that the words came blurting out of his mouth. “Yes! I mean, not exactly, but all we need to do is to solder in—”


“Gordo,” she said, cutting him off. “To answer your question: no, I’m not going to ask what the modifications are. Look, I’m a smart girl. I did well in school and my parents were extraordinarily pissed I joined the Marines instead of going to Vassar—”


“You got into Vassar?”


“I got into Vassar. I got into Colgate and Hamilton College, too. Do you know how hard it was to persuade my parents that the right choice for me was to join the Marines? Oh, for goodness’ sake. That’s not the point. The point is I’m smart. While I’m pretty sure that if you take the time to explain to me what ‘sky wave propagation’ means and why it’s important, I’ll understand it, right now my goal is simply going to be to get you to Radio Shack. Okay?”


She stopped at the exit of the parking lot, checking to make sure they were good to turn. The street here was breathtakingly clear, as if every person in the area were busy clogging up the highways and the street they’d just left behind. She knew it was an illusion—that once they were back on their way out of the city, things would slow down again—but for that moment it felt good to drive at something approximating a normal speed.


“Why don’t we get in and out of Radio Shack and back on the road? Even without our little detour, it’s about another hundred and seventy miles to Chincoteague Island,” she said. “You can explain what you’re planning to do with your little toy along the way.”




USS Elsie Downs, Atlantic Ocean


The sailors were unfailingly polite. Manny supposed you had to be to live in close quarters on an aircraft carrier. An officer had given him a brief rundown of facts and figures—the aircraft carrier was something like 1,100 feet, more than three football fields long—but the numbers didn’t do it justice. The USS Elsie Downs was a floating city. The older Nimitz-class aircraft carriers required larger crews, but the new Ford-class supercarriers normally got by with smaller numbers. Under normal conditions, however, that still meant nearly 4,500 members of the United States Navy. Even on a behemoth like this, that was a lot of sailors in close quarters. Not as bad as being on a submarine, Manny figured, but it made politeness seem like a good survival strategy.


Of course, these weren’t normal conditions. The USS Elsie Downs was functioning as the White House. In a conventional war, President Pilgrim would have been whisked away to a bunker somewhere, but a floating fortress seemed like a wise decision. Or maybe not, Manny thought. If the spiders hatched here, there’d be nowhere to run.


He shook his head. He was overthinking things. For now, this was the safest place they could be. He stopped walking and stood in front of the president’s cabin. There were two Secret Service agents flanking the door, which made Manny smile. Were they really expecting an attempt on her life here, on an aircraft carrier?


“Morning, fellows,” he said. He didn’t know the name of the white guy, but it was hard to forget the other man, Special Agent Tommy Riggs. Particularly here, he seemed outsized. Manny wondered how many times Riggs had hit his head on a doorway since they’d arrived on the USS Elsie Downs. “She awake?”


“Fair warning,” Riggs said, “she’s in a mood.”


Manny nodded, took a breath, and then knocked.


George Hitchens, the first hubby, opened the door a crack and peeked out. He was a good guy, and Manny genuinely liked him. George was gregarious and charming when the occasion called for it, but he didn’t need to be the center of attention the way most politicians did. He was the perfect political spouse: polished and polite and yet somehow undeniably bland. He was only ever in the news for ribbon-cutting ceremonies and charity work, for visiting orphanages and VA hospitals. The closest he ever got to controversial was insisting, as a born-and-bred Texan, on wearing a cowboy hat whenever he could get away with it.


But it had been a long while since George and President Stephanie Pilgrim had been in love. Which wasn’t to say that they didn’t love each other. They got along wonderfully. They just weren’t in love. Manny, who was closer to the president than anybody alive—including her husband—had never seen them fight or heard Steph say a bad word about him. And though he was sure George must have known that Manny and Steph had been carrying on an on-again, off-again decades-long romance ever since Manny had split from his wife, Melanie, George never let it show. For a while, one of Manny’s big political worries had been that George would get tired of the marriage, but the man had been stalwart. Amazingly so.


“Manny,” George said, shaking his head. He opened the door wide. It was the captain’s quarters, and big by the standards of a ship’s accommodations. Much bigger than Manny’s, which would have been considered small even by the standards of a New York City bathroom. Of course, Steph was the president and he was only the White House chief of staff, and they were on an aircraft carrier, and spiders were eating people and nukes were falling, so Manny was trying not to be precious about it.


George glanced at Special Agent Riggs and then whispered, “Did Tommy tell you?”


Manny lowered his voice, too. “He said she’s in a bit of a mood.”


George grimaced. “That’s one way of putting it. I’m sure that if I drew upon my Texas roots I could come up with a great colloquial expression having to do with rattlesnakes or something, but yeah. Be forewarned.”


“Unfortunately, we’ve got work to do,” Manny said, and stepped in.


Manny was shocked. He’d expected Steph to be hopped up and angry, but she was sitting on the bed. Her elbows were on her knees and she had her head resting on her hands. She was staring at the floor. She looked, Manny thought, defeated.


He turned to George. “Uh, hey, do you mind—”


“No worries,” George said. “I was thinking maybe I’d head down to the mess and see about getting some breakfast. Half an hour enough time?”


Manny nodded and then closed the door as George left the room. He walked across the room, stood in front of Steph, hesitated, and then sat down next to her. He put his arm around her shoulder but she stayed rigid, and it worried him.


This wasn’t the Stephanie he knew. She’d been miserable after the one election she’d lost, when she’d fallen short in her Senate bid by barely fifteen hundred votes. Worse still, the saddest he’d ever seen her had been after her second miscarriage, when the doctors told her that she and George should stop trying, which was the moment, he thought, when her marriage to George had truly stopped being about love. But even though she’d been devastated by both events—she’d cried and cried in private, no matter how well she held up in public—he’d never seen her like this. Defeated.


Broken.


Her voice was hollow. “I can’t do it. I can’t go to the meeting. My entire life I’ve had to push back against the assumption that, because I was a woman, I wasn’t strong enough to be the president. And I’ve done it. I’ve stared down all the double standards and all the crap that came from the old boys who thought talking down to me was a good strategy. I made the hard decisions when I was a governor and when I was a senator, and I’ve made the hard decisions since I’ve become president. But I can’t do it, Manny. My god, it was bad enough ordering the Spanish Protocol, to bomb our own roads and bridges, to tear the whole country apart. But bombing our own cities? The uniforms can throw around the word ‘tactical’ all they want, but at the end of the day? I ordered nuclear weapons to be used on our own soil. Denver. Chicago. Minneapolis. How many millions of people died because of my orders? How many millions of people did I save? Did I make the right decision, Manny? I don’t know. What I know is that I pretty much maxed out that card.”


Manny was quiet. She was right. The damage from the nuclear weapons was incalculable. It had been an almost impossible decision. It was like treating an aggressive cancer. If you did nothing, you’d die. But if you used heavy-duty chemotherapy, the chemicals in the chemo regime might kill you faster than they killed the cancer. Same thing for the nukes. It was the quickest way of destroying and containing spiders in the places where they knew of—or suspected—infestations and outbreaks, but the costs were so high.


They’d tried to be careful. They had. There were ways to use nuclear weapons to cause maximum long-term damage—you could irradiate an area beyond redemption—but they’d tried to avoid that. The strikes had been tactical. Although there was no real “safe” use of nuclear weapons, the military had done everything to minimize fallout and radiation. Still, the scientific consensus was that they were already pushing their luck. To keep using nukes was to push America past the point of no return. If the spiders were the cancer, well, they were going to have to let the cancer run its course. There were some members of the military who were pushing Steph hard to pursue a scorched-earth policy—the goddamned chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Ben Broussard, was back to being a pushy son of a bitch—and destroy all the spiders, whatever the cost.


“What was the point of it, Manny? Do you think Broussard’s right?” Steph asked. “Too little, too late?”


They were both quiet then. He knew she didn’t really want an answer. Broussard had been pressing his case over and over again. He’d backed off a little last week when they authorized the Spanish Protocol, making nice with Steph so he could have the win. But he was trying to lay blame. He was now claiming that much of the damage from the spiders could have been averted if Steph had acted more aggressively in the first place. If she’d gone nuclear the minute the spiders hit the shore in Los Angeles. If she’d done that, Broussard kept saying, then America would have been safe.


They were quiet, because there was a chance Broussard was right.


The idea had been consuming Manny since they’d landed on the USS Elsie Downs. What if the moment that cargo ship had crashed into the port of Los Angeles—what if the moment they knew those spiders were loose in LA—they’d just wiped the whole city off the map? It was a terrible exercise, to second-guess like this. Monday-morning quarterbacking. It was crazy. It was impossible. At that point there’d been no way for them to understand how bad it was going to be, no way for them to know in that moment what needed to be done.


Steph broke the silence. “It’s too late to change anything. Broussard can talk all he wants. It’s just talk. I get that. He’s maneuvering himself to make sure he doesn’t take the blame.” She gave a short, hard, bitter laugh. “Always with the politics, isn’t it? Even now, in the middle of an existential crisis, there’s politics.”


Manny said, “You’ve got to give us humans that, at least. Nothing can save us from ourselves. Maybe, given enough time—”


“Time!” She barked the word out, interrupting him, and then her voice grew quiet again. “God. I wish there were enough time. Your ex-wife is telling me that if I can just give her three days, four days, she thinks she’s got an answer. Or, and I’m quoting Melanie now, ‘something close to an answer.’ Something that is going to help us figure out how to survive without killing ourselves. Otherwise, what’s the point? What’s the point of fighting back if it just means we’re killing ourselves quicker than the spiders can? Three or four days. Do you think we have three or four days to spare, Manny? Do you?”


He wanted to tell her that of course they did, that all she had to do was trust Melanie—brilliant, hardworking Melanie—and everything was going to be okay; but he didn’t know, and that’s what he said.


“Yeah, me neither.” Steph shifted a little. “But I’ve got to go into that conference room and try to sell that idea to a bunch of gold stars, try to convince the whole lot of them that the best thing we can do right now is to wait. I’m going to have to beat back Broussard, who thinks that the only thing to do is to keep bombing, and I’m going to have to say ‘Trust me.’ I don’t even know if I trust myself, Manny. They are all waiting for me in that conference room, and when I walk in, they’re all going to stand up and call me Madam President, and they are going to expect me to know what I’m doing. But I don’t know anymore. I don’t. Maybe Broussard is right. Why don’t we just go ahead and drop all of the bombs? Humanity won’t survive, but at least we’ll take those beasts with us.”


“You don’t really believe that, do you?”


“No. No, I don’t. I think we’ve got to have hope. We’ve got to give ourselves a chance to survive. We’ve . . .”


She stopped. The room was as quiet as anywhere on the aircraft carrier, which was to say that there was still a solid thrum of energy under and around them. The USS Elsie Downs was not under way, but it never truly stopped moving on the great scything ocean, and that meant there was never a true silence anywhere on board. It was the same sort of hum you could hear in places that were out in nature but still wired for electricity. The static of human ingenuity.


Manny had kept his arm around her shoulder, and at last she relaxed into him. She was crying, he realized. Nothing dramatic. That wasn’t her style. Just a soft whimper and her chest shaking. She let her head tuck against his chest.


There were times when he wondered if the two of them should have gotten married. Even though she was three years older than he was, they’d dated in college and off and on again—well, perhaps dated wasn’t the right word, but they spent a lot of time together—in all the years since.


Did she know that he’d thought about it—that he’d considered proposing to her? She might have laughed if he’d gotten down on one knee and presented her with a ring in a velvet-covered box, but there were a few months, before she started dating George, before Manny met Melanie, when it seemed like a good idea to him. And maybe if they had been different people, if they hadn’t both been so driven by politics, if they didn’t have their eyes on their prize, maybe then he would have asked her and maybe then she would have said yes. Maybe then it would have been enough for the two of them simply to have each other, for their whole worlds and lives to be about a life together. Maybe they could have done without the power and the politics, without the trade-offs they’d made to keep climbing all the way to the White House. Maybe they would have been happy with smaller lives, smaller dreams, with their love filling all the gaps. Except, he knew, even back then, even when he was in his twenties, that the idea was a mirage: if they’d been different people, if they’d been the kind of people who could find happiness in something so simple, they wouldn’t have been together in the first place.
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