
 

 Prologue

  

 "Let's wake the dead, baby!"

 The souped-up black Corvette roared down the main roadof the cemetery, gravel blasting out from
under its tires, spraying every which way. A few squirrels, foraging for food, frantically scrambled for
the nearest trees as the car, its doubleheadlights flaring, cut hard to the right. Its rear fishtailedaround and
the wheels spun on dirt and grass for a momentbefore once again finding purchase on the narrow
pathway.

 The road was intended for slow, stately processions: ahearse, followed by limos or regular cars bearing
grievingand stricken friends and family. It wasn't designed for hotrods and fast turns, but the driver and
passengers of the midnight 'Vette couldn't have cared less. They were too busy laughing at the top of
their lungs, blaring the horn and gunning the engine so enthusiastically that it seemed as if they would
fulfill their stated purpose and cause the deceased to rise up in protest.

 Their names were Tyler, Keith, and Daniel, and they wereflying high. They'd just come from a ball game
over at the stadium in Flushing. It had been an extra-innings nail-biterthat the home team had managed to
pull out of the fire at thelast moment, and the boys were pretty liquored up, so they were feeling good
about baseball in general and themselvesin particular.

 The 'Vette had a small ding in the rear bumper but otherwise was in perfect working order. Tyler, at the
wheel,

 had decided he wanted to open her up, and one of the bestplaces to do that was the main drag outside
the local cemetery, since it wasn't especially well traveled at night. Asthey had driven past, however,
they'd noticed that only a single padlock, hanging on a heavy chain, was keeping thelarge wrought iron
gates closed. A quick clipping with a pair of cutters that Tyler kept stashed in the trunk, and moments
later they had the moonlit cemetery all to themselves.

 The guys looked fairly alike. They all had their headsshaved down to a razor cut, and they had similarly
large andsloped brows that indicated considerably advanced cranial capacity ... if one happened to be a
Cro-Magnon. Keith waswearing sunglasses, ignoring the fact that it was pitch-blackout.

 They were, however, easily distinguishable, one from theother, through their facial markings. Keith's face
wassmeared with solid blue makeup, while Tyler was wearing orange. These coincided with the official
colors of their favorite baseball team, and they had festooned their faces as amark of solidarity. Daniel
had simply shaved all his hair off, down to the roots.

 Tyler screeched toward an intersection, hesitated only a moment, then cut hard left. The roar of the
engine filled thecemetery, barely drowning out the joyful howling of theguys in the car. Hard left again,
and then right, tearing allover the place like the ghost of a driver killed in a high-speed crash.

 Shooting off the road, the ' Vette hurtled across a row ofgraves. Daniel suddenly encountered a slight
decline ofnerves, and from the minimal backseat into which he was crunched, he pounded on Tyler's
shoulder.
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 "Knock it off, man, this ain't funny!"

 "They're dead, man, whatta they care?" Tyler shot back.

 "Yeah, man, let the man drive!" said Keith, who was riding shotgun but had twisted around to face
Daniel.

 Suddenly the 'Vette slammed to a halt. It didn't happen with a screech of tires or an abrupt shuddering of
medal. Itjust stopped, as if it had hit a brick wall, except somehow the front wasn't caved in.

 "Tyler, you can't drive worth spit!"howled Keith.

 "I didn't do it!" Tyler shouted in protest.

 "You're drivin', man!"

 "I didn't do it!"he repeated. "Something's holding us! Look!" He slammed his foot onto the gas pedal and
the engine roared. The car drifted from one side to the other, the tires chewing up dirt, but otherwise it
didn't move.

 The full moon, which had been illuminating the graveyard, now drifted behind a bank of clouds, and the
night airseemed even more chill.

 "I'm getting out to see what's goin' on." Tyler unlockedthe door and pushed against it. Then he pushed
again. "The door won't open."

 Keith tried to shove open the door on his side and had nomore luck. "Okay, man, this is screwed up...."

 Suddenly Daniel pointed with trembling finger. "Wh . . .what's that? What the hell is that?!"

 Something—some sort of strange, grayish strands werecovering the side windows and the windshield.
They were blind. Blind and trapped.

 "There's something out there!" shouted Daniel.

 "Oh, really? Y'think?!"Keith, the oldest, tried to soundsarcastic, but it only came out scared.

 Daniel's mind was racing. "It's . .. it's a monster! Some kind of alien bug creature! It's wrapping us in a
cocoon, to eat us later!"

 Tyler twisted around to stare at his friend. "What're you, stupid?!"But the truth was that he'd been
thinking the exact

 same thing; he'd just been too panicked and felt like toomuch of a jerk to say anything.

 That was when the car started to shake violently. Theguys screamed, cried out, shouted for
someone—anyone—to help them as the car rocked from one side to the other.

 Tyler let out a scream that they could have heard on the other side of the Whitestone Bridge, even as he
shoved the car back into drive. And then, with a rending of metal, theywere free, the rear bumper having
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been torn clean off.

 The main gate still hung open, and they barreled through it at top speed, honking the horn like mad,
which was fortunatesince it was the only thing that kept them from smearing themselves along the side of
an oncoming truck transporting—appropriately enough—beer. The truck slammed to a halt as the ' Vette
darted around it. Before long the smell of burningrubber and the frightened cries of the trespassers faded
fromthe night air.

 In the cemetery, all was still.

 Then a figure clad in blue and red emerged from thebranches of one of the large oak trees, so dark that
it seemedas if one of the shadows had separated and come to life. He moved so silently that the absence
of sound would have prompted any onlooker to think that maybe he wasn't thereat all.

 His body was muscular but, at the same time, extremelywell proportioned, and he moved with a lithe,
skitteringgrace that seemed barely human. His gloves and boots weredark red, as was the design that
spread up his chest and downhis arms. His mask was the same color but was interruptedby two
eyepieces that were impenetrable from the outside.Indeed, anyone looking at him would have wondered
how in the world he was able to see at all.

 Thin black web patterns covered all the scarlet areas of

 the costume. And on his chest, just over his solar plexus,there was the design of a spider with its legs
outstretched.Had he simply been standing up, walking along down amain thoroughfare in the middle of
the day, arms swingingcasually at his sides, he might have looked like a circusrefugee. But here, in the still
of the night, with only the eye pieces visible as the moon once again darted behind the shadows, he
looked more like a spider himself, in human form, spit out by dark forces which ordinary mortals could
never even begin to comprehend except in their deepestnightmares.

 He dropped to the ground, still noiseless, and surveyedthe area which had—so short a time ago—been
the scene ofunbridled pandemonium. Looking at the tire tracks thatscarred the earth, he shook his head
and mentally scoldedhimself for not having arrived sooner and, therefore, havingdone more.

 "But then . . . that's always the way, isn't it," he saidsoftly.

 As much as he might berate himself for not having arrived sooner, at least he had arrived just in time.
The path ofthe racing 'Vette would have taken it directly across the onegravesite in the cemetery that was
important to him. His intervention had prevented that, bringing the speeding car up short. And hopefully
the lamebrains who'd been in the thingwould never, ever, so much as think about setting foot in theplace
again.

 Still so silent, silent as a ghost, silent as the grave, themasked man walked over to the headstone that
was his des tination, then crouched in front of it.

 "Hey," he said softly in greeting. "Did you see them run?Pretty good show, huh?"

 He reached gingerly toward the headstone and ran his fingers over the letters. "Least you've got a good
view. That's

 what the guy at the funeral home promised; that you'd havea good view. Paid extra for it. But it was
worth it." He pausedthere for a moment longer, as if uncertain what to say, or even why he had come by
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in the first place. "I'm sorry," hesaid finally. "I. . .I should have come by and spoken withyou sooner. I
know I haven't been by for a while. But I. . .Iwasn't sure what to say. How to start the conversation,
y'know. But . . . here, check this out. I figured this would be an icebreaker." He stood and turned in
place, his arms outstretched to either side, like a runway model. "Like the outfit? I figure to make the
best- and worst-dressed lists, all at the same time. And the pecs ... not bad, huh?" and he flexed to prove
his point. "I mean, okay, I'm no Arh-nuld, or even Kevin Sorbo, but I've come a long way, right? Not the
wayyou figured I'd end up, right? I guess ..." The jocularitybegan to fade. "I guess ... neither of us ended
up the waywe thought we would, huh."

 Then the masked man took a step back and placed one hand on his chest as if in surprise.

 "Who am I, you ask?" he said in mock astonishment, asif a voice had addressed him from the grave.
Then he leaned forward and continued in a surprisingly conversational tone."You sure you wanna know?
The story of my life is not forthe faint of heart. If somebody said it was a happy littletale...if somebody
told you I was just your average, ordinary guy, not a care in the world ..."

 Then his voice choked for a moment, and he forced himself onward, ". . . then somebody lied."

 Struggling to pull himself together again, to recapturethe carefree air of joie de vivre that typified his
costumedpersona, he flipped over so that he was doing a handstandwith his left hand only. "Mine," he
called out, like a ring master encouraging all onlookers to listen in, as if he wereaddressing all the other
graves within hearing, "is a tale of

 pain and sorrow, longing and heartache, anger and betrayal.And that just covers the high school years.
But let me assureyou, this ... like any story worth telling...is all about agirl... ."

 Except . . . in the beginning. . . there had been no girl. There had just been the pain and sorrow . . .
and the loss . . .

 ... and the spider....

  

  

 I.

 THE ARRIVAL

  

 It smelled weird.

 That was the first thing that Peter noticed. The moment he stepped over the threshold, he noticed the
smell of the house. It was...it was antiseptic, somehow. Not that young Peter, standing there so neatly
attired in his blue shorts, white shirt,and yellow sweater vest, would have known the word "antiseptic."
That was a big, important word. Most four-year-oldshadn't heard the word, couldn't use it in context,
couldn'teven come close to spelling it. In this regard, Peter Parker,who had celebrated his birthday the
previous August at a bigand splendid party where his parents had made a marvelous fuss over him, was
no different. By age five, however, hewould be able to correctly define and spell it. . .along with
"microbiology," "cellular," and "mitosis." On the other hand,he would continue to stumble over
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"photosynthesis" and"paleontologist" until he reached the ripe old age of six.

 Peter, however, wasn't looking that far ahead. Five andsix were an eternity away. All that concerned
Peter at thatmoment was the here and now. And what was here, and whatwasn't.

 He was here. These strange people whom he had supposedly met once, when he was a baby—but he
sure couldn't remember—were here. That weird smell was here.

 His parents were not.

 The living room in which he was standing didn't seemeven remotely inviting. The cushions of the couch
were cov-

 ered in plastic. He'd tried to sit on one and hadn't liked theway it had stuck to the underside of his legs.
So he'd slid offit, but it had made this really weird squeaky "ripping" sound, and he hadn't liked that
either.

 The man and woman who were bringing the last of his things into the house, who were speaking in
hushed whispers to the woman named Miss Hemmings—the "socialworker," she'd been called—those
people weren't paying anyattention to him. That suited him fine. Perhaps he could simply reside there
like a ghost, no one noticing him. When he was hungry, he could snitch food from the kitchen, presum
ing they had one, and otherwise be left alone.

 He wanted that more than anything ... particularly to be left alone by the man, who reminded him a little
of his father. Except it wasn't him, and that made him feel all themore uneasy.

 The door closed, shutting out the outside world. Thesmell of the plastic cushions threatened to suffocate
him. He would have screamed if he could have worked up the energyto do so, but he felt wrung out, like
a sponge.

 The carpet was weird, too. It felt slightly moist under hisfeet, as if it had been just washed. Just to add to
the assault,there was a lemony smell coming from all the wood furniture. He stared down at his reflection
on the coffee table.There were flowers arranged neatly on a small lacy thing in the middle of it. He leaned
forward to smell the flowers. Theflowers, he realized belatedly, were fake. They were the onlythings in
the whole living room that didn't smell.

 "Well, Peter," said the man, coming into the room. Heclapped his hands once and rubbed them briskly
together. The magician at Peter's birthday party had done somethingsimilar, right before he'd produced
coins from out ofnowhere. He'd pretended he'd pulled them from thin air, but Peter had spotted the
sleight-of-hand. In a loud voice he'dexplained every single one of the magician's tricks, to the

 irritation of the conjurer and the endless amusement of his parents. His mother's laugh still rang in his
ears. He hadn't yet been able to grasp the notion that he would never hearthat laughter again.

 "Well, Peter," the man said again, "would you like to sitdown?"

 "No, sir," Peter said politely, addressing the older man as"sir," just as his parents had always taught him.

 "Land sakes, child," the woman said. "You can't just planto stand there forever. Why won't you sit?"

 He saw no reason to lie. "I don't like the plastic."
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 "The plastic protects the cushions," she said reasonably."You understand that, don't you, Peter?"

 "No, ma'am."

 "Oh." She seemed vaguely disappointed. He felt as if he'dlet her down in some way.

 "Peter . . ." And the man got down on one knee. Closerup, the resemblance between this man and
Peter's father wasmore striking. He had that same square jaw, that same laughter in his eyes. His hair
was a different color, more red in it, and his eyebrows were bushier. Peter's nostrils flared. Theman
smelled funny, too.

 "Why are you sniffing me, Peter? Are you part cocker spaniel?"

 "You have a funny smell, sir."

 "That would be my aftershave."

 "It was his Christmas present," the woman said proudly.She sat down on the couch, her hands neatly
folded in herlap. The couch made that same weird plastic-creaking soundwhen she sat on it. "Do you like
it?"

 "Smells like poop, ma'am," Peter said.

 Her mouth immediately stretched to a thin line, while theman guffawed heartily. "He has his father's tact,"
the mansaid . . . and then immediately looked contrite. "I'm sorry,Peter. I spoke without thinking."

 Peter's eyebrows knit. "You have to think to speak, don'tyou, sir?"

 "Less often than you've been led to believe. And please,Peter, call me Uncle Ben. Have you ever heard
of your UncleBen?" Encouraged by the boy's prompt nod, he said, "Whathave you heard?"

 "That you make ..." He frowned, trying to recall theword. "... perverted rice."

 Now it was the woman's turn to laugh, as Uncle Ben'scheeks reddened slightly. "Different Uncle Ben,
Peter. And Ithink you mean 'converted' rice."

 "Oh." He was studying the woman now, comparing herautomatically to the only woman who'd had a
major place in his life. Her face was narrower, her eyes a bit more sunken.Her hair, which was brown
with gray streaks, was tied backin a severe bun. She had a long neck and her hands tendedto flutter
toward it, as if she was trying to cool down waves of heat. "Okay," he added, to fill the silence.

 "I'm your Aunt May," she told him. She said this with agreat deal of gravity, as if she were revealing one
of the greatsecrets of the universe.

 "Okay," he said again.

 The man clapped his hands together again. Peter waitedfor a dove to appear or a coin to drop out of the
air. Nonewas forthcoming. "Would you like to see your room, Peter?"

 Finally something he understood. He nodded eagerly. "Do you wanna see where I drew some cowboys
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on thewall?" he asked.

 Ben and May exchanged puzzled glances. "What do youmean, Peter?" Ben asked.

 "Where I drew some cowboys. When I was little.Mommy yelled at me, and tried to wash them off, but
youcan still see them, 'cause I used markers."

 "Ohhh," Ben said, and it sounded a little like a moanwhen he said it. "Peter, I mean your new room.
Here."

 "Can't I go back to my old room?"

 "Peter, dear," said May, and she took his hand in hers. Herhand felt cold, but smooth, as if she'd put
some sort of lotion on it. He noticed a few brown spots on the back of her hand and wondered what it
would be like to connect them. "Your old room is back in Wisconsin. I thought the socialworker
explained it....You'll be staying here, in New York.With us."

 "Can't we stay at my house?"

 "But Peter, this is where we live. And this is where you'regoing to live now," Ben told him, trying
desperately to soundupbeat about it. "We'll make a good home here for you."

 Obviously this Uncle Ben and Aunt May weren't getting it. "I have a home," Peter explained, politely but
firmly.

 "Peter . . ."

 "You know what you need?" Aunt May suddenly saidbriskly. She didn't clap and rub her hands. Instead
she patted them on her knees. "Some nice, freshly baked cookies.Why don't you go upstairs and get
your things unpacked,and I'll whip up some cookies. Do you like chocolate chip?"When Peter nodded
eagerly, she flicked a finger across the end of his nose in a playful manner. "I thought you might." She
rose as she asked, "Is there anything else you'd like?"

 "Yes, please."

 "And what would that be?" She leaned over, hands resting on her knees. "What would you like?"

 "My mommy and daddy."

 She winced at that, and Ben, trying to sound kindly butfirm, said, "Peter ... you have to understand,
you're going tolive with us now."

 "I don't want to," Peter told him firmly. He wasn't rude, wasn't whining or crying. He couldn't have been
more polite if he'd been ordering a meal in a restaurant. "I want mymommy and daddy. Please," he put
in almost as an afterthought.

 "They're not here, Peter ..." Ben began.

 "Can I talk to them at least? Can you call them?"

 "Peter," and Ben took him firmly by the shoulders. "Yourparents ... they're with God now."
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 "When are they coming back?"

 Ben's lower lip was quivering. Peter had never seen a grown-up cry, and the feeling made his stomach
queasy. Hedidn't think it was something that grown-ups did. Bencoughed loudly, took a deep breath, and
said, "They're notcoming back, Peter."

 "I want to talk to them."

 "You can't. They ... they went away...."

 "I want to talk to them. Make them come back."

 "Peter . . ."

 "Make them come back!"And the sound and agony thatripped from Peter's throat terrified the child
himself, becausehe couldn't believe that it was his own voice sounding likethat. His eyes went wide,
pupils tiny and swimming in a seaof white, and without another word he turned and bolted up the nearby
steps.

 Looking a lot older than he had a few minutes earlier,Ben turned to May and sighed dryly, "Well, that
went well."

 Peter sat on the floor in the middle of the room, his kneesdrawn up to just under his chin. He could have
been a statue;he was that immobile. The room itself wasn't terrible, but itdidn't feel especially warm. In
Peter's room—his realroom—all the furniture kind of looked like it went together.Here it seemed as if
some random stuff had been stuck together in one place. At least none of it was covered in plastic.

 Uncle Ben had brought up the last of his suitcases some time ago. Peter hadn't spoken to him. The truth
was, he wasembarrassed about his outburst and was quite certain that Uncle Ben was angry with him. So
he had felt it wisest not

 to say anything and hope that, eventually, Uncle Ben would forget that he had shouted in such an
inappropriate manner. That's what his mother would have said. "In-ap-pro-pri-ate,young man," with her
finger waggling one quick downwardstroke on every syllable.

 Uncle Ben didn't try to strike up a conversation with him;he didn't seem to know what to say. For his
part, Peter wasbusy focusing all his attention on the spider that was up inthe corner of his room. It was
quite big, hanging in the middle of an intricately designed web that stretched from theedge of the ceiling
down to the upper portion of the wall. He had never seen anything so morbidly curious. On the onehand,
it was incredibly ugly; on the other, it possessed such an elegant beauty that he couldn't look away. So
Uncle Benwould come and go from the room, grunting slightly andwondering out loud why Peter was
packing anvils in his suitcases—which puzzled Peter, who couldn't remember bringing any—while
Peter sat there and watched the spider. The sun moved across the sky, the shadows lengthened, Uncle
Ben stopped coming in and out, and Peter and the spiderstared at each other until time ceased to have
any meaning.

 The smell of fresh-baked cookies wafted upstairs, seeping in through the doorway and wrapping the
tempting fingers of their aroma around him. For a moment he was sorelytempted to abandon his vigil,
which had boiled down to waiting for the spider to move. He resisted, however, although he did shift his
posture so that he was sitting cross-legged.
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 Finally he heard footsteps again. He recognized them as belonging to Uncle Ben, but he didn't bother to
turn around.Then he heard his uncle chuckling softly, and that distracted him. He swiveled his head and
regarded his uncle, who was standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame, his armsfolded. He was
holding a small, wirebound book tuckedunder his right arm. "What's funny?" asked Peter.

  

 "You just remind me so much of Ricky, that's all," saidUncle Ben. "Same serious face. I'll show you
pictures ofhim at your age, if you want."

 "Who's Ricky?"

 "Ricky. Richard. Your dad."

 Peter blinked in confusion. "How come you know mydad?"

 Uncle Ben's jaw dropped. "How come I . . . ? Peter!" hesaid in astonishment. And then he sat down on
the floor withPeter, just like his mom and dad used to. "Peter, your dad ...he was my little brother! Didn't
you understand that?"

 Peter shook his head. "I thought you were my uncle."

 "I am! An uncle or an aunt is what you call someone whois a brother or sister of a parent. . .in this case,
your father."

 Peter frowned, digesting that bit of information. "So ...so Aunt May is my dad's sister?"

 Ben made that odd sound that was a combination oflaughter and a cough. "Peter, Aunt May is my wife!"

 "You married your sister?" Peter was by now hopelessly confused.

 "No, Peter." Rubbing the bridge of his nose betweenbeefy fingers, Ben said, "We call her your aunt
because she'smarried to me, which is the other way someone can be anaunt or uncle. By marriage.
Understand?"

 "I guess so," said Peter, who thought he did but wasn't100 percent sure. Then he took a deep breath
and let it outunsteadily. "My mom and dad aren't coming back, arethey?"

 "No, Peter," Ben told him, as gently as he could. "They were killed in an airplane crash. It was an
accident."

 "No," Peter said flatly. "It wasn't."

 "It wasn't?" said Ben curiously.

 Peter shoved his hand into one of the bags and extracteda stack of comic books. "They were secret
heroes. Like ... spies. And they were helping their country, and a bad guy,

 like the Red Skull, killed them." He held up an old issue ofa comic, spine-rolled and tattered.
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 Ben flattened it carefully and looked at the cover. "Cap tain America.You like these old comic book
heroes?" Peterbobbed his head. "And you think your mom and dad werelike that? Why?"

 "Because they were special. Too special to get killed in astupid airplane accident."

 "I see," said Ben, very seriously. "That's an interestingpossibility you've got there, Peter. I'll have to think
aboutthat one."

 Peter nodded and, satisfied that the conversation wasover, went back to what he was doing ... namely,
watching the corner of the room.

 "I see you have a roommate," Ben commented after atime. "Heck of a spider. They're good luck, you
know."

 "They are?" That surprised Peter. His mother had alwayshated them and called on his father to squish
them wheneverone happened to wander unwarily into the house.

 "Oh yes. They eat harmful bugs, like mosquitoes. Theyprotect people. That's what they are, Peter.
Protectors. They're helpful. And in this world, folks need all the helpthey can get. Right?"

 "Right," Peter agreed.

 "Who knows? Maybe my brother—your dad—sent himto watch over you."

 "Maybe," said Peter. He was looking back at Ben, staring at him as if seeing him for the first time. "I
thought only kidshad brothers," he said.

 "No, grown-ups have them, too. I, uhm. . .I brought you something." He took out the notebook that he'd
tucked underhis arm and handed it to Peter. "Here you go."

 Peter turned it over and over, then opened it. "There's nothing in it," he said curiously.

 "I know that. It's for you to write in. You see ..." Heshifted on the floor, perhaps to make himself
comfortable, orperhaps because he felt uncertain of exactly what to saynext. "You said you wanted to
talk to your folks. Well . . .they're in heaven now, Peter. But they can see you. They can see whatever
you're doing, and they're watching you all thetime."

 "They are?" Peter asked, looking around, brushing a hankof tousled hair from his face.

 "Oh, yes. And if you write to them, in this book ... theycan see it. So it's just like talking to them."

 Peter stared at the pages, running his hands over the paperrespectfully. "But . . . what will I write to
them? Say tothem?"

 "Whatever you want. Tell him about how things are goingwith you. About your life, about school . . .
whatever youwant."

 "Can I tell them I wish they were here?"

 "As much as you want." Ben smiled, resting a hand onPeter's shoulder.
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 Peter considered it a moment more. "If I'm talking tothem," he said at last, "how will I know when
they're talkingback? Will I hear them?"

 "You won't hear them with these," he said, tapping hisears, and then he reached down and tapped
Peter's chestgently. "You'll hear them with this."

 "My heart? Who listens with their heart instead of their ears?"

 "The wisest men in the world, Peter. The wisest men inthe world. And I think you can be one of them."

 "Oh." He riffled through the pages once more. They madea most satisfying noise as he slid them across
his thumb.Then he frowned. "Uncle Ben, I don't know how to write."

 "Ah." Apparently Ben hadn't remembered that. "Well . . .

 tell you what," he said after pondering the problem. "At firstyou can tell me what you want to say, and I'll
write it foryou. As you get older, you can write it yourself. How's that?"

 Peter's head bobbed up and down. The entire ideasounded rather exciting to him. The notion that his
parentscould be watching right over his shoulder, without being seen, was an exciting one. It made them
almost like invisible heroes or something. More importantly, it eased—ever so slightly—the aching
melancholy that had threatened tooverwhelm him.

 Uncle Ben pulled out a ballpoint, balanced the notebookcarefully on his knees, and waited expectantly
for Peter tostart talking. He had a very serious demeanor, like an executive secretary about to take
dictation from the president of the United States.

 "Mom and Dad," Peter said finally, "I love you and I missyou. Maybe I'll see you soon. Uncle Ben is
nice," and he glanced surreptitiously at his uncle to see his reaction. Theonly hint of it was the edges of his
mouth twitching upward.Peter took that as a good sign. "Aunt May is nice, too. I thinkshe made cookies.
They smell good."

 "They are good," Ben assured him under his breath.

 "Uncle Ben says they're good. I think maybe I'll haveone, if that's okay. But I won't sit on the couch or
chair or anything to eat them, because I don't like how they feel."

 "Know what? Neither do I," said Ben, even as he continued to write. He spoke very distantly, as if
thinking aloud. "Ithink I'll have a chat with your aunt about removing them.No reason we can't make the
house more little-boy friendly."

 "That'd be good," Peter said.

 Ben hesitated, waited. "Anything else you want to say?"he inquired.

 "No. That's all for now," said Peter after thinking about ita little.

 They went downstairs and had cookies and milk while

 Aunt May insisted that she would attend to putting away allPeter's clothes, just to help him feel more at
home. UncleBen kept telling Peter how pleased he was to see Peter'smood improve, and how they were
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going to be great friendsand a great family, just you wait and see. Peter's spirits improved with each bite
of a cookie and each sip of milk. Itwas the warmth of the freshly baked cookie versus the chillof the
refrigerated milk, and the warmth won out, giving hima pleasant feeling in the pit of his stomach.

 Then he went upstairs, and the first thing he noticed wasthat the spider was gone. "Oh, that awful thing,"
said AuntMay. "Don't worry, Peter. I vacuumed it right up. That nastyspider is dead."

 For the next hour it was very difficult to hear the shoutsof "Thanks a lot, May!" and "How was I
supposed toknow?" over Peter's pained howls. It took a full day of coaxing and an entire tray of
brownies to get Peter to even talk to his Aunt May, and even then there was occasional snuffling or hurt
looks. As time passed, the relationship between Peter and his aunt and uncle smoothed out and became
a consistent and loving one.

 His relationships with the rest of the world, on the otherhand, were a bit more problematic....

  

 II.

 THE DEPARTURE

  

 Why did I listen to her?!?!

 Peter Parker adored Mary Jane Watson. There was noquestion in his mind about that. She was, indeed,
hard not toadore. With that luscious red hair . . . with that exquisitemouth that could start as a pout that
could crush your heart,then transform into a smile that could send it soaring into thestratosphere ... with
those stunning green eyes that couldevoke a spring day in the dead of winter . . . with that laughter as
light as a meringue ... from head to toe, the girl wasas close to absolute perfection as any high school

senior girlcould be.

 She had just one teensy, tiny little problem.

 The girl had no sense of time.

 At all.

 Not only that, but she could never remember times thatwere told to her. Times of meetings, of
appointments, oftests ... there and gone. Her mind was filled with the simple joys of living each day to the
fullest, and didn't do well with being bound by such inconveniences as deadlines. Timeliness was for
lesser mortals.

 So what in the hell had possessed Peter to believe her forso much as a microsecond when she'd said
that the bus for the field trip left the school at precisely 8:30 that Fridaymorning?

 Probably because he'd seen her the previous day, late inthe afternoon. This wasn't all that unusual an
occurrence,

 considering that she lived in the house opposite his, theirbackyards adjoining. Nevertheless, even though
he'd knownher for twelve years, since she had moved in at the age of six, Peter had had occasional bouts
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of being tongue-tiedaround her.

 This had been one of those times. She'd been weeding inthe garden in the postage-stamp-sized
backyard, and noticedPeter coming out of his house to get a hammer from the tool-shed for Uncle Ben.
She'd waved to him; he had waved back.Then she had stood up, dusting off her hands with an air of
having finished her task, and picked up a small stack ofbooks. But rather than going into her house—an
off-whiteA-frame with red shutters—she'd simply stood there, herarms wrapped around the books. He'd
had a feeling she was waiting for him to say something, so he'd said the first thingthat popped into his
mind: "When are we supposed to be atthe school again, for the science class trip?"

 Without hesitation she'd replied, "Half past eight." Then she'd flashed that gorgeous smile.

 "In the morning?" he asked, and immediately mentally kicked himself for such an utterly lame follow-up.

 "Well, yeah, we don't do that many class trips at 8:30 atnight."

 "Right, right." He ran his fingers through his dark hair,and shuffled his toe on the sidewalk. You're
shuffling your toe? What are you, aninfant? This is Mary Jane Watson ... M. J. The woman you've
loved since before you even liked girls! Say something, for the luvva God! Something intelligent!

 "Well . . . later," he said, and immediately he pivoted onhis heel, ran inside, sprinted up the steps to his
room, and thudded his head repeatedly against a wall that already hada bunch of peculiar marks that
constantly mystified his AuntMay.

 So it was that 8:30 lodged in his brain. And when he

 arrived at Midtown High at 8:25, it was just in time to seethe yellow Laidlaw school bus hanging a left
turn out of the parking lot and heading off down Woodhaven Boulevard.

 "Awww, crap!" Peter howled, and he started to sprint. Hewas grateful that, a year ago, he had actually
managed toconvince Aunt May to let him start wearing sneakers toschool. Through his junior year, she
had insisted that school was where you wore some of your best clothes, second only to your Sunday
go-to-meeting clothes, whatever those were. Aunt May had this occasionally annoying habit of talkinglike
she'd stepped out of a Mark Twain book. Every time she'd say something like "Land sakes!" he
half-expected tobe able to look out the back window and see a paddle wheeler cruising up the mighty
Mississippi, instead of the tree-lined streets of Queens that typified their Forest Hillsneighborhood.

 So if it had been a year ago, he would have been trying tohotfoot it after a bus wearing a pair of neatly
tied Oxfords, slipping like a madman on the highly polished soles. Fortunately enough he was wearing a
good pair of running shoesinstead, which was what he was going to need if he had anyhope in hell of
catching up.

 The bus was inching its way up Woodhaven, which gavePeter cause for hope. But then a car, which had
been in theprocess of parallel parking, and thus holding up traffic, finally managed to angle its way into
the space, and the bus took off like a rabbit.

 With a choked groan, Peter sped up.The bus driver turned onto Queens Boulevard and started to open
her up. Most mornings Queens Boulevard would bechoked with traffic. Today, naturally, it looked like
the Wall Street area on Easter Sunday. The school bus chugged alongthe outer road of Queens
Boulevard, picking up speed, and Peter's lungs were slamming against his ribs.
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 A kid in the bus saw him. He pointed out Peter to another

 kid, and within moments all eyes were on him. For one fleeting moment Peter Parker thought he was
going to catch abreak, and then the sounds of laughter and taunting floated through the air toward him.
The bus, which had started toslow for a red light, lurched forward when it abruptlychanged to green, and
a belch of smoke erupted from the tail pipe. Peter held his breath as he ran through it; one inhalation and
it would probably have collapsed his lungs. Thissign of open disrespect from the bus itself only jacked up
theamusement level among the kids, who laughed even harder at his predicament.

 His bookbag was slamming against his back as he ran. Heshouldn't have even brought the stupid thing.
But no, no...he'd had to decide that he might as well bring stuff to readon the trip. Try to get ahead on
some courses. Peter Parker, the big brain who just couldn't get enough of books that hehad to haul them
along on a class trip. Part of him wanted topitch the stupid things down the nearest sewer, but he
continued to clutch them tightly.

 His large rectangular glasses were bouncing around onthe end of his nose. Twice they almost slid off, as
his facebecame drenched in perspiration. With his luck, they'd falloff and he'd wind up trampling them.
Wouldn't that causeunbridled hilarity for the troglodytes that constituted thesenior class.

 The bus put its left signal on. It was about to shift lanes,to move into the Queens Boulevard express lane.
If it didthat, he was finished; the only way he'd catch up with it under those circumstances would be with
a rocket.

 That was when he heard a female voice— thefemalevoice—and even though the motor of the bus was
roaring,and even though all the kids were hooting and hollering, shemade herself audible over the
hullabaloo.

 "Stop the bus!!"came Mary Jane's voice. "He's beenchasing us since Woodhaven Boulevard!"

 This caused a collective and disappointed awwwww from the kids on the bus. Naturally. Mary Jane had
terminated thefun before it had led to something really entertaining, like acoronary or a blood vessel
exploding in his head.

 The bus slowed, and for a moment Peter thought it wasyet another tease, another false hope. But then it
glided overto the curbside, and the doors opened to admit him. Peternearly collapsed on the first step,
clutching the handrail. Thebus driver looked down at him, not with concern but withundiluted annoyance,
obviously irritated that this idiotteenager had disrupted her carefully prepared schedule."Thanks ..." Peter
managed to gasp out.The driver grunted, shoving forward on the bar and slamming the door shut behind
him while he was still in the stairwell. She didn't even wait for him to get into the body of the bus as she
pulled the bus forward, grumbling to herself in asteady stream of indecipherable muttering.

 Peter staggered forward, fighting not only his own exhaustion and pounding heart but the swaying of the
bus as itpractically vaulted into the express lane and hurtled forward.He bumped against kids who were
seated, and muttered,"Sorry ... sorry ..." to each one as he went.

 He got a particularly nasty look from the teacher, Mr.Sullivan. Peter always got nervous when he looked
at Mr. Sullivan, with his thick glasses, thinning hair, and expression of perpetual pain, because Peter
couldn't help but worrythat he was looking at a future version of himself. It was adisconcerting, even
terrifying thought. Mr. Sullivan gesturedimpatiently for Peter to go find a seat, then looked down at his
clipboard with such intensity that Peter felt as if he wasin the midst of translating a newly found section of
the Dead Sea Scrolls. Peter glanced over Sullivan's shoulder and sawa list of the students' names on it.
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Sullivan was putting a little black X next to Peter's name.

 That can't be good,Peter thought.

 Seated about three-quarters of the way down was LizAllen. She had a mouthful of braces, glasses
thicker thanPeter's, and blonde hair so wiry that it could have scouredclean a pan with two inches of
hardened grease on it. Shehad books with her. And here Peter had thought he was theonly one obsessive
enough to bring along stuff to read. Theseat next to her was empty. Peter, his legs weak, made eye
contact with her.

 She promptly slammed the armload of books down intothe space and fixed him with a fearsome glare
that couldhave chilled the sun. "Don't even think about it," shegrowled.

 Wonderful. Liz was to the high school social whirl what the fox trot was to a mosh pit. Yet even she was
concernedenough about her standing in the Midtown High communitythat she didn't want to share a seat
with him.

 As he made his way down the aisle, he couldn't help but wonder what he'd done to deserve this. Was he
really thatghastly looking? He caught a glimpse of himself in one ofthe windows as he passed. Granted,
the window was coveredwith grime and dead bugs, but even with all of that, hewasn't that ugly. His face
was round, his attitude honest and open. He was physically unimposing: Some would call him scrawny,
but he preferred the term "svelte" or "lean." And inhis eyes ... well, he thought his eyes were his best
feature,deep blue and filled as they were with quiet intelligence andauthority....

 Oh, well, and isn't that just what high schoolers adore: intelligence and authority. Intelligence blows the
bell curve,and authority is what teens are supposed to rebel against. And here came Peter Parker, the
living personification ofboth. With all that taken into consideration, it was a wonderthat he was still
walking around at all....

 And then, without warning, he was on the floor.

 At first he had no idea how it had happened; it had occurred so quickly that his mind didn't have the
time toprocess it. All he knew was that one moment he was making his way down the aisle, and the next
he was flat on the floor.Unsurprisingly it was filthy, littered with gum wrappers,candy wrappers, stray bits
of food and detritus that had beenlying there for who knew how long? To add to this joy, hehad banged
his elbows severely when he'd hit, and the painrunning up and down his arms was excruciating. More
painful, however, was the humiliation, and the stinging ofthe blood rushing into his cheeks was the
sharpest pain ofall.

 Because Peter knew that he hadn't simply stumbled. He'dbeen tripped.

 He twisted himself around, shoving his glasses back into place as he looked up with pure, unbridled fury
at the occupant of the seat he'd just gone by.

 Sure enough.

 Flash Thompson.

 Flash Thompson, the swaggering, arrogant, overarching, self-confident football hero, with a heart the
size of all outdoors and compassion to match, if all outdoors happened tobe the Arctic Circle. As far as
Peter was concerned, Flashwas living proof against Darwinism. Because Flash was ob viously a
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throwback to an earlier era, and if Neanderthalswere anything like Flash, then mankind could never have
evolved. NeanderFlash and his caveman cohorts would havemade life for any new species an endless
torture of trip-ups,poundings, wedgies, and verbal taunting. "You put the 'homo' in 'Homo sapiens,' "
they'd doubtless be shouting,grunting and howling. The best and brightest future incarnations of man
would have scampered back up the trees, never to descend again.

 Oh, and they'd get the best women. They'd just over-

 whelm them with their raw animal magnetism, sling themover their shoulders, and swagger away.

 Case in point:

 Mary Jane was sitting next to Flash.

 She clearly hadn't seen that Flash had been responsiblefor sending Peter tumbling to the floor, but she
was regarding him with clear suspicion. Flash, his hands upturned in a gesture of total innocence, was
saying, "What?" And why shouldn't he? Even his lowbrow intelligence was enough to assure himself that
Peter wouldn't rat him out, and he was right. The only thing worse than the way this morning was going
would be for Peter to point accusingly and say, "He tripped me!" How utterly lame, how whining, would
thatsound?

 No, Peter had to suck it up, which was what he did.

 Without a word he staggered to his feet and fired Flashthe fiercest, angriest look he could. This
intimidated Thomp son about as much as could be expected; he curled his lipcontemptuously and turned
back to Mary Jane, making a point of draping an arm around her shoulders.

 There was an empty seat toward the back on the right. It was one of the two seats that nobody ever
wanted to sit in: Directly over the rear wheels. It hit all the bumps and potholes, jostled constantly, and
was in short the most uncomfortable seat in the house. Peter, sliding into self-pity, exiledhimself there.
No one gave him a second glance.

 Alone amongst a crowd, Peter did what he frequently didunder such circumstances. He pulled out a
small journalfrom between two larger books and laid it neatly on his lap,balancing it with accomplished
expertise. The journallooked identical to the one that Uncle Ben had bought himover a decade ago, but it
had the number 29 neatly inscribed in the upper right-hand corner of the cover. It was thetwenty-ninth
journal that he'd started since his youth. Itwas fortunate that Uncle Ben had purchased a common and

 popular brand of notebook. It gave him a sort of continuity between the young man he'd been and—with
any luck—theold man he would become. It made him feel almost like atime traveler.

 Writing on the bouncing bus was no easy thing, and this wouldn't be one of his neater entries. Then
again, comparedto the chicken scratchings from when he was six and still trying to master cursive style, it
would be a masterwork.

 He dated the page and wrote:

 Mom and Dad:

 Well, it happened again. Flash made me look like an idiot in front of M.J., and she didn't even realize it
was him. I don't understand it. I have about a hundred times his brainpower, but he gets the best of me
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every time. Uncle ben says you can beat ignorant people by out- thinking them, and arrogant people by
appealing to that arrogance and using it against them, but that people who are ignorant and arrogant are
the toughest to deal with.

 And the worst is that he sits there with M.J. That's killing me. I don't think he even really likes her... not
really likes her. He treats her like she's a trophy or something. Like, since he's the best athlete and
everything, he deserves to have the best looking girl in the whole school. Like it's divine right or
entitlement or something. When it comes down to it, Flash Thompson doesn't love anyone as much as he
loves himself. She's there to make him look good.

 She must know that. She's got to know that. So why the heck does she put up with him? Why does she
even like him? She deserves so much better than him.

 Mom, Dad . . . you know 1 don't ask favors of you, hardly ever. But the next time you're sitting around,
shooting the breeze with God . . . do you think maybe you might mention Flash to him, and ask for some
divine intervention? Nothing fancy. Nothing extraordinary. An anvil, maybe. A hundred pounds. On
second thought, better make it five hun dred pounds. With his thick skull, he probably won't feel
anything less. Whatever it takes. In short, any strings you could pull that would

 provide just a little balance, a little justice, would be greatly appreci ated.

 Harry Osborn shifted uncomfortably in the back of thechauffeur driven Bentley, sneaking looks at his
father, Norman, while fervently wishing that he was somewhere else— anywhere else—at this particular
moment in time.

 Norman Osborn, for his part, hadn't glanced at Harry forthe last twenty blocks. Instead he'd been utterly
absorbed incoordinating his day of meetings via his handheld PDA. Harry's attempts at casual
conversation had been met with occasional grunts or nods, and not much more.

 Osborn the Elder exuded an odd mix of power and barelycontrolled anger. Harry had never been able
to figure out justwith whom his father was mad, exactly. The world, it seemed.He was frustrated at all he
wished to accomplish ... and ableto focus only on failures rather than successes. And Harrywas often the
target of his misplaced frustration. At least, thatwas what Harry chose to believe.

 He had never forgotten that time, on his sixteenth birthday. His father had thrown a sizable bash, with a
guest listcomprised mostly of Norman's friends, with a couple ofHarry's friends du jour tossed in for
appearances. It wasmore a business opportunity for strategic meeting and greeting, but Norman had
gotten himself seriously liquored up asthe evening progressed. That was unusual for him. Usually he
prided himself on his total control.

 Late in the evening, however, Harry had found himselfalone in a hallway with his dad hanging with one
arm on hisson and speaking in a voice filled with alcohol and contempt.

 "I look at you, Harry," he'd said, "and I see myself at yourage ... except without the potential for
greatness."

 Harry had gone to bed shortly thereafter, and hadn't come out for two days, claiming a headache. His
father,

 mortified over what he'd said while in his cups, finallycoaxed him out of his room with a dirt bike he'd
been coveting and a vacation to the mountains. It had been a gloriousouting, but the circumstances
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behind it still rankled.

 As the Bentley approached the curbside at Columbia University, Harry could see the kids offloading
from the school bus onto the sidewalk. He wished for all the worldthat he'd been able to ride along with
the other kids. Norman had put a quick end to that notion, of course. No son of hisrode creaky, dirty,
disgusting school buses. What if someone he knew saw Harry on it?

 The limousine window was slightly rolled down, and he could hear the teacher, Mr. Sullivan, shouting in
his perpetually put-upon voice. "Okay, people, no wandering! Proceeddirectly up to the... knock it the
hell off!"he bellowed asthe teen horseplay, laughter, and shouting reached terminal levels. For a
microsecond he had caught their attention, andhe continued in that same tone,"... up the steps and into the
building ...!"

 But then all eyes turned toward the Bentley. Harrywanted to sink into his seat, through it, and into the
trunk.Hoping to salvage the situation, he muttered, "Dad, couldyou drive around the corner?"

 Norman glanced up from his work toward the entrance tothe building. "Why? The door's right here?" he
said.

 Harry lowered his voice to an urgent whisper, as if the kids could somehow hear them from outside. He
saw thatthey were congregating into one lump of curiosity, focusedentirely on him. "These are public
school kids," he reminded his father. "I'm not showing up to school in a Bentley."

 Norman Osborn laughed bitterly. "What? You want me totrade in my car for a Jetta just because you
flunked out of every private school I sent you to?"

 Harry winced at that. The only thing worse than the reproach in his father's voice was the knowledge
that his dad

 was right. Trying to mount some sort of defense, he said,"They weren't for me. I told you that. It wasn't
for me."

 "Of course it was!" Norman shot back. But then, seeing Harry flinch at the abruptness, he sighed and
then smiled wanly. He reached across Harry to unlatch the door on his side. "Don't ever be ashamed of
who you are," he said, notunkindly.

 "Dad, I'm not ashamed. I'm just not what you—"

 Norman frowned. "What, Harry?" he asked, trying to getto the source of his son's discomfort.

 "Forget it, Dad," he sighed, sliding out of the car.

 He squinted, as his eyes had to adjust from seeing theworld through the smoked glass of the Bentley to
being assailed by the brightness of the sun on the crisp autumnmorning.

 He stepped onto the curb, bobbing his head slightly inrecognition of the awed and impressed
expressions on the kids' faces. They were approaching the car as if it was the Holy Grail, which made
Harry even more uncomfortable.He'd been speaking the truth to his father: He had never feltlike he fit in
at private school. Now his money and status were going to set him apart in public school, as well.

 "Hi ya, Harry," said a familiar voice.
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 He felt a quick surge of relief as Peter Parker stepped outof the crowd. Immediately Harry noted that
the knees of Peter's pants were dirty, as if he'd taken a spill. Well, hecould always ask him about it later.

 "Hey, Peter," he said.

 Then Harry remembered: He'd borrowed some sciencebooks from Peter and had intended to return
them this morn ing, but he'd left them in the car. He started to turn back tothe Bentley to get them, but
his heart sank as the other back door opened and Norman Osborn stepped out. He didn't so much
emerge from the car as grow from it, as if he were anextension of the power and prestige such a vehicle
afforded.

 He was holding the book bag. "Won't you be needing this?" he inquired.

 He handed the bag to Harry, but his gaze was riveted onPeter, sizing up this person who had addressed
Harry in sucha friendly and outgoing manner. Realizing that an introduction was not only required, but
inevitable, Harry cleared histhroat and said, "Peter, this is my father, Norman Osborn."

 "Great honor to meet you," Peter said, shaking Norman'shand. He winced a bit.

 Norman laughed good-naturedly. "Oh, come on, son. Youcall that a handshake? A man is judged by the
strength of hisgrip. Let's see what you've got."

 Peter made an obvious effort, and Harry couldn't watch. Instead he looked around at the girls who were
gatheringaround the Bentley, oohing and aahing. He couldn't help but notice that Mary Jane Watson was
one of them, looking atthe car almost reverentially, as if it was the most magnificentthing she'd ever seen.
He made a mental note of that. Itmight be that showing up in such a fancy vehicle might not have been
such a bad thing after all.

 Apparently Peter had made a worthy enough effort, because Norman nodded approvingly and released
his hand."I've heard a lot about you. Harry tells me you're quite thescience whiz."

 "Well, I don't know about that . . ."Quickly, Harry said, "He's being modest. I told you, Dad,he's won all
the prizes."

 With a touch of reproach, Norman said, "Anyone who canget Harry to pass chemistry shouldn't be
modest." "Harry's really smart. He didn't really need my help.""We have to go, Dad," Harry said. But
Norman obviously found conversation with Peter tooengaging to end it quickly. "I'm something of a
scientist myself, you know," Norman said with genuine enthusiasm."I know," Peter said immediately. "I
know all about

 OsCorp. You guys are designing the guidance and reentrysystems for the first shuttle mission to Mars.
Really brilliant."

 Norman blinked in surprise at Peter's obvious and totalknowledge of everything that his corporation was
up to. "Impressive. Your parents must be proud."

 Sounding slightly apologetic, Peter said, "I live with myaunt and uncle. They're proud."

 The girls were now moving away from the Bentley at the urging of Mr. Sullivan, who was trying to herd
them up thesteps into the building.
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 "What about your folks?"

 Harry wanted to say something to get Peter off the hook.But Peter took a deep breath and said, "My
parents diedwhen I was little."

 Norman seemed a bit taken aback by this, and when he spoke again, he sounded sympathetic. "I lost
my parents asa young boy, as well."

 Harry, sounding a bit more sarcastic than he would have liked, said, "Which no doubt strengthened your
iron will to succeed, huh, Dad?"

 From the door at the top of the steps, Mr. Sullivan—looking on the verge of apoplexy—called down,
"Hey, you two, I'm closing the door! "

 Norman released his grip on Harry's shoulder, and it wasall he could do not to sag in relief. "Nice to
meet you, Mr.Osborn," Peter said.

 "See you again," Norman assured him before slidingback into the Bentley.

 Mary Jane was standing near Flash but watching theBentley as it pulled away. She shifted her gaze to
Harry, andsuddenly Harry felt a lot more . . . more powerful, really ... than he had before. Radiating
confidence in a manner that would have made his father proud, Harry said, "Hi."

 She smiled back. That alone was enough to put some

 additional spring in his step, and then she moved away, Flashblocking her from view.

 The class was standing in a corridor with arched ceilings, lined with neatly framed portraits of various
scientists, or reproductions of noted scientific documents. Sunlight filteredin through a series of skylights,
and the acoustics were terrific as far as the kids were concerned ... and a horror show as far as Mr.
Sullivan and the other chaperones were concerned. As their voices reverberated up and down the hall
way the frantic "shushing" from the adults only made things

 worse.

 "He doesn't seem so bad," Peter said, standing at Harry's

 right shoulder.

 Harry looked at him in confusion, not entirely certainwho "he" was. Then he realized that Peter was
talking abouthis father, and it was all he could do to suppress a laugh."Not if you're a genius," he said
ruefully. "I think he wants

 to adopt you."

 Then Harry noticed that Peter was looking beyond him,and turned to see that his friend was staring at
Mary Jane.Flash had drifted away—apparently a rendering of DaVinci's famed drawing of man was one
of the most hilariousthings he'd ever seen, and he was laughing it up with his friends. Mary Jane, for her
part, was about two feet away from Peter, studying a portrait of Isaac Newton.
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 As intrigued as Harry was with Mary Jane, he knew two things beyond question: First, that Peter had
been interested in her far longer, and second, that any guy who tried to takeher away from Flash
Thompson would probably get himselfkilled. Still, it might be worth the risk ... provided M. J. was
actually interested in breaking it off with Thompson, the Id that Walked Like a Man. Better for his
long-term health,Harry realized, if Peter were used for the litmus test of M.J.'savailability, rather than
Harry himself. Not that Harry had

 any intention of sending his friend into danger. Certainly if push came to shove—particularly
shove-through-the-wall—Harry could intercede and charm—i.e., bribe—Flash out of it.

 Harry snapped his fingers in front of Peter's face to catchhis attention. "Hey," he whispered, and,
nodding towardMary Jane, said, "Say something."

 Peter squared his shoulders, which struck Harry as rather funny. Peter couldn't have looked more
serious if he'd been preparing to enter a ring with a maddened bull, armed with only a dish towel. He
approached Mary Jane, who saw himcoming, turned and smiled that million-watt smile at him.No
wonder, Harry mused, that her last name was Watson.She looked expectantly from Peter to Harry and
then back to Peter, and Harry waited for his friend to say something.

 And waited.

 And waited.

 The moment morphed from energy-charged to awkward.Mary Jane tilted her head slightly, expectantly,
like a dog trying to pick up a high-pitched noise. Desperate to havematters progress, Harry stepped
forward and said to M. I, "Hi. How ya doing?"

 Mary Jane smiled in return. "Hey," she said conversationally, and waited once more for Peter to say
something. Itwas difficult for Harry to get a read off her. It could be she was just being friendly...or there
might be some interest.He needed Peter to keep it going in order to tell for sure.

 Peter's jaw twitched once, twice more, which was goodsince it indicated that he was, in fact, alive. Then
he walkedaway as quickly as he could. M. J. looked to Harry quizzically, and he made a vague noise in
his throat and hurried offafter Peter. The moment he drew alongside him he asked inannoyance, "Why
didn't you say something?"

 "I was about to," Peter said defensively. "It . . . wasn't the

 right moment." Looking around for some sort of exit, heducked into the nearby men's room, leaving
Harry shaking

 his head.

 Suddenly a large shadow was cast over Harry. He turnedand looked up, and up, at Flash, and for a
moment wonderedif there might be a problem, wondered if Flash had figuredout what he was up to.

 But Flash quickly disabused him of that notion. The jock was obviously only capable of figuring
something out if it involved tormenting someone smaller than he. "Explain me something, Osborn," he
said.

 I'm not sure I know enough small words,he thought, but said gamely, "Sure, Flash. What?"
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 "You and Parker. I mean, he's such a loser, and you'reMister Megarich Dad and riding around in a Rolls
Royce . . ."

 "That was a Bentley."

 "Whatever," Flash said impatiently. "The point is, why doyou bother hanging around with the guy?
What's the big attraction? You and Parker ain't. . .uh . . ." and he flipped onehand forward and down in

a decidedly limp-wristed manner."Huh? No!" said Harry with extreme vehemence. "No,it's nothing like
that. It's ... look, you really wanna know?""I asked, didn't I?" Flash's disposition wasn't improving.Harry

glanced right and left to make sure no one waspaying attention, and was sufficiently satisfied with Mr.
Sul livan's fruitless endeavors to get everyone to pay attention.He was reasonably sure they could chat

undisturbed for afew moments. "Okay, look . . . my previous schools, all the best, preppy, private
schools there were...I got bouncedout of them, okay? I couldn't cut it scholastically. In point of fact, I

didn't even want to."

 Flash let out a whistle. "I wondered how you wound up atour dump of a school."

 "Yeah, well, if I'd been left on my own, I'd probably have

 flunked out of yours, too." He leaned against the wall, shifting uncomfortably, as if his shoes were
suddenly too tight."I'd been at Midtown for about two weeks, and I had this biology report due. I didn't
have a clue how to approach it. SoI figured I'd do what I always do when I run into a problem:throw
money at it. I track down Parker, the biggest brain in school, and offer to buy a biology paper off him.
He writes it, I sign my name, pay him off, everybody's happy."

 "I get it! So you're Parker's meal ticket!" Flash grinnedbroadly, as if pleased to learn that Peter Parker's
feet were asmade of clay as any other guy's.

 But Harry shook his head vehemently. "No. No, not atall. Because Peter wouldn't do it. He says it's
wrong. He saysit won't accomplish anything. I double the offer. Two hundred bucks, I offered him. He
still won't take it. I say,'What? Don't you need the money?' He says, 'More thanyou know. But that
would be wrong,' he says to me. Insteadhe says to me, 'Look...I'll help you do it yourself. Helpyou pick
a topic, show you how to research it, the whole nineyards. And I'll proofread the paper for you once
you've written it. Make sure all the facts are right. That way, it's reallyyour paper and it's all
aboveboard.' I ask him, 'How muchwill that run me?' And he says, 'Nothing.' I say, 'So whywould you
do this for me?' He says, 'Because you look like you need the help. And that would be right.'

 "So I take him up on it, because I figure I can still talkhim into it. The thing is, thanks to him, I really
started getting into it. As I found out stuff in my research, I really didget excited about the idea of seeing
it through, for maybe thefirst time in my life. So I did, and I got a B+, and it was thesweetest grade I ever
got, 'cause it was mine. And Peternever took a dime from me.

 "Y'see, Flash, most people are like you. They see me,they see a walking dollar sign. Not Peter. He's
barely got two nickels to rub together, but I realized—thanks to hanging out

 with him—that some things, like integrity, are beyondprice." He put a hand on Flash's upper arm, and
cringedslightly as he felt the rock-solid muscle beneath the shirtsleeve. "You hear what I'm telling you,
Flash? Does that tellyou something about Peter Parker?"

 "Yeah," said Flash with a snort. "Parker's even dumberthan I thought. Walking away from two hundred
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bucks! Heprobably would've enjoyed writing the stupid paper. And he could've had you as a customer
for the rest of high school. What a jerk!"

 Harry moaned, closing his eyes and shaking his head."Noooo, Flash...I think you kind of missed the
point . . ."

 "The only point that matters is the one on top of PunyParker's pointed head. What a maroon! What a
ta-ra-ra

 goon-de-ay."

 Harry stopped talking, realizing that nothing he wasgoing to say would change Flash's mind about Peter.
Indeed it was possible that nothing in existence would do that, short of Peter caving in Flash's face. But
as Flash swaggered overto Mary Jane, draping an arm around her as if she were aside of beef, Harry
realized that the odds of Peter ever laying out Flash were very, very slim indeed.

 The Ascot Club, situated in a neatly adorned brownstoneon Lexington Avenue, was one of those men's
clubs that seemed hopelessly out-of-date. That, of course, was exactlywhat its uniformly male
membership enjoyed about theplace. All one had to do was walk in and take a deep breath. It was easy
to detect, with just one whiff, the history, pipes,fine cigars, and testosterone that filled the atmosphere.
Therewas a sense of gravitas in the air, and a serene quiet. In anumber of rooms, discussion was banned
entirely, allowingblissful silence to hold sway.

 Norman Osborn wasn't especially in the mood to talk,but all the truly comfortable chairs in the silent
areas were

 taken. So he had opted to settle into an overstuffed easychair in the far corner of one of the
conversational roomsand bury his face behind a newspaper in hopes of being lefton his own. This hope
proved to be futile, although at least it made a perverse sort of sense when he was interrupted.

 "At least you're reading my newspaper, Norman. I appreciate the show of solidarity."

 Osborn folded the Daily Bugle in half and looked with surprise at the person who had addressed him.
"Jonah!" heexclaimed. "A bit early in the morning for you, isn't it?"

 J. Jonah Jameson, publisher of the Daily Bugle, didn'tneed the excuse of his club to puff away on a
cigar. He didso whenever and wherever he was inclined, ignoring everything from prohibitive signs to
city laws. But he'd been heard to say that, at his club at least, he could smoke without having to worry
about getting dirty looks.

 Jameson's face had a lived-in look. He had a habit ofwalking with his chin thrust out, like a boxer daring
people to take their best shots. Jonah Jameson also had said on anynumber of occasions that he led a life
without apology. It had been observed by others that he didn't need to apolo gize; that's what he had a
staff for.

 In contrast to the impeccable designer suit that Osborn was sporting, Jameson was attired in one of his
customaryill-fitting gray off-the-rack things that looked like he'd slept in it for two days. Since he seemed
to spend every waking hour either in the office or at the club, he might very wellhave been sleeping in it. It
was a total mystery to Osbornhow anyone with as much money as Jameson had could pay so little
attention to personal appearance.
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 Mustache bristling, Jameson dropped into a chair opposite Osborn. "Early for you as well, Norman.
Me, I justwalked out of a meeting with my idiot accountants."

 "Ah. So you came out of an unpleasant meeting. Me, Ihave to head into one. So I figured some quiet
time with a

 good newspaper . . . and a better brandy ...," and he heldup his brandy, swirling the contents slightly in
the glass,"... might be just what the doctor ordered, to help getthrough it."

 "Where is it? Your factory out on the Island?"

 Osborn nodded and leaned back in his chair. There was alook of amusement on his face. "Yes, Jonah,
it's my factory

 out on Long Island, and no, I'm not going to go into details.

 With an old newshound like you, less is always better to saythan more."

 Jameson didn't laugh, since Jameson never laughed. Themost he ever managed was a sort of gruff bark,
which was what he produced now. "Don't overestimate yourself, Norman. The day-to-day workings of
OsCorp aren't exactly thekind of banner headlines that leave readers begging for

 more."

 "Is what readers are begging for of particular concern to

 you these days, Jonah?"

 Jameson growled this time. Osborn was starting to wonder if the man wasn't part wolf. "Readership in
general iswhat concerns me. That's what my meeting was about, if youreally want to know—"

 "No, I don't especially."

 But it was too late. Jonah was off on a rant. "Blasted accountants, telling me that the newspaper lost a
million lastyear, and will lose another million this year, and very likely another million next year. You
know what I told them?"

 "That at this rate, you'd have to shut the paper down in about thirty years?"

 Jameson blinked in surprise. "How did you know?"

 "Because I saw Citizen Kane, Jonah. You lifted the linefrom a sixty-year-old movie."

 "I did?" Jonah frowned, and then his eyes went wide."Son of a gun, I did. Damned good movie, too, if
youask me."

 "I didn't ask you, but yes, it was."

 Truth to tell, Osborn enjoyed these rare verbal fencing matches that he indulged in with Jameson. But
J.J.J. didn'tseem in the mood to appreciate it all that much this particular day. "Know what's killing our
circulation, Norman? Would you like me to tell you?"
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 "Could I stop you?" said Osborn hopefully, attempting toget back to his newspaper.

 "Our readership is dying out, that's what," Jonah said, asif Osborn hadn't spoken. Osborn sighed and put
the paperflat in his lap. Jonah continued, "Older readers, who grew upreading newspapers and fully
realize and appreciate thedepth of news coverage that only a paper can provide, aredying out. And these
new kids ... they get stuff off television or the Web ... when they express any interest in learning about
the world around them, that is. They aren't goingto plunk down fifty cents to read intelligent, in-depth
report ing when they can get facile news in small, easy-to-digest,bite-sized bytes."

 "Now that's a doomsday attitude to have, Jonah."

 "It's realistic." Jonah sounded uncharacteristically self-pitying, even morbid, as he said, "I wonder . . .
when the dinosaurs were sinking into pits, their days of glory at anend...I wonder if they made the same
kind of howls of frustration that old-time, ink-under-the-fingernails newsmenmake as our medium goes
straight down the tubes."

 "You're being much too hard on yourself, Jonah. And you're forgetting something."

 "Oh, yeah?" Jonah shifted the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other without using his hands. He
just rolled itover from left to right, smooth as pudding. "And what mightthat be?"

 "All you need is one big story. Just one. Something to firethe attention of New Yorkers. If it's a big
enough story, people will seek out information on it anywhere they can get it."

 "You may be right," said Jonah. "The question is, what sort of story would be big enough?"

 "I don't know, Jonah. I'm just a dumb scientist, not amedia genius, like you. It's the oldest commandment
ofshowbiz: Give the people what they want."

 "What the people want are short, punchy stories with nodepth. Black and white, good guys and bad
guys, heroes and villains."

 "So what's the problem with that?" asked Osborn.J. Jonah Jameson laughed contemptuously, settling
backinto his chair with the air of someone who was very much inhis element, both physically and

philosophically. "And hereI thought, Norman, that you were a man after my own heart. Don't you know?
There are no heroes. Not anymore. If youwant greatness, and great men, crack a history book and look

at the founding fathers. There were great men. Men ofconviction. Men willing to put themselves on the
line. They put their names to the Declaration of Independence, knowing that they were signing their

death warrants. But they didit because they believed in something. That's gone

 now.Youknow what killed heroism, Norman?"

 "No, but I suspect you're going to tell me," Osborn said

 dryly.

 "This whole Internet thing. With people having no respect for copyrights because they're busy stealing
entire printed works off downloads, or going around ranting andraving at each other, striking from hiding
behind names like 'Fuzzydice' or 'The Destroyer' or 'Bobl123' or similar nonsense." Jonah was waving
his cigar around, ashes flying allover. One of the attendants, long used to Jameson when hewent off on a
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rant, was busily sweeping the ash into a dustbin. "How much impact do you think the Declaration would
have had, Norman, if it had been filled with signatures like'Deathscream' or 'Hoppybunny27'?"

 "Not very much," Osborn allowed. "But to be fair,Jonah ... why should anyone want to be a hero, in this
day and age fostered by your own media. Whenever someonedoes something heroic, the newspapers
grab ahold of him and dig and dig until they find some sort of dirt, and then splash it all over the front
pages. Why should anyone want to make themselves such a target?"

 "If you're a hero, you don't think about what might happen if you take a risk. You just do what needs to
be done," Jonah retorted. "I've tried to live my life as scrupulously as possible, Norman. You can't go
around bringing down corruption if your own hands aren't clean. People want to investigate me, let 'em.
I have nothing to hide. But do people follow my example? They do not. No heroes anymore, as Isaid.
Don't blame the messenger for the message."

 Osborn kept telling himself that he shouldn't be baitingJonah this way, but he was apprehensive enough
about themeeting he had to get to, and the old windbag was startingto grate on him. "So what is the
message you're getting out there that you shouldn't be blamed for? That nobody's good enough to
withstand public scrutiny, no matter how well-meaning their actions may seem."

 "Exactly," Jonah said with an emphatic wave of his cigar, sending more ashes tumbling. A couple danced
on the lapelsof Osborn's jacket, and he brushed them away. Jonah didn'tseem to notice. "That's exactly
it."

 "Funny," said Osborn, scratching his chin thoughtfully ashe rose from his chair. "I seem to remember a
man who livedabout two thousand years ago who had a touch of the heroic about him. A lot of people
looked up to him. A lot of people didn't. So tell me, Jonah...if a man of that caliber of heroism showed
up today, would you be listening and learningfrom him? Or would you be first in line to crucify him?"

 A number of men had been listening to the exchange, and

 there was a collective guffaw when Osborn said that. Jameson fired looks around, and the laughter was
quickly silencedas they went back to their own newspapers.

 "That's not funny, Norman," Jameson said quietly.

 "No. It's not." He patted Jameson on the shoulder."Jonah, I hope—for your sake—you get your hero,
and youget your story, and you get your circulation numbers backup. God knows we still need
newspapers and heroes ... andyou need someone to tear down."

 "Or build up," he added quickly.

 "That's up to you, isn't it?"

 And as he walked out of the men's club, Jonah calledafter him, "Mark my words, Osborn: The closest
we come toheroes these days is some schmuck with bad timing whofalls into it by accident!"

 "Jonah," Osborn called over his shoulder, "I think youmay just have defined 'hero' for the ages."

  

 III.
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 THE ACCIDENT

  

 It was the smallest of the small. It tended to stay away from the others, daunted by the disparity in size.
While theothers moved in leisurely groups, clumps of mandibles and black furred abdomens, the smallest
— the runt— kept to itself. Food was plentiful, and the larger ones got most of it, simply because
they were bigger and didn't hesitate to hogit. The smallest of the small got the leftovers. As a result, in
addition to its diminutive stature, it had a lean and hungrylook about it.

 So while all the others would sit around, fat and contented, the smallest of the small explored every
nook andcranny of their home, endlessly and meticulously studyingevery centimeter. It did not do so out
of any sort of plan or long-term strategy. It did so because it had nothing else todo to pass the time.

 As a consequence, it was the only one that discovered the break in the seal.

 It found the break purely by accident, as it moved around the edges of the grillwork that covered one of
the air vents. It wasn't a break that a normal creature its size would have been able to exploit . . . but this
was not a normal creature.

 The creature pulled experimentally on the edge of the seal, and its strength was sufficient to bend it ever
so slightly, in the place where one of the screws hadn't beendriven in as tightly as it should. The others, fat
and contentas they were, did not notice what the smallest was up to.

 They did detect the slight vibration of the small metal grill- work overhead moving, but the vibration
abruptly ceased and their attention immediately wandered. They gave no further thought to it, to its
source, or to the smallest of thesmall . . . which was no longer there.

 As he entered the Columbia Genetic Research Institute,Peter Parker didn't know where to look first.
The laboratorywas cavernous, lined with instrumentation the nature of which he could only guess. He saw
some stuff that lookedvaguely familiar ... even a bit similar to things that Peter had worked with. But the
equipment he'd used was on a much smaller scale than what he was looking at now.

 The domed ceiling was so tall it was hard to believe thatthe building contained it, and the equipment itself
wasshined to within an inch of its chrome life. Peter's camerawas hanging around his neck, the nice sturdy
Konica hisaunt and uncle had gotten him for Christmas. "Too badwe're not Jewish. I could have gotten
you a Konica forChanukah!" Ben had said cheerfully, prompting a moanfrom Peter and an annoyed
thump on his chest from May.

 The tour guide, a thin, black-haired Asian woman, wasguiding them past a large exhibit on spiders.
"There aremore than 32,000 known species of spider in the world," sheintoned, managing to sound both
important and deathlybored at the same time. The thirty-three students on the tripresponded to Mr.
Sullivan's get-over-here gestures bycrowding into a circle around their guide, who didn't evenappear to
notice that anyone was paying attention. "They are in the order Aranae, which is divided into three
suborders:Mesothelea, Orthognatha, and Labidognatha. All spiders are carnivorous, ravenous eaters
who feed on massive quantities of protein, in liquid form, usually the juices of their prey."

 Peter, however, was getting severely distracted from suchriveting topics as spider juices. Instead he was
keeping an
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 eye on Mary Jane, who was joking around with some friendsof hers. He was still stinging over the way
he had fumbled the ball, yet again. He had fallen into a depressing routine: trying to talk to her, perhaps
getting out a few words of noconsequence, before folding faster than a tent without a center pole. It was
a pretty crummy way to go through life, particularly when it concerned a girl as important to Peter asM.
J. was.

 But that could change. He could change. All he needed todo was make that resolution, and decide that
he was going tostart doing things differently. Yes, yes, that was it. That wasall he had to do. And it was
going to start with Mary Jane.

 "Arachnids from each of the three groups possess varying strengths which help them in their constant
search forfood," the tour guide informed them.

 Yes, that was it: M. J. was a sort of food to him. Soulfood. Food that could provide him emotional
nourishment, ifhe could only get himself to try her. Well, he was going to do it, that's all. Just do it, like
they said in that stupid commercial.

 He took a deep breath to steady his pounding heart, then took two steps toward her. That was as far as
he got before Flash Thompson, with a timing bordering on the supernatural, swept in while Peter was
still a good two yards away,stepped in behind her, partly obscuring her from view. Heput his arm around
her, nuzzled her neck. Peter gulped deeply, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down. Well, that was
certainly all he needed to see.

 The guide was going on about the jumping spider, familySalticidae, genus Salticus. On and on, and Peter
turned awayfrom Mary Jane, from Flash, from that which was so upsetting to him that he couldn't even
articulate it. For a fractionof an instant, he thought he saw Mary Jane looking in his direction and then
pulling away from Flash, looking embarrassed over his overt and clumsy attempts at affection. But

 no. He was certain that it was a product of his fevered imagination, a wish fulfillment that M. J. would
realize that a guylike Flash wasn't right for her, no matter what her fathermight say.Her father . . .

 Peter had been watching that time....He'd been daydreaming, staring out his window, whenhe'd seen
Flash Thompson pull up to her house. Flash hadwalked up to the door, knocked, and M.J.'s father had
opened the door. Seeing the two of them together, Peter wasstruck by the similarities, in terms of build
and deportment. They'd laughed together, there on the stoop, and althoughPeter couldn't hear what was
being said, he had no doubt thatit was bursting with enough machismo to grow hair on any thing that
didn't normally sport hair.

 When Flash had left with M. J. on his arm, he'd receiveda pat on the back from her dad, and even a few
bucks thatM.J.'s dad dug out of his jacket pocket. It was perfectly obvious: M.J.'s dad felt he had a lot
in common with Flash,and had willingly "given" his daughter over to him.And Mary Jane had gone along
with it.That struck him as unutterably sad, although he wasn'tentirely certain why.

 Peter was abruptly jolted from his thoughts by Mr. Sullivan's loud, pinched voice. He was bellowing at
the otherkids, who had been looking anywhere and everywhere except at the tour guide, and talking
about anything and everything except spiders. Sullivan was standing so close to Peterwhen he shouted
that Peter thought he was going to suffer permanent hearing loss.

 "Excuse me! Is anyone paying attention to the genusSalticus?"

 That brought everything screeching to a halt. Even the
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 guide looked shaken. Mr. Sullivan nodded slightly in her direction and said, "I apologize. Go on."

 The tour guide started speaking again, but it was rathertentatively, and she wasn't taking her eyes off Mr.
Sullivan,as if concerned that there would be another outburst."The ... genus Salticus ... can leap up to
forty times its body length, thanks to a proportionate muscular strengthvastly greater than that of a human
being." She was about to continue speaking when she noticed that Peter was trying tocatch her eye. She
raised her eyebrows in response, clearly inviting a question.

 Peter held up his camera and gestured to it. "Okay to takea few pictures? For the school paper?"

 The tour guide nodded, and Peter—to his chagrin—noticed that the guide looked more irked than
anything. Obviously she hated being interrupted. But Peter didn't havemuch time to dwell on any faux
pas he might have committed, since he was immediately distracted by nearby snickering and mutterings
of "geek." These days it seemed like any words out of his mouth, no matter how innocuous, managed to
attract snide commentary and disdain from either Flash orone of his cronies. It shouldn't be getting to him;
he knewthat intellectually. All of Flash's friends put together had thecollective IQ of a dust bunny, and
their opinions should have carried just as much weight. But it bothered him nevertheless ... and worse, it
bothered him that it bothered him.

 He tried to put it out of his mind, concentrating instead onthe nice shot that was set up at that moment, of
the tourguide standing just in front of one of the spider displays. Itwas well framed, and would make a
good accompanyingpiece of art for the article. But with remarkable timing, justas Peter pressed the
shutter release, someone banged into his arm, jostling the camera and giving Peter a superb photograph
of Harry Osborn's elbow.

 Peter fired a glance over his shoulder and saw one of

 Flash's pals—a guy who'd picked up the nickname "Hoops,"due to the number of small rings he had
adorning his various piercings—backing away and snickering.

 The tour guide, unaware of the struggle touched off bythe mere act of Peter's trying to take her picture,
droned on as if anyone cared. "The funnel-web spider—family Hexathelidae, genus Atrax—one of the
deadliest spiders in theworld, spins an intricate, funnel-shaped web whose strandshave a tensile strength
proportionately equal to the type of high-tension wire used in bridge building."

 Hoping to salvage the moment, Peter started to aim hiscamera, and once again his elbow was shoved.
Hoops wasn'teven bothering to be coy about it this time. He shoved Peter'sarm deliberately,
challengingly.

 Even though he knew that Hoops could probably breakhim in half, Peter whirled to face him. Seeing the
angertwisting Peter's features, and probably welcoming an oppor tunity to tap dance on Peter's face,
Hoops took a step forward in a threatening manner. But then a voice, low andcommanding, said,
"Leave him alone."

 Hoops and Peter turned to see the speaker, Harry Osborn.As opposed to both Peter and Hoops, who
were wearingtheir respective outrages openly on their faces, Harry's mienwas one of utter calm.
Obviously he wasn't going to giveHoops the satisfaction of seeing him angry, as if Hoopswasn't worthy of
the privilege.

 Nevertheless, Hoops said defiantly, "Or what?"
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 Flash, without batting an eye, replied, "Or his father willfire your father."

 Hoops blanched at that, and several kids standing around,who had overheard the exchange, laughed
loudly. Harrydidn't seem perturbed by the attention, although Peterflushed a bit.

 But Mr. Sullivan had clearly had it. In a loud, clear voice

 he called out, "The next person who talks is going to fail thiscourse. I kid you not."

 Peter didn't think that should be much of a threat toHoops, Flash, or any of their ilk; he was reasonably
sure theonly time they ever saw a D, C, B, or A coming their waywas if they were standing on a subway
platform. Nevertheless, Hoops backed off, although he did spare a fairly nasty glare for Harry.

 Harry, for his part, didn't seem to notice or care.

 Continuing along the display the tour guide said, "Thecrab spider—family Thomisidae, genus
Misumena—spins a web to catch its prey, but hunts instead, using a set of reflexes with nerve
conduction velocities so fast, some researchers believe it almost borders on precognition. . . an early
awareness of danger . . . a," and she dropped her voiceand waggled her fingers to make it sound
mysterious,"... spider sense."

 They reached the center of the rotunda floor, where researchers were working at computers
surrounding an electron microscope. Large video screens around the roomdisplayed giant images of
what was obviously the microscope's area of scrutiny: spider DNA. Peter found the entirething
incredibly fascinating and could tell from a quickglance at his classmates that he was the only one. Was
theresomething wrong with him, or with the rest of them?

 "Over five painstaking years, Columbia's genetic research facility has fully mapped the genetic codes of
each ofthese spiders." The guide walked with measured stridesaround the rotunda, speaking with such
pride that one wouldhave thought she personally was in charge of designing a map to track every strand
of every chromosome. "Armedwith these DNA blueprints," she continued, "we have nowbegun what was
once thought impossible: interspecies genetic transmutation."

 Flash had drifted just within Peter's earshot, and just outside of Mary Jane's, and he said very softly, "I
thought theymanaged that when you were born, Parker." He guffawed tohimself and stepped back just
before M. J. noticed that he'dsaid anything. Once again Peter felt a sharp stinging in his face as the blood
rushed to it. He didn't know which wasworse: Flash making jokes at his expense, or the knowledgethat
Mary Jane was Flash's and Peter was left with nothing. "In this recombination lab," the guide said,
gesturing withone hand to take in the entirety of the amazing complex, "we use synthesized transfer RNA
to encode an entirely new genome combining genetic information from all three spiders into these fifteen
genetically designed superspiders, the first mankind has ever produced."

 Just ahead of them was a glass tank. The aforementioned mutated spiders were crawling along the walls.
Peter notedwith wry amusement that something had finally presented itself which fully captured the
students' attention. They were staring with fascination at the disgusting creatures creepingalong the glass.

 They seemed to be congregating in one area. Peter decided that if he could manage to get a shot with
all fifteen ofthem in it at once, that would be extraordinarily cool. Mary Jane had already positioned
herself near "spider central." Ifhe could get her in the shot, so much the better. Harry was also drawing
near, but Peter held back a bit in order to get the wider angle and make sure that the fifteen were in the
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shot.

 "Disgusting," said Mary Jane, but she didn't sound especially repulsed. Indeed she seemed almost
enthused, as ifthey were beautiful in their sheer nauseating appearance.

 Harry, however, misread her tone of voice. "Hateful littlethings," he said, thinking he was agreeing with
her."I love it," said M. J.

 Quickly realizing his error, Harry amended, "Really? Me,too."

 It was all Peter could do not to laugh. Certainly the lastthing he wanted to do was start enjoying himself
at his friend's expense. He didn't exactly have an abundance of friends, and he sure didn't want to alienate
the very few hehad.

 "Just imagine," said the tour guide, "if one day we canisolate the strengths, powers, and immunities in
human beings, and transfer that DNA code among ourselves. Allknown disease could be wiped out. Of
course we're nowhere near ready to start experimenting with humans, so for the moment we're
concentrating on these fifteen spiders. Anyquestions?"

 "Fourteen," M. J. said abruptly. All eyes went to her, andMr. Sullivan laughed nervously in a "why is she
doing this?"manner.

 "I beg your pardon?" called the tour guide.

 Undaunted by the challenging looks from the others, and the clear chagrin from the teacher, M. J. said,
"There's only fourteen spiders."

 "No," the guide said firmly, "there's fifteen." And then, alittle less firmly, she asked, "Aren't there?"

 The smallest of the small didn't have the strongest ofmemories when it came to events. The things that it
did, itdid as a result of instinct, hardwired into it by century upon century of evolution.

 So the smallest, having departed the case that had been its home, had no recollection of ever having
resided there. The only home it now knew was the web that it had delicately spun for itself, up among
the recesses of the ceiling.

 Nor did it have a clear recollection that, once upon a time, it had been given food by a mysterious
benefactor that

 was the closest to the concept of God that the creature could come to. All it knew now was that food
was no longer forth coming, and that it had to forage for itself. The craving in its belly was growing by
the hour, and it hadn't been able to spin its web fast enough to gather sustenance for itself.

 The gossamer web it had spun was indeed quite a beauty, and the smallest of the small was now waiting
in the middle of it. Waiting for the unwary, waiting for its prey, waiting for something it could trap and
cocoon and drain dry. Unfortu nately nothing seemed to be cooperating. No flies or insects of any kind
were presenting themselves as an entree, and the smallest was beginning to go mad with hunger.

 And something else was disrupting the poor creature— thunderous vibrations from the—from the
whatever they were— a far distance below, which were no doubt serving to drive any potential
meals away from the web.
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 The creature did not know, could not experience such emotions as anger. But as it became more and
more fam ished, its frustration level built and built....

 The picture, and the opportunity, could not have presented itself more perfectly.

 There was Mary Jane, looking into the glass case, checking out her makeup. It was hard for Peter to
believe that shesaw any need to take such measures. She was perfect; howcould she conceivably
improve upon herself? But he didn'tquestion it too closely, because he was busy seizing thechance that
had been tossed his way.

 A few quick steps and he was by her side. He said, "CanI take your picture? I need one with a student
in it."

 Mary Jane turned to look at him, and Peter felt as if hewas being pulled completely out of the
depressing, frustrating world inhabited by Peter "Big Brain Loser" Parker andinto the sphere where
dwelt the magnificence that was Mary

 Jane. It was a happy, glorious place, and he was pleased justto be the most transient of tourists there.

 In response, she immediately struck a pose, hiding asmall smile behind the practiced pout of a model.
Sheflipped her hair back, eyed the camera as she would a lover,and said in a playfully sulky voice, "Don't
make me ugly!"

 "Impossible," Peter scoffed, gazing at her through theviewfinder. He could have remained that way all
day, but he felt he had to be thoroughly professional. "Right there ...good!" He snapped a picture, and the
autowind shot for ward. "And one more—!"

 Except she had vanished from his viewfinder. She had moved out of frame, drifting toward a group of
her friends. "Thanks," Peter called after her. He'd gotten her to smile at him, even if only for a photo. This
was turning into a memorable day.

 The spider had lost its mind.

 It wasn't as if it had a large mind to begin with, but hunger had overridden its desire for caution.Eat eat
eat was the imperative hammering through it, and it decided to go on a hunt, rather than wait for
something unwary to come to it.

 There was a target just below it. Its spinnerets lowered it gracefully down, closer to its prey. Had the
spider beenthinking properly, it would have gotten nowhere near this . . . this monster. This gigantic thing.
But the spider was only concerned about making a last ditch effort to fill its belly,and when it lunged at its
prey, it had no clue that it was the last conscious effort it would ever make. . . .

 "Ow!" Peter yelped.

 He had just been turning to look at a huge display of electron microscopes when a sharp pain had
gotten him in theright hand. Instinctively he'd snapped his wrist, and he

 caught out of the corner of his eye some sort of. . . of bug.An insect. A mosquito, perhaps?

 Peter held up the back of his hand and saw two tiny redmarks flaring up on it. There was a moment of
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morbid amusement as he wondered if he'd been assaulted by the world's tiniest vampire, and then he
saw a brief movement on the floor.He looked down, his eyes narrowing, as he watched what appeared
to be a spider flip over onto its back, its legs curling uplike something out of a commercial for Raid.

 A spider . . .

 Peter Parker felt a surge of momentary panic as he looked back in the direction of the spider tank.
There had seemed tobe some confusion as to whether there were fourteen or fifteen spiders. Could one
of them have escaped? And ... andcould this be it? If he'd been bitten by some sort of genetically
mutated spider. . .it could make him sick as anything.

 Thoughts of blood poisoning tumbled through his head,and he moaned softly. Great. Just great.
Everyone else goes on a nice, ordinary class trip, and good old Peter Parker gets bitten by a toxic spider.

 But even as the possibility occurred to him, he was inclined to dismiss it. How in the world could a
spider have escaped from there, anyway? It's not as if one of its relativescould smuggle in a teeny tiny
hacksaw. The spiders weren'tabout to start punching their way through the thick glass.No...despite
Peter's tendency to ascribe a worst-case sce nario to everything in the world, even he had to admit that
the chances were that this was a normal, garden-variety spi der. Heck, it didn't even look as big as the
others had been.The others had been huge, relatively speaking. This one justlooked like ... well, like a
dead arachnid.

 It was kind of puny, really.

 And the kids—Flash, in particular—did tend to refer tohim as Puny Parker. So if he had to be bitten by
a spider, it was probably appropriate that it was this one.

 Peter stood there, rubbing his hand, as the array of electron microscope display screens flashed around
him, imagesof DNA strands dancing over him. He didn't consider it tobe particularly ironic in any way.

 That would change.

  

  

 IV.

 THE MEETING

  

 Norman Osborn could remember clearly the day that the proud OsCorp Industries factory in
Commack, Long Island, had first opened. He had stopped going home in those finaldays, as they rushed
to make certain everything was ready for the opening day. He ate, slept, and breathed that building,
checking every rivet, every switchplate, every windowseal.

 The first time he saw the neon letters of the huge OsCorp logo flicker to life, he felt a swelling of pride.
The first timehe beheld a black, noxious cloud belching out of the towering smokestacks, he knew that
everything for which he'dbeen striving all these years had finally been attained.
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 So here he was, years later, and if driving a wrecking machine through the place—leveling it, reducing it
to nothingbut a pile of rubble—had been an option, he would have grabbed it in a heartbeat.

 Explosives would serve just as well.

 "General Slocum and the others have already started theinspection," said his somewhat high-strung
assistant, Simkins."Mr. Balkan and Mr. Fargas are with them."

 Above the elevator door, the square that readresearchand developmentlit up. R&D was situated a fifth
of a mileunderground, which was a compromise as far as Osborn wasconcerned. For his full comfort
level to be reached, he'dmuch rather have had it situated somewhere near the earth'score. Industrial theft
was his number-one concern, and he

 was prepared to do whatever it took to avoid having enemiesswoop in and steal that which he had
labored so long toachieve.

 There was a soft ping as the elevator doors slid open. Osborn stepped out onto a dizzyingly high
catwalk, and hishard green eyes, while appearing to be focused straightahead, took in everything around
him, with peripheral vision that would have rivaled the capabilities of security cameras.Simkins gulped
audibly, fighting off a momentary flash ofvertigo before gripping the rail and moving behind her boss.She
had to pick up speed, because Osborn wasn't slowingdown.

 "Why wasn't I told about this?" Osborn growled.

 "I. . .don't think they wanted you to know, sir," admittedSimkins.

 Osborn moved quickly down a narrow flight of steps, taking two at a time. He hoped Simkins could
keep up but was too focused on his destination to be concerned if she didn't. He practically vaulted
down to the polished floor, ignoringthe greeting of "Morning, Mr. Osborn" he got from every employee
he passed. As if there was anything good aboutthis morning. As if any of them were remotely happy to
see him. Every single one of them was a security risk, no matterhow many nondisclosure forms they
signed.

 On the other hand, there was nothing to be done when the enemy strolled right into your lair. Or, for that
matter, rolled right in.

 That certainly described Mr. Fargas, sitting imperiouslyin his wheelchair, his eyebrows thick, his head
bald, makinghim evocative of the professor character from that mutant movie. Mr. Balkan, as always
standing beside Fargas, was tall and distinguished looking, but no less irascible.

 There were other people in suits standing nearby.Dammit, how many people was the Pentagon going to
dispatch whenever they wanted to look in on OsCorp's

 activities? It seemed there were more and more each time,and each one—as far as Osborn was
concerned—representeda potential security leak.

 There was General Slocum, in the middle of the lab,doing a slow, measured tread around the project
that theyhad all come to see and, very likely, criticize. Slocum wassquare-jawed, steely-eyed,
beetle-browed, and pea-brained.As for the project itself . . .

 It was breathtaking.
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 For all the anger he was feeling toward this intrusion, Osborn was still able to take pleasure in his
achievements,when his vision was combined with the talents of his people.

 He remembered the time he had gone to the beach, atHarry's pleading. Harry had just gotten a boogie
board forhis thirteenth birthday and was thanking his father profusely for his thoughtfulness. It seemed
silly to Osborn, but the boy really did seem to be trying lately in school, and it seemedthe least Osborn
could do.

 Well, off they'd gone to the beach. At first Osborn had feltself-conscious splashing about in the surf, but
he was making the effort for Harry. It wasn't easy; it was contrary toOsborn's business-first nature and
his own upbringing. But no one seemed to be paying attention to him, and he started to relax a bit.

 But then he started watching Harry and other kids withthe boards, skimming the tops of waves,
controlling thethings with remarkable dexterity.

 And as they did so, Osborn took a mental snapshot oftheir actions, and found himself transporting the
concept inhis mind. Instead of skimming waves, they were hurtlingover battlefields, deftly maneuvering
around enemy troops. In his imaginings, they were wearing armor—tight-fitting,lightweight suits, designed
for protection but more than that:They had a cybernetic link to the board. Yes, that was it—they could
take it to the next level. It wouldn't be all that

 much of a jump, really. Rather than depending upon the reflexes of the rider, the board would respond
to their verythoughts.

 When Harry had emerged from the water, his father had been grinning and nodding and clapping his
hands with delight. Harry couldn't have been more thrilled at his father'ssupport. Osborn, for his part,
was looking right through his son, seeing a vast army of armored boogie board-riding soldiers.

 It had taken four years, a government contract, and twobreakthroughs in cybernetics to bring them to
the pointwhere they were now. There, in the lab at OsCorp, was the the result, mounted atop a servo
pole. Since this board wasdesigned for air, rather than water, adjustments had beenmade to make it
aerodynamically stable. Fins had beenadded, and footholds for a more sure grip, and naturallythere was
the jet tubing down the middle that would propelthe thing.

 Next to the device, a technician was outfitted in the armored suit, moving his legs and arms while the
board obediently responded to every change in his posture.

 By rights it should have been eliciting ooooh's andaaaahhhh's from the onlookers. Instead they just stood
thereand scowled. They were bereft of imagination, nor did theypossess the slightest vision, and yet they
were coming hereand standing in judgment of Osborn's work.

 He was entering the lab just in time to hear Dr. MendelStromm, his head of R&D, embark on a detailed
explanation of everything that made the glider work. There may not have been a more personally
annoying individual on the planet than Stromm, with his affectations and slightly mincingmanner. But when
it came to quantum leaps in cyberneticbreakthroughs, the only scientist who had better chops than
Stromm was probably Dr. Henry Pym, and Pym simply wasn't for sale.

 "Individual Personnel Transports are moving alongsplendidly," Stromm was saying, clearly about to go
into detail on the program's progress.
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 "I've seen your glider," General Slocum said, pausingmomentarily over the word "glider" with such faint
disdainthat Osborn wanted to throttle him. "That's not why I'mhere."

 Osborn forced pleasantries. "General Slocum," he saidconvivially. "Good to see you again. Mr. Balkan,
Mr. Far-gas," he continued, acknowledging each of them in turn. They didn't respond. Just glowered.

 "Always a pleasure to have our board of directors pay usa visit."

 Slocum didn't seem impressed by Osborn's greetings. "I want a progress report on Human Performance
Enhancers."

 Doctor Stromm paused a moment, glancing at Osborn,who simply nodded. Gesturing toward a
glass-walled isola tion chamber on the other side of the lab, Stromm startedtoward it, speaking as he
went. "We tried vapor inhalationwith rodent subjects. They showed an eight hundred percent increase in
strength."

 Fargas rolled his chair forward. "Eight hundred percent.That's excellent."

 That gave Osborn a momentary surprise; he didn't thinkFargas was capable of praising anyone or
anything. Slocum, however, was naturally looking for the downside. "Any sideeffects?" he asked.

 "In one trial," Stromm began to reply, "yes, the—"

 Osborn quickly interrupted. "It was an aberration. All thetests since then have been successful."

 But Slocum continued to pointedly ignore Osborn as he addressed Stromm. "In the test that went
wrong, what happened? What were the side effects?"

 Stromm didn't hesitate. It was clear that he was extremelyconcerned about the situation, and was
welcoming the op-

 portunity to make that concern known. "Violence. Aggression. And eventually, insanity."

 A silence fell over the group for a moment, and thenSlocum said, "What's your recommendation?"

 Before Stromm could say anything else that could possibly sink OsCorp lower than the R&D level,
Osborn steppedin, physically interposing himself between Stromm andSlocum. Meeting the general's
gaze, he assured him, "Withthe exception of Dr. Stromm, our entire staff has certified theproduct ready
for human testing."

 And then the human submarine known as Dr. Strommfired his torpedo, striking the good ship OsCorp
across thebow. "We need to take the whole line back to formula."

 Feeling betrayed, Osborn whirled to face Stromm. "Back to formula? "

 "Mr. Osborn," Slocum said stiffly, "this department has missed seven consecutive delivery dates. After
five-and-a-half years of R&D, the United States government has a rightto expect the supersoldier you
were contracted to deliver."

 This was madness! The formula was safe! Stromm wasjust being paranoid!
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 Trying to sound reasonable and assured, Osborn said,"These are quantum leaps in science, gentlemen.
We are unlocking the secrets of human evolution. I never said it would be cheap or fast, only
groundbreaking."

 Slocum drew himself up so that he towered over Osborn,and fixed a cold stare upon him. "I'll be frank
with you. Inever supported your program. We have my predecessor tothank for that." There was another
word that he spoke with dripping contempt: predecessor.

 Osborn sensed that the other shoe was going to drop, andit was Balkan who dropped it. "The General
has given the go-ahead to Quest Aerospace to build a prototype of theirexoskeleton design. They test in
two weeks."

 My God . . . they 're that far along?Osborn fought to

 keep any look of panic off his face, even as General Slocum,twisting the knife, said, "If your so-called
performance enhancers haven't had a successful human trial by that time, Iwill pull your funding and give
it to them."

 "Norman," Fargas said, very slowly and very dangerously, "we are not going to lose this contract."

 All eyes were now on Osborn, obviously waiting for himto say or do something. At that point, all he
could managewas a nod and a forced smile. Then he glanced back over his shoulder at the armor and the
glider, and instead of a foreignbattlefield with enemy soldiers strewn around, he was pic turing sailing it
over a ground littered with the bodies of Slocum, Stromm, and the entire board of directors.

 It gave him some momentary comfort.

  

 V.

 THE SIDE EFFECTS

  

 May Parker thought she was going to have a heart attack.

 She had just walked into the living room to discover herbrilliant husband standing precariously on a
chair, stretchinghis arm as far as he could to try to change a light bulb in theoverhead fixture. Ben was
grunting, his full concentration onthe job at hand. Pale sunlight was filtering through the just-vacuumed
Venetian blinds, causing him to squint as the chairtilted ever so slightly on the carpeted floor.

 For a moment all May could think about was that hewould fall forward, crack his head open, and blood
wouldpermanently stain her couch, making her wistful for theplastic coverings that they'd removed years
ago to keep Peterhappy. Then she decided she really had to reorder her priorities and instead prevent
Ben from getting himself killed.

 "Why aren't you using a ladder? You'll fall and breakyour neck," she admonished him. Indicating the
bulb, shecontinued, "Wait for Peter to do that."

 Ben ignored her as he was wont to do. Instead, with afinal triumphant twist, he got the bulb in and it
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illuminated."God said let there be light," he intoned. "Voila. Seventy-five soft glowing watts of it."

 He started to step down off the chair, clutching theburned out bulb with one hand, and Aunt May stood
just behind him to break his fall should it come to that. Not that she'd do him all that much good; if he
landed on her he'dlikely kill her. But she felt as if she had to do something.

 "Good boy," she said sarcastically. "God'll be thrilled. Just don't fall on your ass."

 The moment his foot was on solid ground, she headedinto the kitchen to continue preparing dinner. As
she wentabout doing so, Ben called after her, "I'm already on my ass.When the plant senior electrician is
laid off after thirty-fiveyears, what else would you call it? Of course I'm on myass!"

 She'd heard him rant about it so much that she was ableto mouth it along with him. Standing at the stove,
shechecked on water that was about to boil. Ben walked in be hind her, tossing the burned out bulb into
the garbage can.Figuring her husband might as well make himself useful, May said, "Hand me the bowl.
The green one."

 Ben picked up the requested kitchen implement and then went to the newspaper that was spread out on
the table. He flipped to the classified section and shook his head dispiritedly. "Corporations firin' people
left and right so they canhave a few billion more. What do they know about standingon a stool, screwin'
in a light bulb?"

 Standing around in pitch-blackness was beginning tosound preferable to listening to Ben carry on. "Ben,
you'llget another job somewhere."

 "Well, let's see," Ben said with mock joviality, running his finger along the job notices. "Computer
analyst, computer designer, computer engineer, computer ..." His pointmade, he let out a melancholy
sigh. "I'm sixty-eight yearsold. I have to provide for my family."

 She hated to see him this way. So dispirited, so frustrated.Ben was of a generation that set a great deal
of store by theability of a husband to keep a roof over his loved ones'heads. The loss of his job had been
an unmanning experience for him. Granted he wasn't a young man anymore, but Ben had a natural
ebullience that belied his advanced years. That was missing now, consumed by doubt and self-pity.

 Turning the flame down under the pot, she stepped in behind him, embraced him, and kissed him on the
cheek. "Ilove you," she assured him. "And Peter loves you. You're themost responsible man I've ever
known. You've been downand out before, but somehow we survive." Not wishing todwell too long on
maudlin concerns, she stood up and said, "Where is Peter, anyway? He's late."

 At that moment the front door opened and then slammed.Ben quickly turned the newspaper to the
comic strips andcalled heartily, "Here he is!"

 "Just in time for dinner," May said. The roast she wasmaking in the oven was already giving off pleasing
cookedsmells that were filling the kitchen. She dropped some pota toes to be boiled into the water on
the stovetop.

 "How was the field trip?"

 May's back was to Peter, but when he didn't respondpromptly, she turned and glanced at him. She was
takenaback by his wan look. It seemed as if he could barelystand up.
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 "Don't feel well. . .I wanna go to sleep," he moanedsoftly.

 She immediately wanted to start making a fuss over him but knew how that made him feel, and every
time she did ithe'd complain she was overreacting. So, keeping a lid on her natural impulses, she instead
said with just a touch of disappointment, "You won't have a bite?"

 For some reason he gave her the oddest look when shesaid that. Then he shrugged and, heading for the
stairs, said in what sounded like a bleakly amused tone, "No thanks ...had a bite ..."

 "Did you get some good pictures, Peter?" asked Ben.

 But Peter was already at the stairs, trudging as if he had lead weights attached to his ankles. "Gotta crash
... everything's fine." And with that, he vanished. Moments later theyheard the slamming of his bedroom
door.

 Ben, his own concerns forgotten, turned with a mystifiedair toward May. "What's that all about?" he
asked.

 May was already moving toward the base of the stairs,but trying to sound nonchalant, she said, "He's a
teenager."

 "He's depressed," said Ben.

 "He's a teenager," she told him again, as if that was all theexplanation that could possibly be needed.
And perhaps itwas.

 Ben paused, considering her explanation, but then saidfirmly, "I better go up."

 May was even more firm. "Stay put," she ordered. "He'lllet us know if he needs help."

 "Help," Peter whispered.

 He had spoken so softly that his voice didn't carry beyond the confines of his bedroom. It wasn't that
he wasbeing macho or trying to tough it out. At that point, he reallydidn't have the strength to get up any
volume.

 Peter had dropped to his knees in his bedroom, clutchinghis abdomen in pain. "Help," he gasped again.
Writhing inagony, he looked at the spot where the spider had bitten him.It was completely red and
swollen.

 He'd been an idiot, a total idiot. Trying to save Aunt Mayand Uncle Ben a few bucks on a doctor, when
he'd obviouslybeen poisoned by that . . . that stupid, stupid spider. Well,enough was already way too
much. He was going to standup, throw open the door, call down to Aunt May and Uncle Ben that he
was sick and they should haul him immediately to the ER while alerting the toxicology and animal venom
unit—presuming there were such things—that they were going to have a major case on their hands.

 At least, that was what his mind was telling his body he was about to do. His body, however, wasn't the
least bit interested in cooperating. Instead, just when he thought itcouldn't hurt any more, it got worse.
His legs curled up into

 a fetal position, and sweat was pouring off his body like asumo wrestler working a Stairmaster. The
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carpet beneath hishead was soaked with perspiration, and he was shaking un controllably, extreme heat
and lethal chills taking turnspounding through his system. His teeth were chattering, and if he'd been able
to make it to a mirror, he would have seen that his eyes were sunken, his face the color of vanilla pud
ding.

 He made one final effort to stand, but it would have been impossible to tell by looking at him, because he
didn't budgefrom the floor. Instead he curled up even tighter, his armsclutching around his legs, drawing
his knees up to just under his chin. His eyes rolled up into the top of his head, and thefinal jolt of pain was
too overwhelming for him to handle.With a final, low moan, he passed out dead away. Under hislids, his
eyes continued to flutter.

 Tortured dreams cascaded through his mind, and he was climbing a strand of DNA, and suddenly the
strand wastwisting around and back on him, and it broke down into strands of thin, gossamer consistency
that were like fluttering threads from a spider's web. He struggled to break free of them, and then he
saw a spider descending toward him,except Flash's face was reflected in one of its eyes, and MaryJane's
dad in another, and M. J. was standing to the side with her friends, posing for pictures and laughing, and
asPeter screamed, his voice made no sound, no sound at all . . . and there was a screeching in his head,
like something was trying to warn him of incredible danger.

 And the spider was coming closer and closer, and it seemed to be talking to him; he thought he could
hear itsvoice in his head . . . but most of what it was saying was incomprehensible. Just two words
echoed in his head . . .greatpower . . . great power. . . all the things he'd wanted to do,everything he'd
ever wanted . . . popularity, and Mary Jane,and wiping that smug look off Flash's face, all of it, his for

 the taking, except he didn't want it, he just wanted to wake up, wake up....

 "Wake up! Peter, you'll be late for school!"

 Peter snapped awake, blinking against the sunlight thatwas pouring in through the window. For one
delirious moment, he thought that the sun had come out at night, and then his mind settled down as he
realized that, no, the night hadpassed. And to his very great surprise, he had not woken updead.

 Not only that, but the venom had obviously worked itsway through his system. He'd probably ...
sweated it outsomehow.

 "Peter," came Aunt May's voice a second time, and he heard her tentative footsteps on the stairs.

 Peter's head snapped around as he saw that he'd more or less trashed his room in the throes of his pain
and delirium.Plus he was still wearing the clothes from the night before.If Aunt May saw him like this,
she'd probably panic and become convinced that he was desperately ill, just at the point where he was
feeling 100 percent better.

 "I'm up! I'm up! I'm getting dressed!"

 The steps paused, and then she said, sounding a bit relieved, "All right. Better move along."

 "Right, right. Moving."

 He stretched his legs tentatively. For a moment he feltsome tightness around the calves and, even more
strange, a tingling around his toes. But those quickly disappeared and movement became unimpaired. He
took several deep, experimental breaths, and even took his own pulse. Everythingseemed fine.
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 And yet, it was a little odd. He felt as if he was a new inhabitant in his own body, learning his way
around it like anewborn.

 He glanced over at the clock and saw that Aunt May had

 been right: Time was wasting. Then he looked down and sawthat his glasses had fallen off, and felt mild
surprise. Withhis glasses on, his vision was 20/20, but without them,things were a blur. Yet he'd been
able to make out the digitalreadout on the clock with no problem. He picked up hisglasses out of reflex
and put them on his face as he stood ...

 ... and he knocked into a chair.

 He staggered back, utterly confused, as the chair tumbledaround. Quickly he removed his glasses and
looked down. Sure enough, there was the chair, big as life, perfectly clearto his vision. But when he
tentatively replaced his glasses onhis face, the chair blurred out as if he was looking throughthe bottoms
of a pair of soda bottles. On, off, on, off, hetested the glasses repeatedly. There was no question about it:
Not only could he now see better with the glasses off, he could see perfectly with the glasses off.

 "Weird," he muttered.

 He had completely soaked through the T-shirt he was wearing. Not even the standard teen tactic of
sniffing thearmpits was going to salvage this one. He pulled the shirt offover his head and, stripped to the
waist, headed over to hisdresser, passing the full-length mirror on the wall.

 Then he stepped back in front of the mirror, still bare-chested, and gaped.

 It wasn't his body. It was his head, all right, staring backat him from the mirror, but somehow, for some
reason, it was sitting perched atop someone else's torso. It wasn't theframe of a bodybuilder, not hugely
overmuscled. But he wasdefinitely ripped. There was serious muscle definition, as if he'd been working
out steadily for weeks on end. His stomach was hard and washboard flat, his gut in the muscle cutout
commonly referred to as a six-pack. His pectoralsweren't Schwarzenegger level, but they were
impressivenevertheless.

 He raised his arm, watched it move up and down in the

 mirror, matching the gesture. He turned his head slowly leftand right, never removing his gaze from his
reflection. For a moment he thought he might still be dreaming. He dug a fingernail into his finger and felt
the pinch. Then, just out of curiosity, he tried flexing his pecs as he'd seen muscle men do.

 They jumped like a couple of cheerleaders.

 Peter let out a shriek and jumped back, still never takinghis eyes off the reflection of someone who could
never, ever,under any circumstance, be addressed as Puny Parker.

 Then there was an insistent knocking at the bedroom door. Peter had been so distracted by the mirror
that hehadn't heard Aunt May coming up the stairs. She'd probably been alerted by such little clues as
Peter's annoying girllikescream. "Peter? Are you all right?"

 "Fine!" he called back, his voice an octave too high, andhe forced himself to lower it. "I'm fine! Just fine!"

Page  41



 "Any better this morning?" she asked tentatively. "Any change?"

 He flipped his glasses into the garbage can, even ashe called back unevenly, feeling shell-shocked.
"Change?Yes ... yes, big change."

 He grabbed some clothes at random from a drawer and,as he did so, happened to glance out the
window and across the way. He couldn't believe it; his vision was even better than 20/20, maybe 20/10.
And what Peter was seeing now was Mary Jane, standing in her bedroom window, doing alast minute
check of her hair. He watched, mesmerized. Finally she tucked her hairbrush into her purse and darted
outof view.

 Suddenly all the setbacks of the previous day, all the condescension that he'd had to endure, came
roaring back to him.Something in him cried out for justice, for the ability to puteveryone on notice that
things were going to be different from now on. There was a minor buzz of warning in the back of his

 mind that he should still be panicked. He had, after all, undergone some bizarre metamorphosis. His life
had changedovernight.

 Then again, it had only changed for the better, so what could there really be to be nervous about?
Maybe the smartthing to do was just accept this, go with it, and milk it for allit was worth.

 Peter pulled on a sock, and then discovered there was ahuge hole in the heel. . .so large that it would be
visibleover the top of his shoe. "Wonderful," he muttered, andyanked the sock off again.

 It ripped.

 He stared down at it in confusion. For some bizarre reason, the toe end of the sock had torn clean off
and was sticking to the end of his foot. "What is up with that?" hemuttered as he pulled the material off
his toes and yanked ona new pair of socks. He finished dressing, shoved the edgesof his clean T-shirt
into the tops of his jeans, and sprinted outthe door and down the stairs. He vaulted the banister, landing
behind Uncle Ben with the poise and confidence of an Olympic gymnast who just nailed a complicated
dismount. He was desperate to run out the door after Mary Jane, but Aunt May was just emerging from
the kitchen with a plateof pancakes and strips of newly made bacon. Peter wanted tostay and savor it. In
many ways, it was as if he was truly alive for the first time in his life. Still, he didn't want to let Mary Jane
get away. So he compromised, grabbing food off the table and shoveling it down with the efficiency of a
blackhole. Uncle Ben, sitting at the table, was taken aback, andmade a point of keeping his fingers away
from Peter lest theybe consumed as well.

 "Hi. Gotta go," said Peter between mouthfuls.

 Ben looked on, hypnotized by the rapid motion of food tomouth. "We thought you were sick."

 "I was. I got better." Except this time he wasn't waiting for his mouth to be clear of food, so it came out
more like,"Iduz, Igobedder."

 "Sit down, dear," Aunt May suggested as an entire plateof eggs disappeared into Peter's mouth.

 "Can't. See you later." Peter slung his books over his shoulder, leaving behind a table of dishes that he'd
had animpact on—not unlike the impact a tornado has on a trailerpark.

 "Don't forget, we're painting the kitchen today! Homeright after school, right?" called Ben.
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 His voice disappearing into the distance, Peter called,"Sure thing, Uncle Ben, don't start without meeeee
. . . ."

 And then he was gone.

 May and Ben stared at each other. "What was thatabout?" asked May.

 Ben stared down at his own empty plate. "He ate mybacon."

 Peter had just emerged from his house when he spotted Mary Jane coming out of hers. She was walking
as quicklyas she could, and her father was leaning against the doorframe. He was speaking with the kind
of slur that indicated he'd been drinking. At this time of the morning? Peter wondered, astounded.

 "I don't care what your mother said! It's not okay withme!" M.J.'s father called after her. "You're trash!
You'll always be trash! Just like her!"

 Peter stopped in his tracks, paralyzed, all of his energyforgotten. How could anyone, much less her own
father, say something like that to M. J.? M. I, the most perfect, the mostwonderful of females? How
could someone who should be loving and adoring her and thanking God for blessing himwith her—okay,
maybe that was a bit over the top, butstill . . . —be speaking to her in that manner?

  

 "I have to go to school," M. J. said quickly, turning on herheel.

 "Who's stopping ya?" her father said with a sneer.

 From over his shoulder, M.J.'s mother stepped up andsaid angrily, "Leave her alone!"

 M. J. didn't wait around to see how the confrontation between her parents was going to work out.
Instead she bolteddown the sidewalk. Her movement snapped Peter's ownparalysis, and he hurried after
her.

 Everything he'd been planning to say to her had gone out the window, because in his imagination, she'd
been the smiling, bright, chipper M. J. that he knew so well from school.An M. J. who was emotionally
overwrought, who had to dealwith parents—or at least a father—who didn't appreciate herfor who and
what she was, was outside of Peter's ability tohandle. With all the energy bursting in his sinews, he was
sure he could overtake her in a heartbeat, but his own uncertainty slowed him. "Talk to her, talk to her,"
Peter kept saying to himself as he drew closer to her at a steady but cautious pace. But she was wiping
away tears, and Peter'susually nimble mind wasn't able to come up with anythingto say, given her
emotional stress....

 There was a loud honking from behind them, and a car packed with her girlfriends pulled up alongside. If
Peterthought the transformation he'd undergone from the night before was remarkable, that was nothing
compared to thelightning-fast transformation of M.J.'s face. Immediately allthe despondency and
frustration vanished, to be replaced by a broad smile and a party-girl demeanor. The car slowedenough
for M. J. to hop in and, like Cinderella off to the ball, she was gone. With the girls laughing merrily, the
car zippedaway, angling around the school bus....

 School bus?!? Aw, crap!
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 Peter bolted down the street. Once upon a time, such ahurried, determined sprint would quickly have
left him

 breathless, but not this time. His breathing was slow, steady,and sure, as was his heartbeat. It was as if
he wasn't evenstraining himself, as if the rapid clip at which he was mov ing was only a fraction of just
how quickly he could trulymove.

 Even so, it wasn't quite fast enough as, with a belch ofsmoke, the bus moved off from the curb. Peter
was startingto wonder if the driver was actually waiting until he spottedPeter coming and then gunned the
engine and roared away.

 Peter got to the side of the bus just as it angled away from the curb. There was ago wildcats banner on
the side. Running into the street after the bus, he slammed his handagainst the banner, with the intention
of pounding repeatedlyon the bus in order to get it to stop.

 The bus pulled away.

 The banner stayed behind.

 To be specific, the banner was sticking to his fingers, in much the same way the sock had clung to his toe
but muchmore forcefully. He tried to pull the banner clear of onehand, but found it adhering to the other
one. Why the hellwas the banner so blasted sticky? It was as if it were madeout of flypaper.

 Except his eyes told him there was nothing unusual aboutthe material that the banner was made from. It
just wasclinging to his fingers....

 No...

 No ... that wasn't it at all. His fingers ... were clinging to the banner.

 And suddenly something pounded through his head,something with such force that it almost split his skull
intwo. It was a warning, a sensation, a fight-or-flight response, all clamoring for attention simultaneously,
and as he tried tosort it out, a horn blasted above all of it. But the horn wasoutside his head, not inside,
and he whirled just in time tosee a truck bearing down on him. He could feel the heat

 coming off the radiator, could practically smell the rubber ofthe tires, it was that close.

 With a scream, Peter leaped out of the way, all the whileknowing that there was no way, absolutely no
way, that hewas going to be able to get out of the way in time, even as the brakes locked and the tires
screeched.

 And then it was gone, the heat, the smell—all gone, to be replaced by a dizzying sensation as if he were
flying. He angled up, up, the breeze of his acceleration hitting him in theface, and below him the ground
sped by as if he were a jetlifting off from a runway. That sense of glorious freedom, of not being bound
by such trivialities as gravity.

 And that was when he hit the wall of the building. Itwasn't a particularly tall building, a three-story office
structure that housed a law firm. But its bricks were just as solid as any Manhattan skyscraper, and
when Peter slammed into it, forty feet above street level, it almost knocked him unconscious. In his
dizzy, confused state, he did something that made absolutely no sense at all: He reached out andtried to
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hold on to the side of the building, so that hewouldn't fall.

 What made even less sense was that it worked.

 He clung there, batlike, his mind trying to process the insanity of what was happening to him.

 He glanced over his shoulder and saw, twenty yards away,the truck driver standing on the street, staring
at his frontgrillwork as if unable to comprehend why there wasn't ateenager smeared all over it. The
fellow hesitated a moment,then got down on his hands and knees to inspect the underside. For a
moment, Peter thought he was actually dead, andthat he would see his body lying there like in those
movieswith ghosts and angels and such. But then the truckershrugged, shook his head as if doubting his
senses, climbed into the cab, and drove off. He left behind him a street that was decidedly devoid of
corpses.

 At that moment a woman in the office building slid open a window, with the intention of watering some
flowers in awindow box. Upon seeing Peter, she let out an astounded yelp, enough to startle Peter loose
of the wall. The groundyawned up at him, and in his desperation he grabbed out fora drainpipe to avert
the fall and perhaps even pull himself up to the roof and safety. Instead the urgency of his grip caused him
to crush the pipe beneath his steel-hard fingers, and it gave way. Peter fell, his arms waving desperately
around,and then he hit the ground .. .

 ...on his feet.

 It made no sense. Falling as he had been, even if he'dlanded standing up, his leg bones should have been
drivensomewhere up into his chest from the impact. Instead he hit the ground in a crouch, as if he'd fallen
only a foot or two,and when he stood it was with no effort, no ache or pain. It was as if dropping off a
building and landing unhurt on the ground were the most natural things in the world.

 The woman overhead had been moving her mouth without benefit of sound emerging from it, and finally
she foundher voice and let out a high-pitched scream. Peter ran fromthe alleyway as fast as his legs
would carry him, which itturned out was pretty damned fast. And still his heart con tinued beating with
that slow, steady calm. It was as if hisbody was already acclimated to his new situation and was patiently
waiting for his mind to catch up.

  

 VI.

 THE FIRST FIGHT

  

 Human beings are blessed with an infinite capacity to rationalize away or ignore anything their senses
cannot comprehend. Peter Parker was no exception, and as a result he had managed to explain the
oddities of the morning by thetime lunch rolled around. The banner had been pasted to the side of the
bus, and the paste had gotten on his fingers. When the truck had been bearing down on him, he'd man
aged to jump out of the way but had hit his head in doing so,stumbling against the side of the building. In
his concussedhaze, with the events surrounding the spider bite still freshin his subconscious, he had
imagined himself as a giant spider on the side of the building.

 It all made perfect sense ... certainly far more sense thanthat he was somehow transforming into a. . .well
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. . . well,that was just ridiculous.

 Utterly ridiculous. Kafkaesque.

 "As Peter Parker awoke one morning from uneasy dreamshe found himself transformed in his bed into a
gigantic spider." Yeah, like that was going to happen.

 Nevertheless his newly acquired appetite could not be ignored. The cafeteria woman, who was
accustomed to Peterbeing the lightest of eaters, gaped as he loaded up his tray with enough food to feed
the marching band. He made hisway over to a table, moving with unaccustomed grace as heeasily
balanced the overladen tray. No one else in the cafeteria gave him a second glance as he sat, which was
nothing

 unusual. Peter Parker, after all, wasn't someone who generally registered on most people's radar.

 Out of the corner of his eye he saw Mary Jane approaching, and for a moment he thought she was
going to sit nextto him. Instead she maneuvered toward her customary groupof friends, who were seated
at their table and waving herover.

 Suddenly Mary Jane skidded on a wet patch on the floor,the souvenir of a previous lunch period when
someone had spilled some milk. In trying not to lose her footing and alsoto hold onto her tray, M. J.
accomplished neither, and she started to fall with her tray angling toward the floor.

 Instantly Peter was on his feet. It was as if he were moving before the incident unfolded. With his left
hand hesnagged her tray, righting it so quickly that nothing spilledfrom it. At the same time he dropped his
right shoulder sothat M.J.'s flailing hand could clutch onto it. Not having yet realized what had happened,
M. J. regained her footing, thenlooked around desperately for the tray as if hoping she couldstill catch it.
Her eyes widened as she saw Peter holding iteffortlessly.

 She turned and looked at him as if seeing him in a newlight. "Wow. Great reflexes!" she said.

 Peter himself couldn't really believe that he had pulled itoff. He'd been operating purely on instinct, and it
was onlynow, when the moment had passed, that he fully realized what he'd done. But he also
understood that nonchalancewas the key at times like these. So he shrugged as if it werenothing and
handed her tray back to her.

 "Thanks," she said.

 "No problem."

 He expected her simply to walk away. But instead shewas staring into his eyes... no. Not staring. She
was gazing, and he felt as if some sort of electrical connection had

 been made. "Hey, you have blue eyes," she observed. "Inever noticed without your glasses. You just get
contacts?"

 No. Actually, I've got eyesight that would make a hawkjealous, and for all the newfound strength I feel
coursing through me, none of it means a thing when compared withthe heady sensation of your eyes upon
me.. ..

 "Uh-huh," was all he managed to get out. Then his throat constricted, and while he tried to manage an
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oral presentation of some of the thoughts tumbling through his head, all of them crowded forward at
once, and none of them managed to make it to his mouth.

 "Well. . .see ya," Mary Jane said and, shrugging, sheturned and walked away.

 He felt totally devastated. Forgotten once more, angry at his own uncertainty and incompetence, and
then—to his astonishment—Mary Jane did something she'd never done before.

 She glanced over her shoulder at him and smiled. An after-the-fact acknowledgment of him.

 He couldn't believe it.

 Despite the fact that she then sat down at the "popular kids" table—right next to Flash, of course—he
still treasured that brief look she'd sent his way. The look that promised ... well, it hadn't promised
anything, really. But it had hinted at something he hadn't even dared consider before.Namely that she
found him . . . what? Interesting? Handsome?

 Peter sat back down at his table and started to eat with thesame aggressive bulldozer approach he'd
taken at breakfast. He started to set his fork down so that he could pick up thecan of soda to his right.

 The fork stuck to his hand.

 He stared at it as if it was someone else's hand. Then hetried to pull the fork free with his other hand,
only to

 discover that a long, gooey strand of. . .of something ...was stretching from his hand to the fork. At first
it was like whitish gray mucous, as if he'd blown his nose out throughhis wrist. But then he pulled on it,
and pulled, and it reminded him of that stuff he'd had when he was a kid: SillyString. Except the tensile
strength was far greater, and somehow it was managing to secrete through his wrist, and what was he
doing scientifically analyzing it when the fact wasthat, Holy God, he had some kind of supersnot
oozing out of his forearms, what thehell was up with that?!?

 He pulled even harder on the fork, but rather than separate it from the strand, he instead managed to
shoot out another strand, this time from his other hand. And suddenly allthe rationalizing, all the
reordering in his mind of the morning's events, went right out the window as he realized, It's webbing!
It's webbing! I've got spinnerets in my forearms,oh jeez, what if somebody notices but now it could be
worse,could be worse, at least I'm not shooting webbing out mybutt, which is where spiders generally
secrete their webbing,and perhaps it might bear some further investigation as to precisely why the
spinnerets choose to manifest themselvesandHoly God, I'm shooting freaking webs outta my freak
ing arms!!!

 The only thing more horrific to Peter than the webs wasthe notion of someone spotting them. That would
be it forhim, over, done, no chance of normalcy, no chance of MaryJane, no chance of nothing. If the
other kids saw him oozing white gook out his arms, he might as well just put a paper bag over his head
and slink out of high school forever.

 But things were just going from bad to worse, and thepaper bag over his head looked to be a very
probable future for him. For the strand he'd just fired shot across the aisle tothe table across from him,
and smacked into Liz Allen's tray.Liz was chatting with someone and hadn't noticed, thank

 heavens, but he only had seconds in which to act before shedid spot it, and look to see where—and to
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whom—it connected.

 Hoping to yank the web strand free of the tray, Peterpulled as hard as he could. In retrospect, he should
have realized what would happen, but he wasn't thinking especiallyclearly. Unfortunately, the inevitable
did occur. Liz's traytook off like a rocket, arcing through the air straight at Peter.He ducked under the
tray as it soared over his head. Heheard the tray crash behind him, heard an uproar and shouts, and
turned to see what had happened.

 Flash Thompson was sitting there, wearing the girl'slunch. Jell-O was trickling down his shirt, milk was in
hishair, pasta was on his shoulders, and murder was in his eyes. Mary Jane, sitting next to him, wasn't
helping the situationby desperately trying to cover up her laughter and failingmiserably.

 M.J.'s barely stifled laughter was the only noise in thecafeteria at that moment. Like an infuriated rhino
trying tofind a target, Flash's eyes swept the room, looking for the guilty party. And Peter realized that if
there was one thingThompson the football star was capable of doing, it waschart the trajectory of an
incoming object. With rapid-fire calculations he could never have articulated, Flash figuredout what
direction the tray must have come from. Heglanced in Liz's direction, but probably realized that she didn't
have the arm strength to hurl the tray that far. So hetracked it to the closest source, and his piglike stare
fellupon a sweating and loudly gulping Peter Parker.

 "Parker?!"Flash said.

 If he had discovered that Peter Parker was actually Britney Spears in a cunning disguise, he couldn't
have reactedwith greater incredulity. Instantly Flash was on his feet, andthat same warning of danger was
buzzing in Peter's head,

 except this time there was no doubt where the jeopardy wascoming from. Peter jumped out of his chair,
knocking itbackward, and he motored out of the cafeteria, dragging the still-snagged tray behind him.

 As the doors swung closed after him, the tray didn't makeit through in time. It slid up and down the gap
between the doors, tapping against them as if pleading to be let out. Finally, the strand broke and the
tray fell to the floor with acrash.

 In the hallway just outside the cafeteria, Peter paused nextto a row of lockers and checked the
undersides of his wrists. He didn't have a clue as to exactly what he was going to see.His shirtsleeves
were rolled up, and on each of his wriststhere was a single, nearly invisible slit.

 Wonderful. Just wonderful. If anyone ever spotted them,they'd think he'd tried to commit suicide. Then
again, considering that Flash Thompson was on his tail, they probablywouldn't blame him. Nevertheless
he quickly rolled down his shirtsleeves as far as they would go in order to coverthem.

 And that was when the warning signals that had beensounding in his head went off again, with even
greater strength and clarity than before. This was beyond a simplesignal that something was wrong. It
was as if he was seeingoutside himself, aware of everything around him—all at onetime. The very
movement of air was an alert to him, and in his mind's eye, he was able to "see" a fist coming in at him,
fast, from behind.

 Peter whipped around, darting to one side, just in time toavoid Flash Thompson's roundhouse as it
slammed into thelocker just to the right of his head. Flash hit the locker door with such force that he left
an indentation in the metal, thenlet out a yelp of irritation, shaking the stinging out of his fist,as Peter
backpedaled to put some distance between him andthe outraged sports star. Mary Jane was coming up
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behind

 Flash, and Peter saw Harry coming from another direction.M. I was calling Flash's name, but he wasn't
paying the leastbit of attention.

 "Think you're pretty funny, don't you, freak?" Flash demanded, wiping some stray ketchup off his brow.
Evenunder the circumstances, Peter was forced to admit thatFlash had good fighting form. His fists were
up and cocked, ready to unleash a flurry of punches at Peter the moment hewas within range.

 "It was an accident!" Mary Jane tried to tell Flash, grabbing at one of his arms. He shook her off, never
taking hiseyes from his target.

 "I'm sorry. It really was," Peter said, and the apology wasgenuine. Despite all the dirt that Flash had
done him, hedidn't want to sink to Flash's level....

 Except . . .

 Why not? Why the hell not? It wasn't as if Flash would ever rise to his level, and he would teach him a
lesson by giving him a sound thrashing on the debating team. If Flashwas ever going to learn that he
should leave Peter alone, descending to Flash's level was the only way the lesson would ever be taught.

 But . . . could he really do it? Defeating Flash was morethan a matter of strength and agility; it was
having enough confidence to believe that it was possible. And that was apool Peter was going to wade
into with very tentative steps.

 Unaware that he was in any physical peril, Flash dismissed Peter's protests by growling, "My fist
breaking yourteeth ... that's an accident."

 Flash's cronies were closing in, but they weren't going togive Flash any help. Why should he need it,
after all? It was just Puny Parker. They did, however, close a few stray classdoors to make sure the
teachers within weren't going to see what was about to happen.

 Peter felt himself moving with strength and certainty.

 Once again it was as if his body knew what to do and wasjust waiting for his brain to catch up. Suddenly
he started to feel genuinely sorry for Flash, as it dawned on him that thebully very likely was going to get
more than he bargained for. Endeavoring to give him an out—and yet half hopingFlash wouldn't take
it—Peter said, "I don't want to fight you,Flash."

 "I wouldn't want to fight me neither."

 Well . . . can't say I didn't try,Peter thought. He balancedcarefully on the balls of his feet, his center of
gravity low.

 Flash swung a quick right, then a left. Either of them, hadthey connected, would have put Puny Parker
down for thecount . . . had Flash been dealing with Puny Parker, ofcourse. But Peter easily dodged
them, making it look effortless, as if he knew where they were going to be coming from and had already
arranged to be elsewhere.

 On some level, one of Flash's cronies realized that thiswasn't going according to plan. Perhaps it was the
befuddledlook on Flash's face when his punches failed to connect, orperhaps it was the blinding speed
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with which Peter was moving. Either way he decided things would go more smoothlyif Parker were held
immobile. So he lunged from behindwith the intention of wrapping his arms around Peter's torso and
keeping him still.

 Peter, however, wasn't about to let that happen. Just aseasily as he'd sensed Flash's attack from behind,
he perceived this one, as well. He ducked under the grab, leaving Flash's pal overextended and grasping
air. Peter then imme diately straightened up, catching his assailant off balance,and sending him tumbling
heels over head to the floor.

 Flash clearly couldn't believe it. With a roar of outrage, Flash lunged at Peter, swinging an impressive
combo ofpunches ... right jab, left jab, right roundhouse, left haymaker. Not a single one connected.
Peter wasn't even backing away. He simply twisted this way, that way, pivoted, and

 then leaned back as if he were a limbo dancer. With eachmovement, his confidence swelled all the more.
It wasn't justthat he wasn't getting pummeled. He was actually makingFlash look like a fool. In
comparison to Peter Parker, Flash Thompson was moving in slow motion.

 He heard Mary Jane call out to Harry Osborn, "Harry, please help him!"

 "Which one?" asked an obviously impressed Harry.

 That was it. That was the final validation for Peter, and hewas filled with a surge of complete certainty
that he had nothing to fear from Flash Thompson, ever again. Everyprank, every trick, every jibe
Thompson had ever tossed at him throughout the years came back to him, like a bottledvolcano which
had been building up over a decade, then came unstoppered all at once. Flash lunged at Peter oncemore,
and this time Peter didn't try to get out of the way. In stead he threw a punch that landed solidly on
Flash's jaw.He'd always heard that hitting bone upon bone was painful, but he felt nothing aside from
giddy and heady satisfaction.

 There was a pleasing crunch as Flash sailed back, slamming against the far row of lockers with a crash
that seemedto echo back through the years of torment, signaling an endto all the harassment and ushering
in a new age where nobody stepped on Peter Parker's face anymore, ever again.

 Flash sunk to the ground with a moan, his eyes closed."Jesus, Parker," someone exclaimed, "you
knocked himout!"

 Damned straight I did, and it served him right!Peterwanted to shout. But he was still partly in shock,
staring athis clenched fist as if it belonged to someone else. Other stu dents were crowding forward,
gaping at the unconsciousFlash, and someone else said, "Parker did that? Yeah, right."

 Flash started to sit up, his hands covering the front of his face, and he was groaning. Peter scoffed
inwardly, figuringthat Flash was playing for sympathy. How pathetic. After all,

 he hadn't hit him that hard. He couldn't help it if FlashThompson had a glass jaw and a tendency for
melodramatics that would have been more at place in a Spanish soapopera.

 Then one of his cronies, crouching next to him, pried hishands away from his face, and there was blood
everywhere. All over his face, still trickling from his nose, down his chin,onto the front of his shirt. His
eyes were already swelling; within the hour he'd look like a raccoon.

 Peter stepped back, horrified, looking at his hands as if an alien had invaded them. The strength in them,
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the power that he had just displayed, which had made him feel so giddy, soalive, now terrified him.

 He turned and bolted from the school. Once upon a time,the notion of cutting in the middle of the day
would havebeen unthinkable. Now he gave it no consideration whatsoever. Instead the only thing on his
mind was putting as muchdistance as possible between himself and the blood-soaked thing that was
Flash Thompson.

 Once in the street, he stopped and looked at the place onhis hand where the spider had bitten him.
Whereas yesterdayit had been red and inflamed, by now it had subsided considerably. Well, why not?
The damage had already beendone. Peter's life was totally trashed.

  

 VII.

 THE LEARNING

 CURVE

  

 There was an alleyway near the school, and Peter stoppedthere, distracted for a moment. A glorious
spiderweb, spun between a Dumpster and the alley walls captured his attention. The sun was glinting off
its fresh strands.

 Peter glanced right and left and saw that he was alone.Then again, somehow he had already known that.
He had a feeling that if someone had been watching him, had posedsome sort of danger, he would have .
. . well . . . sensed it.Spider sense.

 Once more he looked at the web, and then to his hand. Heflexed his fists a couple of times, stretching his
fingers, waggling them, and felt a sort of prickling from his fingertips. Atfirst he thought they were
becoming numb, but then heslowly brought them closer to the wall, palm upright andflat, and it was as if
there were a small surge of static electricity between his digits and the surface of the wall.

 He placed each hand flat against the wall, very tentatively, then pulled back ever so slightly. The palms
movedfreely away from the wall, but the fingers remained adhered to it.

 He slid one of his hands along the wall, and it continuedto stick. Then, as if jumping and trying to reach
something,he pushed his other arm up and over his head, and that handstuck, as well. He was hanging
about half a foot off the ground, his entire weight supported solely by his hands.

 He started to climb, his feet not actually adhering, since

 they were covered by fairly thick shoe soles, but not needingthe additional support or thrust. He just
used them for balance, and climbed higher and higher, each passing momentbringing more and more
confidence. He reminded himselfnot to get overconfident; he'd become that way with Flash,and a teen
with a rearranged face had been the result. Hedidn't want it to be his turn to have parts of his anatomy re
arranged.

 He achieved the flat rooftop. Rather than hauling his legsup over the edge, he instead vaulted onto the
roof, effortlessly swinging the lower half of his body up and over. Hedropped into a crouch, then stood
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upright and bowed slightlyas if to a nonexistent audience.

 There was a series of rooftops, all approximately thesame height, stretching out before him, and he
studied the array with the same eagerness and sense of unconquerableconfidence one usually saw in an
accomplished athlete such as a surfer. And that was, in effect, what Peter Parker became: A surfer.
Except instead of searching out waves, hewas going to surf the rooftops.

 With total abandon and a sense of fun he previouslythought had been denied him, Peter started leaping
from onerooftop to the next. Just for amusement, he held his armsoutstretched as if he were riding a
major wave.

 And then he wiped out.

 Not entirely, and not terminally, but damned close. He'dbeen barreling toward the edge of one roof,
preparing to vaultto the other side, when he got to one where he realized, at thelast moment, that the gap
was simply too wide. Or, at thevery least, it was wide enough that he didn't want to chance it. So he
came to an abrupt halt, teetering on the edge. Thechasm yawned before him. He could turn around, head
backthe way he came. Or else he could simply climb down the side of the building. Either option was
available ...

 ...or perhaps ... there was a third option.

 He looked down at the slits in his wrist, pushing aside thefact that it still looked as if he had tried to end
his life. Although he had to admit the irony, considering where he wasand what he was doing. One
wrong move, one mistake injudgment, and he'd be putting an end to himself a lot faster than he could by
hacking at his wrists.

 Still, there was no reason he couldn't try to make thiswebbing goop work for him. So he tried to force
the web tospray out by sheer willpower.

 Nothing.

 Then he tried wiggling his wrists, but had no more success than before. He saw it as trying to crack a
combinationlock. It was just a matter of putting together the right assortment of numbers in the correct
order.

 So he opened and closed assorted fingers, combined withtwists of the wrist this way and that. At one
point, he tried, just for laughs, a variation on "bunny ears": His palm facingup, he extended all five fingers,
and then brought his ringand middle fingers toward his palm.

 Even though he'd been trying to achieve the affect, hewas still extremely startled when a loud thwip
sounded fromthe area of his wrist, and a single strand of webbing shot out,straight up. Thankful that he
didn't snag a passing pigeon,Peter tried aiming at the building across the way, hoping that the same
combination of wrist-twist and fingering would produce the same result. His wish was granted as another
strand of webbing zipped out and anchored to the far side of the other building.

 Peter tugged on it as hard as he could, trying to guess howmuch strain it would undergo if his full weight
was put uponit. It seemed solid. Heck, it was more likely that the brickswould fall out of the wall than
that his webbing strand wouldsnap—now there was a cheerful thought. Nevertheless, he

 was still understandably apprehensive about what he wasgoing to do.
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 He warned himself not to look down, promptly lookeddown, and then mentally kicked himself for having
done so.Just to play it safe, he wrapped the trailing end of the strand around his hand once, twice. Then,
muttering a prayer andfighting an urge to give out a Tarzan yell, he jumped off theroof.

 He had prepared himself for the possibility of the webbreaking free, but it held perfectly. The world
whizzed past him, wind in his face, as he held onto the strand and experi enced something akin to the
exhilarating feeling of flight.This lasted for as long as it took the web line to have its arc terminated by the
wall.

 Peter slammed into it with jaw-rattling force and hungthere, flattened, looking like the Coyote after an
abortivepursuit of the Roadrunner. Or perhaps one of those plushtoys some people kept suctioned
against their car windows.

 "Ouch," he muttered.

 "Ouch," said Madeline Watson, Mary Jane's mother."One punch, you say?"

 M.J.'s father was seated at the kitchen table, knocking back a beer. His night shift at the train yard didn't
start forsome hours yet, and he was glowering with red eyes at Mary Jane, who was fixing herself a
snack from the refrigerator.

 "I don't believe it," he growled.

 "She saw it with her own eyes, Phil," Madeline said,pouring herself a cup of coffee.

 "I did. So did everybody else, although a lot of them stilldon't believe it," M. J. said cheerfully. She
swung a rightcross in the air. "One shot. Bam."

 "You sound awfully chipper about it," Philip Watson observed.

 "Well, I wouldn't say Flash had it coming, but . . ."

 "But you'd think it without saying it?" suggested hermother. This prompted a ready grin from M. J.

 Philip, however, was not grinning. M. J. noticed that hewas scowling even more than before. "I'm glad
you boththink this is funny. The fact is that anyone can get in a luckypunch. Flash was probably taking it
easy on him...."

 M. J. had been about to bite into her sandwich, but sheput it down as she shook her head. "No way,
Dad. No way.Peter just . . . just took him down, that's all. It wasn't luck.Flash did everything he could
and never laid a hand on him."

 Her father harrumphed loudly at this, and then said,"Sounds to me like Flash needs work on his
technique.Maybe I'll give him a few pointers when he stops by."

 Mary Jane's jaw dropped, and she exchanged a look withher mother, who appeared just as surprised.
She didn't knowwhich comment to process first. She tried the less inflammatory one. "When is Flash
'stopping by?' "

 "Oh, he called. Did I forget to tell you?"
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 "Yeessss!"She managed to turn "yes" into a two-syllableword.

 "Oh. Well, he's coming over to pick you up," and heglanced up at the wall clock, an annoying present
from his equally annoying sister, Anna, replete with pictures of birds that gave off birdcalls every hour.
"Said he wanted to showyou his birthday present. Just about any minute, he shouldbe here."

 "Thanks for telling me! And what do you mean, you'llgive him a few pointers?!"

 Philip looked annoyed that she would question his intentions. "What, you think I can't? In my day, I was
all-county—"

 "I know what you were, Dad, that's not the point!" shesaid in exasperation, pacing the kitchen. "You
want to give

 Flash some tips on how to pound Peter into the ground? He'syour neighbor, for God's sake! How could
you?" Shedropped into the chair opposite him, her sandwich forgotten,and folded her arms resolutely.
"I'm not going out withFlash tonight. I don't feel like it."

 Bristling, Phil shot back, "I told him you were. Are youtrying to make me look like a fool?"

 "Not everything is about you, Phil," Madeline snapped.

 "In this house, it sure as hell is!" He leaned forward,stabbing a finger into M.J.'s face. "You better realize
thisright now, Mary Jane: Flash Thompson is the luckiest breakyou ever fell into. I've seen that boy play
football. He's going to be All-American. He's going to make a ton ofmoney. You could do a lot worse
than be married to some one like him."

 And the words were out of her mouth before she couldcontrol them: "Damned right. I could be married
to someonelike you!"

 Instantly, with a roar, Phil was on his feet, nearly knocking the table over. M. J. rolled off the chair,
frantically crab-walking backward on the floor as she tried to put somedistance between herself and her
outraged father. Madelinequickly interposed herself between the two. "Phil, calmdown! She didn't mean
it!"

 "The hell she didn't!" he bellowed, saving Mary Jane thetrouble of saying much the same thing. "She's got
a futuretied up in a perfect bow, and instead she worries about aloser like Peter Parker!"

 "He's not a loser!" Mary Jane cried out defiantly, pulling herself to her feet.

 "And you would know about that, wouldn't you!" he shotback. He was trembling with rage. "You go out
with Flash,as I promised him you would, or don't you bother comingback!"

 "Fine!" she howled, fighting back tears, and charged outthe back door, furiously kicking it shut behind
her.

 Between the constant practicing and the one or two brief bouts of unconsciousness, the time had totally
slipped awayfrom Peter. It was getting on evening when he finally dashedinto the kitchen of his house,
calling out for Aunt May andUncle Ben. He immediately sensed that they weren't around,however. This
required no advanced spider-given techniqueor nearly psychic ability. He'd always been able to tell when
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they were out. The house seemed . . . sadder when they weren't around, as ludicrous as that sounded.

 His nose wrinkled as he smelled something odd. Heturned and experimentally touched the wall, taking
extremecare to do it delicately so that his finger didn't stick to it. Itcame away with a dab of fresh yellow
paint on it. Then he noticed, in the corner of the room, some buckets, a neatlyfolded drop cloth
splattered with paint of a color identical to what was on the wall, and the ladder.

 He moaned, remembering that he was supposed to have gotten home early so that he and Uncle Ben
could paint thekitchen. But when he'd fled from school, he'd become disconnected from everything else
he was supposed to bedoing. He'd turned totally inward, and now he'd let his uncle down. He felt like a
creep, and even worse when he spottedthe note on the wall that read, in Aunt May's delicate hand,
"Meatloaf and vegetables in the oven. Cherry pie on the shelf. We've gone to play bridge at the
Anderson's."

 Great.

 Not only had he broken a promise, but also, instead ofleaving an angry note or even being there to chew
him out, they left him a dinner . . . and pie. It was the pie that hurt the most, since cherry was his favorite.

 "Aw, shoot . . ." he muttered.

 Then he heard shouting from across the street. FromMary Jane's house.

 Peter began to wonder if it had always been noisy over ather place, or whether—since a single spider
had completelyreordered his life—he had just become more attentive, moreaware of the world around
him.

 He walked out onto the back steps, giving him a plainview of the back of M.J.'s house, over the fence
that separated the two small yards. He heard words being shouted.Words like "loser" and "future" and,
he was pretty sure,"Flash." Figures, he thought sourly, and started to turn to go back inside when Mary
Jane stomped out into her backyard. Even from where he was standing, he could see that she was
trembling with fury.

 She looked up at him, her eyes wet.

 Suddenly he felt utterly mortified, like some sort of disgusting Peeping Tom, poking in on other people's
lives. Thething was, he wasn't accustomed to thinking of M. J. as"other people," but rather as an angel on
earth who should, by rights, have no problems at all. He wanted to dart backinto the house, but it was
way too late for that. He stood there, paralyzed, and finally managed to accomplish whatwas, for him, a
major achievement: To initiate something ap proaching a casual conversation with her. "Oh. Hi."

 It wasn't much of a start, but at least it was a start.

 She wet her lips, brushed away the tears that were obviously brimming in her eyes. She looked
mortified, but alsodefiant, as if daring Peter to feel pity for her. "Were you listening to that?"

 "No!" he said quickly, sounding very guilty, and when herealized how obvious the lie was, he quickly
tried to amendit, words tumbling over each other. "Yeah. I. . .heard something but wasn't listening. To
what?"

 Mary Jane blinked at the babble, then seemed to take a bit
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 of amusement in his obvious discomfort. "I guess you can always hear us," she said, trying her best to
sound casual.

 "No. I was ... just taking out the trash."

 She paused to note the obvious lack of garbage bags inhis hands and raised an amused eyebrow. Well,
at least shewas capable of finding humor in the situation, no matter howuncomfortable. "You always do
your chores, don't you,Peter?"

 "Well . . ."

 When she spoke to him next, she wasn't looking at him.Perhaps she was too embarrassed. "I'm sorry
we do that allthe time," she said softly. "Your aunt and uncle neverscream."

 "Oh ... they can scream pretty good, y'know," Peter assured her, and that much was true. Granted,
they'd neverscreamed at him. Their patience with him, and for him, bordered on the infinite. But he'd
heard Uncle Ben scream enough at blind umpires on televised baseball games, andAunt May scream
back at him that it's just a game, for pity'ssake, grow up, and let's turn this silly thing off becausethere's an
interesting program on the Discovery Channelabout the lifecycle of the luna moth. That kind of thing. He
certainly didn't want to rub M.J.'s nose, however, in the fact that he was better off without parents than
she was with parents.

 "So ... where to after you graduate?" she asked, obviously ready to change topics.

 A real live conversation. How about that? Peter strolledforward, suddenly feeling at ease, his hands in
his pockets ashe approached the fence. "I thought I'd go into the city, geta job as a photographer. Work
my way through college.What about you?"

 "Headed for the city, too," she said, matching his steps asshe approached the fence as well. "I can't wait
to get out of

 here. I thought I'd ..." Then she looked down, embarrassed."Oh, I don't know ..."

 Obviously she had some sort of career in mind. Figuringhe could see her in just about any profession
except for theoldest one, Peter said, "Try me."

 He'd never known Mary Jane Watson to look as vulnerable as she did at that moment, as he realized
that she wasconcerned he would laugh at her. "I want to...," and she lowered her voice as if afraid her
parents would hear,"... to act. On stage. Be an actress."

 "Hey, that's great! You were really awesome in all the school plays, Mary Jane."

 "Really?" She cocked her head eagerly, like a cockerspaniel needing to be petted.

 "Yeah. I cried like a baby when you played Cinderella."

 Mary Jane blinked in confusion, and then she barely suppressed a smile. "Peter, that was in first grade."

 "Well . . . even so," Peter said, rallying. He was leaningup against the fence now, and she did as well,
just to his right. He could smell the perfume wafting from her. Hewanted to vault the fence in one jump.
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He knew he could doit, so easily, but he felt—correctly—as if he was dealingwith something very
delicate, and such an overt move wouldonly shatter the mood. Trying to stay focused on the topic,Peter
continued, "You know how sometimes you can knowsomething, like what's going to be? Like . . . tell
what's around you, what's coming?"

 He wasn't sure if that had sounded at all coherent, butM. I simply nodded and said, "Sometimes."

 Encouraged, he continued, "And you can just see thingscoming that aren't exactly there, but you just
believe ..."

 Again she nodded, apparently fancying the thought thatPeter had been able to see a first grade
performance of Cin derellaand intuit, from that moment on, that she belonged inthe theater. "What do
you see coming for you?" she asked.

 Lately? Fists and brick walls.

 "I'm not sure ... but it feels like something I never feltbefore, whatever it is." That much was true enough.
However, at that moment, he couldn't have said whether he was referring to his newfound spider
abilities... or to the fact that he was talking to Mary Jane and she was actually listening to him, and even
seemed interested in him.

 "And what for me?" she asked.

 "You?" He laughed as if the answer was self-evident, aforegone conclusion. "You're ... why, you're
gonna . . .light up Broadway."

 She smiled, and then the silence fell between them. There was so much he wanted to say, but as was
usually the case atsuch times, he couldn't even begin to know where to start.M. J. was eyeing him, and
after a moment she said, "Y'know, you're taller than you look."

 "I hunch," he said.

 She reached out and put her hands on his biceps.

 In all the years he'd known her, it was the first time she'dever touched him. It was as if someone had
touched a livewire to him, and he stood bolt upright, a small gasp emerg ing from between his lips.

 "Good. Don't hunch," she told him.

 For all his newfound physical prowess, for all the liberating feeling he'd had when vaulting rooftops,
never had hefelt more energized or alive than he did at that moment. Whereas before his heartbeat had
remained steady, no matter what sort of physical exertions he'd been subjecting himself to, now he
could feel it pounding like a trip-hammeragainst his chest.

 Suddenly there was a loud, irritating aah-oooo-gahhfrom the front driveway. And Peter heard an
all-too-familiarvoice calling, "Hey, M. J.! Come take a ride in my birthdaypresent?"

 Stay. Stay with me,he urged her with such force that he

 was positive she could hear the words in her head. And indeed, for a moment she did seem torn. There
seemed to bemore to her indecision than just not knowing with whom shewanted to hang out. When she
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looked in the direction ofFlash's honking, Peter detected, or thought he detected, fear.But . . . fear of
what? Fear of being with Flash? Or fear of not being with him?

 He had no time to inquire or figure it out, though, becausesuddenly Mary Jane's uncertainty was
replaced by her"party girl" face...a face Peter was slowly starting to realize was a mask she slipped on
whenever she wanted to confront the world without letting it know what was going on inher mind.

 'Thanks, Pete," she said, patting him on the shoulder. "Igotta go."

 She dashed around the side of her house, and thankfullyPeter couldn't see her as he heard her ooh and
ahhh overwhat was obviously Flash's new car. Then there was a grinding of gears—apparently Flash
didn't have the hang of ityet—and the car peeled out of the driveway. It roared away,and he caught the
briefest glimpse of Mary Jane, laughing, her hair streaming out behind her.

 Peter watched the car disappear, and then he saggedagainst the fence like a puppet with its strings
severed. Hehung there for a time, feeling sorry for himself, and then he reached over and gingerly touched
the bicep that she hadrested her fingers on. He raised his arm, flexed it, and made a muscle. Made a
considerable muscle.

 And the wheels started turning.

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 I've been getting a heck of an education lately. Learning about how these new . . . gifts, I guess, I hate
saying "powers," it sounds so pre tentious.. . work. And also learning about girls. About Mary Jane, es
pecially.

 I'm starting to realize how much she's hurting. And I think that she likes me, or could like me . . . but she
also desperately wants to behappy. And Flash's folks are loaded. He's got money. He can make her
happy. I mean, jeez, he got a car for his birthday. My last birthday, Igot a sweater, not to be confused
with the birthday before, when Igot a sweater, or the birthday before that, when I got a sweater andthat
weird knit stocking hat that pulls down over my face... a baklava, I think it's called.

 I mean, don't get me wrong, Uncle Ben and Aunt May are great, and I remember when he blew a
bundle to buy me my camera and I know it set him back. So there's no way they'll wind up getting me a
car. And a photographer doesn't pull in big money either, and if I do get into a career with science, it's
not like the starting salaries of re search assistants are anything to write home about.

 And M.J. deserves to be happy. She deserves to have a guy who can surround her with fancy stuff.
She's had such a crummy home life, it's the least she deserves. I think that's one of the reasons she still
hangs with Flash. That and some other reasons I don't really have to go into now.

 Anyway, I think I've got a plan how to make some serious money. Uncle ben always says things happen
for a reason. Well, when I was cleaning up the kitchen, putting away the drop cloths and getting ready to
toss some of the old newspapers he'd been drying the brushes on, I found an ad. I've got it right here. It
says,attention am-

 ATEIUR WRESTLERS! THREE THOUSAND DOLLARS! FOR JUST THREE MINUTES IN
THE RING! COLORFUL CHARACTERS A MUST!

 Let's face it: I didn't just beat Flash. I clobbered him, and it was no effort at all. None. I wasn't even
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trying. Sure, I don't have anywrestling experience, but if I was able to do that to Flash when Iwasn't
trying, imagine what I can do to someone when I am trying.

 So I've been putting a plan into motion.

 They want colorful characters? I'll give them one they'll never forget.

 The first thing I needed was a costume, of course. I've got to have a mask. Anybody sees my teenage
face that I shave maybe once a week, and they'll be too busy laughing to take me seriously. Besides,

 I've seen pictures of those Mexican masked wrestler guys, so no one should think anything about it. So I
started with costume designs. I must have gone through a hundred different kinds, with wings, and an
tennae, and extra legs hanging off it... anything you could imagine. I finally came up with a design I liked,
with web lines and a spider de sign on it. And I'll just use that baklava as a mask.

 There's so much to do, though, and I'm doing it all alone. I also started practicing with the webbing. It's
going to be of absolutely no use to me if I can't find a way to make it go where I want, when I want.
Heck, it could wind up hitting me in the face, and I don't think I'm ready to depend so completely on my
weird "spider sense" that I'd want to get into a fight with my eyes closed.

 So I set up two empty glass bottles on a bookcase, went to theopposite side of the room, and tried to
hit them with a web strand.Didn't even come close. I tried again, and again, thwip and thwump,thwip and
thwump, and inside of five minutes I'd managed to covernearly every object in my room with webbing
except for the freakin'bottles. Luckily it dissolves away to nothing after a while. Aunt Maymust've heard
it, because she came knocking on my door and asked mewhat was going on. I told her I was exercising
and wasn't dressed."Well, don't catch cold," she said to me. She didn't have to worry. Withmy aim, I
couldn't catch an elephant, much less a cold. It was like trying to precisely aim water while using a
broken hose.

 But after a while, I got the hang of it. It went just where I aimed it. I can't tell you how thrilled I was. I
started shooting right and left, like a gunslinger taking out bushwhackers. And it wasn't enough to just
"shoot" stuff with the webs. I snagged stuff with pinpoint preci sion and pulled on it, sending it flying
across the room. I was totally into it, not thinking about what I was doing. I don't know, maybe I kind of
blanked out or something. All I know is that suddenly Uncle Ben was pounding on the wall, calling to me,
"What are you doing in there?!" That snapped me out of it, and I looked around at my trashed room and
said, "Studying! Hard!" Which sounded so incredibly lame, but I couldn't think of anything else to say.

 Mom . . . Dad . . . God, I wish you could be here to see this. I mean,

 I know, I know, if you had lived... if I'd been with you . . . then thiswhole accident could never have
happened. And don't get me wrong: I'dtrade all the wall climbing, all the feats of strength, all this
incrediblyexciting bizarreness that I'm experiencing right now for eighteenyears of mundanity with you
guys.

 Like I said before: Uncle Ben claims things happen for a reason. Well, maybe my winding up here, and
everything I've been through . . . maybe this was the reason for all of it. I'd be lying if I said I'd figured out
all the ramifications and long-term ins and outs of these powers, but as far as the short-term goes, I'm on
the verge of making some serious breakthroughs. And wherever you're watching from, all those times
you've had to sit there in frustration while people walked all over me and called me Puny Parker . . . well,
you don't have to worry about that anymore. Things are changing, starting today . . .
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 . . . as soon as I get my room cleaned up.

  

 VIII.

 THE TEST

  

 Norman Osborn, standing just outside the glass-enclosedisolation chamber, deep in the bowels of
OsCorp, checkedthe readings for the third time in as many minutes. Incongruously he was wearing only
a pair of green trunks. A gurney lay nearby, with restraining straps hanging open andwaiting for an
occupant. He thought about the number oftimes he'd seen movies with mad scientists trying out somesort
of formula on themselves, transforming themselves into human guinea pigs. And he'd always shaken his
head andwondered, how could any scientist ever be that dumb? It waslike the old advice about never
investing with your ownmoney; use someone else's. Same thing. Never test formulae on yourself. Always
use volunteers, cat's-paws ... whateveris available.

 Yet here he was, realizing that for such a scenario to play out, one didn't need to be a scientist, or stupid.
Just someonewho was desperate. And as he checked the latest printoutsfor the fourth time, he realized
that he, himself, was just thatdesperate.

 His head snapped around and his eyes narrowed suspiciously as he realized that Doctor Stromm was
looking overhis shoulder, checking the results as well. Stromm looked positively ill. And to think that not
long ago, Stromm hadbeen the picture of confidence and heroic defiance as he'dadvocated starting the
project over from scratch. Yet now

 here was Osborn, ready to put his own butt on the line, andStromm was showing a marked lack of
nerve. That just wentto show who was a real man, when it came down to it.

 "Mr. Osborn, please," Stromm said, "I'm begging you forthe last time...."

 "Don't be a coward," Osborn said disdainfully, drawing strength from Stromm's fear. "Risks are part of
laboratoryscience."

 Stromm's brow was soaked with sweat, and it wasn't because it was hot in the room. "Let me
reschedule this with aproper medical staff and a volunteer. If you'll just give metwo weeks ..."

 Osborn put down the pages he'd been checking and fixeda level gaze on Stromm. "In two weeks, this
project, thiscompany, will be dead," he said in a flat, implacable tone."Sometimes you have to do things
yourself. Now give me the barium phosphate."

 Obviously Stromm was confused by the sudden change in direction. "Sir?"

 "Decreases nausea when the vapor hits the bloodstream."

 Stromm let out a heavy sigh, apparently realizing thatnothing he could say would dissuade Osborn. This
was ofgreat relief to Osborn, who had a lot to accomplish thatevening and didn't have time for misguided
debates. Stromm handed him the bottle of phosphate.
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 Osborn stared at it for a long moment, as if he were aboutto drink from the Holy Grail. "Forty thousand
years ofhuman evolution, and we've barely even tapped the vastnessof human potential." He drank it
down and then offered a belated toast: "To the realization of man's true physical and intellectual
capability." Stromm simply nodded in responseand offered a weak smile.

 Osborn took one, final deep breath, then lay back on thegurney. Obediently, Stromm went to it and—in
quick

 motions—buckled one strap across his legs and anotheracross his waist. Then he stepped to the control
console, breathed a silent prayer, and hit an array of switches.

 The gurney, with Osborn still strapped to it, was lifted up,up, and slid neatly into place in the glass tank.
As frantic as Stromm obviously was, Osborn could not have been morecalm. It was as if he neither knew
nor cared where he was orwhat the possible consequences of his actions might be. Hewas convinced of
the lightness of what he was doing andwas perfectly content to let all other aspects of the adventure play
out.

 There was a petri dish in the middle of the tank, and fromit a thick, noxious, white gas arose. Osborn
could imaginethat the gas was forming faces; demented specters with theirmouths twisted into sneers. But
instead of fear, all he feltwas rage, even challenge, as if he were more than willing to take whatever was
thrown at him, by all creatures real orimaginary.

 The gas, lighter than air, crept over Osborn's body, starting with the feet and working its way upward.
Despite the fact that he'd asked for this, despite the fact that he wasn'tafraid, Osborn reflexively took a
deep breath. The whitecloud enveloped him and—for just a moment—he felt asurge of fear. But then he
reminded himself of just how sniveling, just how useless the emotion of fear could be.Newly resolved, he
opened his mouth and forced himself totake in a tiny bit of air.

 It was no doubt his own vivid imagination that made itlook as if the gas were leaping, like an entity that
had developed intelligence, into his mouth. It was that selfsame imagination that caused Osborn to
choke on the gas for amoment, but then he calmed himself and forced himself tobreathe normally.

 The gas flowed in and out of his nostrils; he could actually see it moving. He saw Stromm looking in on
him, felt

 more relaxed than he'd ever been, and started to speak to Stromm, to tell him not to worry.

 And suddenly his entire body was seized by convulsions.From his fingertips to his teeth, it was as if
someone hadtouched a hot poker to his every nerve ending. His bodyshook violently, straining against
the straps, and if he'd been able to see his eyes at that moment, he would have seen onlywhite.

 He heard frantic beeping, alarms, and distantly realized that it was the body monitors. He heard flatlining
noises,which he couldn't understand because those would only be going off if someone were dead. And
that certainly couldn't be applying to him, because he definitely wasn't dead. Hell, no, he'd never felt this
alive before, every fiber of his being, every pore of his skin, wide-open and receptive to everything it
could possibly experience. He felt bigger, strongerthan his body, as if his skin couldn't contain the
amazingsensations that were hammering through it.

 That was when he heard a ringing that soared aboveeverything else. It was the panic button, the
emergency abortbutton. Stromm had hit it. Stromm, the lily-livered, weak-kneed insult to the human race.
Stromm had displayed acomplete lack of vision and conviction in hitting the panic button, and Osborn felt
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a surge of fury at Stromm's weakness.

 The white gas was being sucked out of the tank as the giant vacuum vents in the ceiling roared to life.
Osbornwanted to laugh and cry at the same time, to beg the gas to return to him. To give him the strength
and stamina that he was positive he could obtain. No, not just "could." Should. The abilities that should
by right be his were being sucked away via the ceiling vents.

 It was more than he could bear.

 He felt hands fumbling at the straps, and it was only thenthat he realized his eyes were clenched shut. His
body

 wasn't responding to the instructions of his mind. It was likehaving an out-of-body experience while still
being in yourbody.

 Osborn decided to inform Doctor Stromm that he was perfectly fine, thanks, and to get his hands off
him.

 It came out as a shriek.

 Osborn continued to scream, and he had no idea why hewas doing it, but it felt good on some sort of
primitive level,like a caveman with his foot planted on the body of a recently slain foe, informing
everyone else that he was a forceto be reckoned with.

 The straps were gone from his chest, and Osborn could hear all the emergency monitors going off. In his
haze, hedidn't associate them with himself anymore. They were just noise, something he could join if he
so chose. And he did,screaming louder, matching them in pitch and taking an insane delight in doing so.
His heart rate leapt, his blood pres sure, respiration, everything, shot off the charts.

 His eyes snapped open, alight with the fire of inner madness, and he ripped the sensors off his chest.
Stromm tried tohold him back and lasted for exactly as long as it took Osborn to notice him. When he
did notice him, he knocked himaway with one sweep of his arm.

 The strength of the gesture was horrifying in its casual-ness, devastating in the damage it caused with
such minimaleffort. Stromm sailed into the glass of the booth, andthrough it. The glass exploded from the
impact, shards flying everywhere. Stromm kept going, flying through the airas if some great invisible
fisherman had tied a line to himand was reeling him in.

 He sailed across the lab and smashed into a pillar on thefar side, some fifty feet away. He sagged to the
floor, bloodpooling under his head.

 Osborn watched Stromm's life ebb from him and didn't care in the slightest. He had other things to
worry about.

 His attention was far more drawn to the battle suit and thepersonnel carrier prototype. The two devices
were sittingthere in the darkness, filled with power waiting to be used. Osborn felt exactly the same way,
like a source of considerable power—if only it could be utilized properly.

 He felt as if his mind were splitting in two. On one level, he was fully aware that Stromm was dead, dead
at his hand, and the aspect of Norman Osborn that realized it recoiled in shock and horror.
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 But there was another part of him that not only didn'tcare, it reveled in it. Stromm had been weak, and
the new Osborn despised weakness.

 The world was filled with sheep, and the wolf wentamong the sheep and devoured them.

 The component of Norman that had no tolerance forweakness leapt to the forefront, brought there by
the gas, bythe chemicals that it had unleashed in his mind. A greatgreen haze fell over him, and Osborn
trembled, twisted, con vulsed as if something was trying to fight its way out fromthe most primordial
roots of his soul. And then Norman Osborn threw his head back and howled in pain, confusion, and
transformation.

 Gone was any trace of guilt, gone was any considerationfor ramifications, gone was any hint of a man
who would have felt the least bit of remorse for his actions.

 He began to leap and dance and cavort around the gliderand armor, like a devout worshipper giving
thanks to thetotem of a dark and slavering god. He waved his armsaround, gibbered and howled like a
cross between a baboon and a wolf, and the last conscious thoughts fled him.

 The next thing he knew, he felt as if he were being liftedup, as if his god were taking him up to heaven.
There was theheady sensation of flight, of the world speeding below him. And there was more than that;
he felt as if he had power, ultimate power of life and death over all the puny mortals who

 sprawled beneath him, going about their pathetic little lives,sleeping or watching movies or making love,
all unawarethat a new dark god and his greatest disciple were abroadupon the land.

 They would know him and fear him and worship him, andhe would take their fates in his clawed hand,
for they, like Stromm, were just sheep. Just sheep. And he was the shepherd, and he would guide them
and herd them and sheerthem and slaughter them. For what else did one do withsheep?

 Harry Osborn hated his father's den.

 Partly it was because some of his earliest memories involved being chased out of that haven of his
father's, whenall he'd wanted to do was spend a few minutes with his dad. But his dad had been so busy,
always so busy.

 The other part of Harry's antipathy for the den stemmedfrom his father's grotesque collection of masks.

 He had no idea what had prompted his dad's fascinationwith such hideous things, but they had been
there for as long as he could remember, and every year there were more ofthem as Norman acquired
them in his business travels. Me dieval jester's masks, masks from New Orleans during theMardi Gras
revels, masks allegedly worn by witch doctors in the heart of the Congo... all these and more adorned the
walls, staring down in silent judgment and condemnation of anyone—namely Harry—who dared to set
foot in the den without approval of the master of the house.

 Some of the masks even had eyes painted on them, andHarry always felt as if they were watching him.
Sometimes, when he was a child, he'd had dreams that they were observing him while he slept.

 Truth to tell, he had similar dreams as a teen.

 The problem was that the den extended off the main hallway in the opulent Osborn apartment in Tudor
Hill, and
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 there was no way Harry could avoid walking past it whenever he was on his way out. So he always
made a point ofhurrying by as quickly as possible. The passage was madesimpler by the fact that the
doors were usually closed, sothere was no temptation to slow and glance in to see if some new repulsive
mask had joined the others.

 This day, however—one which was supposed to be dry, but nevertheless had a considerable number of
clouds in thesky—Harry saw that the doors were wide-open as he walkedby. Against his better
judgment he slowed, hesitated, thenpeered around the corner of the door frame with the intention of
speeding on his way once his curiosity was satisfied.

 To his utter astonishment, his father was seated in themiddle of the den. If it weren't for the fact that he
didn'tsmell of alcohol, Harry would have thought Norman Osborn had been out on a serious bender the
night before. He waswearing the same clothes he'd worn the previous day, and helooked disheveled and
disoriented.

 Long years of being told in no uncertain terms that theden was off limits prompted Harry to pause in the
doorway.He almost felt like a vampire, unable to enter unless he'dbeen invited.

 "Dad? What is it, Dad?"

 Norman Osborn looked up at his son, seemingly aware ofhis presence but unable to focus on him.
"Harry?" It waspartly an acknowledgment, and partly an inquiry as to whether this was, indeed, his son
standing before him.

 Harry immediately shook free of the old childhood worries and quickly walked in, crouching in front of
his fatherand making no attempt to hide his concern. "You look sick. What's happened?"

 "I. . .don't know."

 He'd never heard his father sound like this: vulnerable.Even scared. For once his dad actually needed
him. "Where were you last night? I didn't hear you come in."

 Osborn frowned, as if trying to reassemble pieces of a fractured recollection. "I was ... last night," he
said thickly,"I was ..."

 "What?"

 His shoulders sagged in defeat.

 "I. . .don't remember."

 Before Harry could pursue the matter, he heard noisesfrom down the hallway. He immediately
recognized one ofthem as the houseman, Edmund. The other took him a moment to place, but then he
realized it was his father's assistant from the factory, Ms. Simkins. He'd only met her one ortwo times;
his father had taken great pains to keep his life atthe factory separate from his home life. Sometimes
Harrygot the feeling it was because he was embarrassed about hisson and wanted to minimize Harry's
exposure to any business associates so he could spare himself humiliation. Now,though, clearly wasn't
the time to dwell on old hurts.

 "I have to see him," Simkins was saying urgently. It was obvious that she had forced her way past
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Edmund in her attempts to get to Norman.

 "He can't be disturbed now," Edmund told her, soundingmore irate by the moment.

 "This can't wait!"

 It was Osborn who settled the matter. "Who's there?" hecalled out. Harry couldn't believe how weak he
sounded,how confused. He wondered if maybe his dad was gettingAlzheimer's or something equally
horrible.

 "Mr. Osborn," said Simkins, entering the den.

 She looked distraught, but Harry immediately felt protective of his father, not wanting him to be
subjected to anyundue stress. "My father's not well, Ms. Simkins," he startedto say.

 But Simkins spoke right over him. "Mr. Osborn, Dr.Stromm is dead."

 The name didn't mean anything to Harry. It obviouslymeant something to his father, though, because
Norman looked up at Simkins, stunned. "What?"

 "His body was found this morning in the laboratory."Simkins took a deep breath to steady herself and
then continued. "He was murdered, sir."

 "Murdered!" said Harry. He might not have known who Stromm was, but a murder in the middle of his
father's factory? That couldn't possibly be good.

 Norman Osborn got to his feet, some of the confusionfalling away as he focused on this new situation.
"What are you talking about?" he demanded.

 "And the flying wing prototype, sir ..."

 "What about it?"

 Simkins said, all in a rush, "It's missing. It's beenstolen."

 There was a dead, stunned silence for a long moment.

 "Take me there," Osborn said.

 With a quick nod, Simkins headed out, Norman following her. Harry remained behind for a moment,
then lookedat the masks that were watching him and hurried out of the den. He hurried after his father,
ran out the door and downthe stairs just as Norman was getting into the back of the car that Simkins had
driven there. His father looked up at himand said, "Where do you think you're going?"

 "You . . . you weren't well," Harry said. "So I figuredmaybe I should come along, maybe be of help ..."

 "Simkins will help me. That's what I pay her for. I'm notthe kind of man who lets a little headache bother
him."

 "But Dad, I. . .I thought . . ."
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 "You thought what?"

 His every word becoming softer and softer, until by theend of the sentence his voice was barely audible,
Harry said,"I thought you might . . . need . . . me . . . ."

 Norman reached out, squeezed his forearm briefly, and said, "I do. But not for this." And with that, he
swung shutthe car door and the vehicle rolled away from the curbside,leaving Harry feeling a bit
depressed . . . but also oddlyelated.

  

 IX.

 THE RIDE

  

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 Boy, did I have a day.

 I saw M.J. walking home, and for once Flash wasn't with her. I think maybe they had a fight or
something. So she goes into her house, and I keep thinking about the way that Harry was looking at me,
so disap pointed in me when I couldn't Just, you know, talk to Mary Jane. So I decided, what the hell,
what's the worst that could happen?

 So I go over and start heading up their front walk, and before I can knock on it, the door opens and
there's M.J.'s father. In all these years, it's the first time I've ever really seen him close up. I know they
say that girls are attracted to guys that remind them of their fathers, but boy, I never realized how much
that was the case with M.J. and Flash, because her dad is like what Flash'll be in about twenty years.

 And he just looks at me with this contempt. I try to ask if Mary Jane can hang out, just to bum around
the mall or something. But he just stares at me, like I landed from Mars, and my throat closes up.

 So he says, 'You're the Parker kid from across the way, aren't you." He's got a voice like a dump truck
spilling out gravel. I manage a nod. And then he says, like he looked right into my head, "She's got a
boyfriend. And even if she didn't, I wouldn't let her see some book worm type."

 And then he closes the door in my face.

 In.

 My.

 Face.

 And I took it. I wanted to pound on the door, I wanted to shout, 'You think you know me? You don't
know anything about me! A book worm, huh? Well, worms turn, Mr. Watson!" but instead I just took
it, took being treated like I was dirt on his shoes. I stood there like a dope, and then I heard M.J.'s voice
from inside saying, "Who was that?" and her father snapping back at her, "Nobody."
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 That's all I am. Nobody.

 How the heck was I supposed to talk to her after that? "Hi, I'm the nobody who was just talking to your
dad." She'd just look at me with pity, and that's the thing I can't stand, above anything else. I'd rather she
looked at me with love or hatred or not at all, but pity I justcouldn't stand.

 So I turned and walked away.

 The worm turns. But even after he does, he's still a worm.

 It's not fair. It's just not fair. Instead of doing something about how I feel, I'm just sitting here, on the
front steps of my house, writ ing to you.

 I wish you guys were here. I can't talk to Aunt May or Uncle ben about this stuff. Heck, Uncle Ben'll
probably get himself so worked up that he'll stomp over there and confront M.J.'s dad, and how humiliat
ing would that whole scene be? And Aunt May will just tell me how wonderful I am, and how some girl
will appreciate me some day, and then she'll bake brownies. It's amazing I don't weigh four hundred
pounds.

 Then again, if you guys were here, I don't know what you'd do, either.

 better finish off this letter. Aunt May and Uncle ben are going to start getting worried about me.

 I keep thinking about the way her dad looked at me. And how it made me want to . . . I don't know. Do
something.

 Wouldn't it be great to be someone who could do whatever he wanted?

 Well ...I'm working on it.

 It was as if Aunt May and Uncle Ben were waiting forhim. As if they knew he'd come sprinting down the
stairs—

 which he did—heading for the door at full steam—which he was. They were seated in the living room,
Aunt May darning a sock and Uncle Ben reading a newspaper, but it seemed asif those were just poses
as they waited for him to appear.

 With his backpack slung over his shoulder, Peter saidquickly as he moved toward the door, all in a rush,
"Going-downtothelibraryseeyoulater."

 "Hold on! I'll drive you," Uncle Ben called to him, getting up from the chair. He did so with a slight
grunt, as healways did. It was as if his body were scolding him for sub jecting it to an exertion.

 "It's okay, I'll take the train.. .."

 But Uncle Ben was already taking his jacket off the coat-rack, and Peter could tell by the jingling coming
from thepocket that the keys were already in there. And when hespoke it was in a surprisingly firm,
take-no-guff voice, as ifhe'd just caught Peter with his hands in the cookie jar. "I saidI'll drive you. Get in
the car!"

 Taken aback by the sharp tone, Peter meekly climbed intoUncle Ben's car, a 1988 Oldsmobile Delta
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that his uncle hadfallen in love with and refused to sell, no matter how manythings he needed to repair on
it. He thought he saw UncleBen winking at Aunt May but had no idea what that might have been about.

 To his surprise, most of the ride passed in silence. Hecouldn't figure it out. He'd hoped Uncle Ben just
wanted to spend some quality time with him, chitchat about what was going on in his life. Truth to tell,
Peter hadn't much beenlooking forward to it. Because of course there was only onething of true
significance that had been going on in his life. He didn't want to lie to Uncle Ben, and to a great degree it
was easy to avoid doing so. After all, unless Uncle Ben said, "So, Peter, did a bite from a genetically
engineered mutantspider give you spider powers recently?" Peter wouldn't be put on the spot.

 But he also knew that was a technicality. Peter firmly believed in concepts such as sins of omission. The
very factthat he wasn't being completely forthcoming was, in and ofitself, deceitful. Anything less than an
honest answer to a question as straightforward as "What's been going on withyou lately?" was going to
be a lie. He hated the notion oflying to Uncle Ben. Uncle Ben, who had such an open, honest face...it
was like clubbing a baby seal, lying to him.

 It was dusk when the Olds rolled up to the library. Peterturned to get out, with still nary a word having
passed between them. He said, "Thanks for the ride."

 Ben drew a breath and said, "Hold on a minute. We needa talk."

 Dammit,Peter sagged back against the car seat, facedwith his worst case scenario. "Not a lecture, Uncle
Ben! Igotta go ..."

 But Uncle Ben reached across Peter and placed a handfirmly on the door. Granted, Peter could have
pushed thedoor open. He suspected he could have pushed the doorclean off the car, if he'd been so
inclined. But that wouldhave been totally out of line, and secret or no, Peter simply wasn't prepared to go
that far.

 "Your Aunt May and I don't know who you are anymore.I wonder if you know who you are. Starting
fights inschool . . ."

 So they did know!Peter had thought he'd dodged a bullet, that the school hadn't called to let them know
about the scuffle with Flash. Obviously he'd thought wrong, but his auntand uncle had kept the
knowledge to themselves, probably trying to determine the best way to approach it. Or perhapsthey'd
just been giving him enough rope to hang himself . . .

 Or, in his case, webbing.

 "I didn't start that fight," Peter said defensively.

 "Something new is happening to you," Ben pushed on."You're changing."

 That froze Peter in his seat. How much did Ben know?How much had he and Aunt May figured out? He
thoughthe'd cleaned up all the webs . . . but . . . but there was no way they could have figured it out,
right? No way ... right?

 "How would you know?" asked Peter, very cautious.

 "Because," was Ben's knowing answer, "when I was yourage, I went through exactly the same thing."
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 It was all Peter could do to stifle a laugh. For a momenthe had a mental image of Ben Parker scurrying
along a wall or vaulting rooftops. "Not exactly," he said. Then he took adeep breath to steady himself and
fight down any otherlaughter. "I have to go."

 But Uncle Ben wasn't ending it that quickly. "These are the years when a man becomes the man he's
going to be forthe rest of his life. Just be careful who you change into.You're feeling this great power, and
with great power comesgreat responsibility."

 And Peter started to get angry. Here Uncle Ben was lecturing him about stuff, and he had no clue,
absolutely noclue, what was going on. Sure, sure, everyone was entitled to their opinions, but the truth
was that everyone was entitled to their informed opinions. And Uncle Ben simplywasn't informed on the
matter. Plus. . .he could havetrusted Peter just a little. Even if Peter had been inclined to tell him what
was going on, Uncle Ben didn't seem the least bit interested in hearing it. He'd already made up his mind.
Didn't all these years of hard work, of good grades, of staying out of trouble, mean anything?

 "What are you afraid I'll do, become a criminal?" Peter demanded in irritation. "Stop worrying about
me, okay. Something is different, but I'll figure it out. Stop lecturing me!"

 Ben hesitated a moment, and Peter took that hesitation asan opportunity to push the door open and get
out onto thecurb. "I know I'm not your father, Peter. . ."Ben began.

 And then came the words that Peter would, in later years,

 wish that he could call back before Ben heard them. Thewords that, if Peter could go back in time and
throw a gagaround his mouth to prevent him from uttering them, hewould have done so in a heartbeat.
Instead they emerged, hostile and hurtful.

 "Then stop pretending to be!"

 Ben's face grew cold then. Peter had never seen him lookthat way. So angry, so hurt, so...so old. "I'll
pick you up here at ten," he said frostily, and then eased the car into traffic.

 Feeling contrite, Peter shouted, "I'm sorry!" But hewasn't sure whether Ben heard him as the
Oldsmobile droveaway.

 His shoulders sagged. That shouldn't have happened, thatfight. He should have been more honest,
should have told Uncle Ben what was happening. But if he had, he knew thatBen and May would never
have let him do what he was planning to do. Instead they'd probably just try and take him todoctors and
specialists and clinics to expunge these abilities from him. And then it really would have all been pointless.

 Well . . . he'd make it right. That was all. He'd make itright. He'd make sure that Uncle Ben and Aunt
May knew hewas sorry, and he'd make it up to them. Hell, if everythingworked out this evening, he'd
make it up to them in a bigway. He'd hold up the three thousand dollars in Uncle Ben's face when Uncle
Ben came to pick him up, and the expression would be worth everything. "Money problems solved,
Uncle Ben," he'd tell him, and when Uncle Ben was positive that Peter was involved dealing drugs or
something—because how else could one come by that much money thatfast?—why, Peter would just
bend a lamp post or climb up the side of a building.

 It would all work out. Things always did.
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 X.

 THE SECOND FIGHT

  

 Every so often at school, someone would accidentallydrop a tray in the cafeteria. At those times, shouts,
catcallsand all-around bellowing from the students would serenade the unlucky clumsy individual. Up until
this moment, it had been the loudest group noise Peter Parker had ever heard.

 It was nothing compared to what he was experiencingnow.

 The arena was wall-to-wall sound, unending, feedingupon itself and just building and building, and Peter
thoughtthat he was going to start bleeding out his ears. The place was huge, packed with more drunk
people than Peter had ever seen in one place in his life, and they all wanted thesame thing: to see some
guys get their heads kicked in.

 Every so often, Uncle Ben would watch wrestling ontelevision. It was one of the few things he did
despite knowing it drove Aunt May completely nuts; indeed, that might have been one of the reasons he
did it. Just to keep his handin, to let her know he was the man of the house, darn it. Andsometimes Peter
would join him, which would send the tsk tsking from Aunt May to an entirely new level. But seeing iton
TV, nice and safe on a couch back home, had done absolutely nothing to prepare Peter for the reality of
actually being there.

 He was standing on a line behind other amateur wrestlers,most of them wearing remarkably garish
outfits. At the frontof the line sat a bored-looking blonde with too much

 makeup and a bad perm, checking them in and taking downvital information ...

 ... like next of kin, he thought bleakly. The hallway hewas standing in, along the outer perimeter of the
arena, was cramped and smelled like mildew. A pipe overhead drippedwater steadily into a bucket that
needed to be emptied, andsoon. When Peter heard another massive roar, he took a step back and
peered through an exit door into the arena itself.

 The wrestler in the middle of the ring was known as Bone Saw McGraw. Peter had never seen him in
action during anyof the fights that he'd watched alongside Uncle Ben. That might have been a good thing,
because if he had, he mightnever have screwed up the nerve to come. McGraw was at least
six-feet-nine-inches tall and three hundred pounds of pure muscle. His massive chest was glistening with
sweat,he had long, dark, messy hair and a dark beard, and he had a look on his face of such dementia
that Peter couldn't helpbut wonder whether McGraw might not be overdue for a distemper shot.

 At that moment, McGraw was busy polishing off an opponent who had been billing himself as Battling
Jack Murdock. He had flaming red hair and some muscle of his own,and he was dressed in a costume
of yellow and dark crimson. But if he'd ever had a prime, he was clearly past it, andMcGraw was
making short work of him. He slammed Murdock to the ground and delivered a crushing flying-elbow to
his opponent's chest so hard that Peter thought he could feelit from where he was standing.

 "Down the hall, to the ramp," said the check-in woman tothe man immediately ahead of Peter. The man
was tall and lean and dressed like Robin Hood. "And lose the hat," sheadded sourly. He reluctantly
removed it but gave her a nastylook, which only succeeded in earning him a derisivechuckle. "Yeah,
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yeah, nice tights, tough guy," she said."Next!"

 Peter pulled himself away from the exit door and turnedto face her. She looked him up and down once
and saidbriskly. "There's no featherweight division here, small-fry. Next!"

 Watching the three thousand dollars evaporating before his eyes, Peter said quickly, "No, no... I know."

 She stared at him as if trying to figure out—not whetherhe was insane—but just how insane he was.
"Ooookay," she said slowly. "You understand the NYWL is not responsiblefor any injuries you may ..."
She looked him over one more time and continued, "and probably will sustain while participating in said
event, and that you are at sub one hundredand fifty pounds, indeed participating under your own free
will."

 "Yes," he replied.

 Sighing as one would when saying farewell to a condemned man, she said, "Down the hall and up the
ramp. MayGod be with you."

 Behind Peter, a man dressed as Xena waited his turn. Theblonde rolled her eyes and said, "Let's go,
princess."

 Aunt May, drawn by crowd shouts from the TV walked into the living room to find Ben sitting there,
staring at the screen. She gave a low moan as she realized he was watching wrestling. She hadn't even
heard him come home. "Howdid the talk with Peter go?"

 He grunted.

 "That doesn't sound good." She stood in front of the TV "Do you want to discuss it?"

 "No," he said. "I want to watch large men pound on eachother."

 "Why?" she asked him, for what seemed the thousandthtime in the course of their marriage.

 "It vents frustration. One side, May, please."

 With an extremely loud tsk tsk, she stepped aside. Then,

 after a moment, she walked primly over to the couch and satdown next to him. Ben looked at her as if
she'd just droppeddown from Mars. "What do you think you're doing?"

 "If you can take it, I can," she replied. "You're not theonly frustrated one here."

 Ben moaned softly, then picked up the remote and turned the volume up, hoping the noise would drive
May away. Instead she simply sat there, watching, shaking her headslowly to display her obvious
disbelief that anyone—much less she—would watch this voluntarily.

 "Who is this person?" asked May after a moment.

 Sighing, knowing that she wasn't going to disappear anytime soon, but not wanting to give in to the
unspoken pressure to change channels, Ben said, "That's Bone SawMcGraw."
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 "Oh. I wonder if that's his given name."

 "No, May, his birth name was Bone Saw Liebowitz, buthe wanted to avoid possible anti-Semitism."

 "My," she sniffed, "'someone is in a mood."

 Bone Saw McGraw, possibly nee Liebowitz, was in theprocess of dispatching an unfortunate-looking
fellowdressed in a clown suit. Bone Saw hurled the clown into the ropes, which sent him careening back
into the middle of thering. For the coup de grace, Bone Saw then picked the clown up bodily and tossed
him into the stands.

 The crowd went insane with enthusiasm as McGrawroared with rage.

 "How brutal," said May.

 "It's rehearsed, May. It's ... it's like a big show," Ben assured her. "It's all fake."

 It was obvious that someone in the audience concurredwith Ben, because a fan standing a couple of
rows back from the ring shouted, "Hey, Bone Saw! You big fake! You suck!"And he kept shouting it,
over and over. The camera zoomed in on him, the TV screen filling up with his sneering face.

 Abruptly the contempt in his expression disappeared, to be replaced by panic Laurence Olivier wouldn't
have beenable to fake on his best day. The TV camera whipped aroundand focused on the infuriated
Bone Saw as he lurchedtoward the fan. People, trainers, the referee, a guy with earphones, were all
trying to hold him back, and he was shak ing them off as if they didn't exist.

 The camera stayed with him as he caught the heckler,who was just trying to make a break for it. Bone
Saw swunghim around, leered with a distinct lack of sympathy into the heckler's face, and hit him just
once. The heckler's nose became a geyser of blood and he let out a shriek as he collapsed to the floor.

 Bone Saw then grabbed up the heckler's folding chair,waved it over his head like a trophy, and
bellowed into thecamera, "Fake my ass!" He turned and stormed back toward the ring, pausing just
long enough to notice that the fallenclown was trying to crawl away. He smashed the folded chair over
the clown's head before climbing back into the ring.

 Slowly Aunt May turned and fixed a gaze on a speechlessUncle Ben.

 "That man," she opined, "has some serious issues."

 Hidden from view by a black scrim, which in turn hung behind a large curtain, Peter was trying not to
panic.

 He was starting to get a feeling for what it was like for theRoman gladiators when they were about to be
marched intothe center of the Coliseum. Hearing all those spectators howling for blood—their
blood—would have underminedthe most experienced and confident of warriors. And Peter didn't have a
lot going for him in either category.

 He heard the ring announcer shout, "Are you ready formore?" And, when he apparently wasn't satisfied
by the audience's shouts of bloodlust, he bellowed even louder, "I said, are you ready for more?!"

 The crowd gave him what he wanted. "More, more, more!"they shouted, over and over, stomping their
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feetrhythmically until the whole place was shaking. Peter startedto wonder if the arena was going to
collapse, rendering thisentire harebrained stunt completely moot. He noticed amonitor mounted nearby
that had the ring on the screen.Bone Saw was sitting on a stool in the corner, where he was being tended
to by his bikini-clad ring maidens who werecollectively known as the Bonettes. They were sponging him
off, giving him water, massaging him.

 He sat there with a smug expression on his face that reminded Peter of Flash Thompson, and the fear
within Peterbegan to burn away, to be replaced by an overwhelming desire to smash that grin into the
ground.

 Bone Saw, apparently having had enough pampering,rose and started flexing. The crowd went nuts.
Peter rolled his eyes. "Bone Saw's ready!" the wrestler announced, hisvoice so loud that it carried even
over the barely controlledpandemonium of the spectators. Then the image on the screen changed, and the
announcer reappeared.

 "Will the next victim please enter the ring at this time!"he called dramatically. Then he was gone again
from the TV monitor, and Peter realized it meant he was heading up theramp toward the curtain. He was,
however, momentarily distracted when he saw two girls on the screen, with breasts the size of ham
hocks. They—the girls, not the breasts—weremarching around the ring with a banner reading 3:00for
$3000.

 Then the announcer finished his trek and ended up standing just outside the curtain as he continued, "If
he can withstand just three minutes in the cage with Bone Saw McGraw,the sum of three thousand
dollars will be paid to ..." Thenhe peeked around the curtain, cupping his hand over themike for some
momentary privacy, staring at Peter with

 open skepticism. "The Human Spider? That's it? That's the best you got?"

 Peter, already feeling uncomfortable, graduated to ridiculous. "Yeah."

 Making an annoyed huffing sound, the announcer said,"Nah. You gotta jazz it up a little." Then, without
hesitation, he started speaking into the mike again, continuing as if he hadn't left off."... the sum of three
thousand dollars will bepaid to ..."

 The curtain started to open. Peter took a deep breath,steadying himself, trying to calm his pounding
heart.

 "... the terrifying . . . the deadly . . . the amazing . . . Spider-Man!"

 The black scrim, which had been revealed by the curtain,rose perfectly on cue, and Peter Parker didn't
feel the leastbit terrifying, nor deadly, and certainly not amazing. Whenthe crowd's reaction combined
laughter with . . . well . . .more laughter . . . what he felt was still, quite simply, ridiculous.

 Uncle Ben guffawed at the sight. "Big overture, littleshow," he snorted.

 Bone Saw's challenger apparently was nothing more thansome undersized idiot dressed in blue
sweatpants, a redsweatshirt with a spidery design on it, and ...

 "What's that stretchy hat thing he's wearing?" asked Ben.It looked like some sort of hooded garment,
covering his neck, face, and head. Only his eyes and the bridge of hisnose were visible.
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 "It's a balaclava," May told him promptly. "You remember. I gave Peter one for his fourteenth birthday.
Looks a bit like that one, actually. Maybe his mother gave it to him."

 "Well, she didn't do him any favors, that's for sure. 'Mymother dressed me funny.' There's a battle cry
for you. Humph.

 Wrestlers who dress like teenagers. Pitiful. Pitiful. Gorgeous George, now there was a wrestler with
fashion sense."

 Aunt May looked at Ben with an arched eyebrow. "I'm starting to worry about you, Ben. I really am."

 The challenger, meantime, didn't seem pleased with hisintroduction. "That's 'The Human Spider,' " he
said.

 "Get out there, dipstick," said the ring announcer, whoapparently didn't realize the microphone was on.

 The masked figure walked slowly toward the ring, looking right and left, clearly overwhelmed by what
he was seeing. The Bonettes were waiting for him on the ramp, like apack of hungry wolves. They
mercilessly heckled him as he went, made as if they were feeling his muscles and yawning while doing so.
They taunted him and berated him, and asthey did so they egged on the crowd to join them, and the
crowd did so with gusto.

 The clown contestant was wheeled by, and the camera'smicrophone picked him up saying, "I can't feel
my legs ...I can't feel my legs ..."

 "Oh, Ben, enough is enough. Turn this off. It'sgrotesque."

 "I know, I know, but . . . damn," and Ben shook his head,"I can't help but feel sorry for the poor guy.
Maybe I'm hop ing a miracle will happen."

 "What, that he'll have the sense to turn and run? Iwouldn't count on it," said May.

 The challenger, meantime, had crawled into the ring withMcGraw and was looking around in
bewilderment as thechant "Cage! Cage! Cage!" arose from the crowd. Obviously he didn't know what
was about to happen. It made Ben pity him all the more.

 Abruptly, from overhead, a flat structure with metal barsappeared. The challenger stepped back in
surprise as thecage dropped down around him and hit the padded floor of the ring with a muffled thump.

 "Will the guards please lock the cage doors!" came thevoice of the ring announcer, and stagehands
promptly wrapped huge metal chains around the corners of the cage, locking the combatants in.

 The challenger was yanking at the bars when Bone Saw,who was standing in the middle of the ring,
caught his attention. "Freak show!" bellowed Bone Saw, and the crowd roared its approval. "You're
going nowhere! I've got you forthree minutes. Three minutes of playing with Bone Saw!"

 Ben stared at the TV screen. "He's going to get his headhanded to him," he said, realizing the inevitable.

 "It's horrible. Just horrible," said Aunt May. "Suicidal,even. You have to wonder the kind of home life
someone likethat would come from, to put himself into a situation wherehe'll likely get himself killed. That
costume, this insanestunt . . . I'm telling you, Ben, this is a cry for help."
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 "Help," muttered Peter beneath his balaclava as he flattened himself against the bars. "What am I doing
here?"

 Bone Saw didn't waste any time. Maybe he just loved giving the crowd what it wanted. Maybe he had a
hot dateand wanted to get out quickly. Whatever the reason, he camein fast and hard, straight at Peter.

 Peter leapt upward and Bone Saw crashed into the cagewall with teeth-rattling force. He had been so
confident thatPeter wouldn't be able to get out of the way that he had fully committed himself to the
charge. Consequently he hit the cage walls so hard that he actually bounced off and crumbled to the
ground. His vision swam and he had to shake offthe impact, even as he stared stupidly at the bars in a
vaguelyaccusatory fashion.

 Then he looked up. Peter, clinging to the top of the cage, waved down at him.

 "What do you think you're doing?" demanded Bone Saw,staggering to his feet.

 "Staying away from you for three minutes," Peter replied,sounding more cheerful than he felt.

 With a roar of indignation, Bone Saw leapt up at him. Hisleg muscles were powerful enough to carry him
within reach... except the lithe teen had already vaulted out of the way,somersaulting to the opposite side
of the cage. He clungthere for a moment, then dropped to the ground.

 And then he heard something that completely astoundedhim.

 "Yeeeeeeaaahhh! Go, Spider-Man!"

 It was the heckler whose face Bone Saw had rearranged. He was back in his seat, dried blood on his
face, and he wasshouting encouragement and pumping the air. Other peoplein the crowd were joining in,
as well, apparently pleased bythe show that Peter was putting on.

 Then his spider sense kicked in. It had been warning himsince the moment he set foot in the ring, starting
with the buzzing signal that began in his head as the cage was descending. But he'd had too many
distractions to know where tolook first. Now, however, he was beginning to focus on what was
important, and he realized that not only was it necessary to defeat Bone Saw and win the money. . .it was
also important to do so in a way that would be entertaining to the crowd.If he was going to do this with
any degree of regularity and getthe big purses—money that would make this three-thousand-dollar
payday look like chump change—he'd have to give the crowd what they wanted. What Bone Saw gave
them.

 A show.

 His spider sense had warned him that Bone Saw wascoming at him again, and Peter leapt effortlessly
between hisoutstretched arms. To him, it was as if Bone Saw were moving in slow motion. But this time
he didn't settle for just getting out of the wrestler's way. Instead he landed in aone-hand handstand on
Bone Saw's head. Beneath his balaclava he was grinning, his confidence growing.

 "Not a bad costume," he said to his opponent as if chattingin a Laundromat while watching clothes dry.
"What is that? Spandex? I used Lycra for mine, and it itched like crazy."

 But Peter had gotten too cocky, too quickly. With a fast,economic move, Bone Saw grabbed one of his
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outstretchedlegs and shouted, "I got you now, insect!" And he swungPeter in a spin that sent him crashing
against the side of thecage.

 "Owww," Peter moaned softly.

 The crowd's reaction was mixed. Some cheered the violence, but others were rooting for an upset.
Clearly theyliked this upstart with his dazzling gymnastic style.

 Bone Saw hauled him away from the edge of the cage and let him loll back on the floor. "You know,"
said Peter, feelingwoozy, trying to pull himself together, "technically it's'arachnid.' "

 If the students in Peter's class hadn't seemed interested in the specifics of spiders, Bone Saw seemed
even less so. Hebarreled toward Peter, whose spider sense was now screaming at him over the
imminent danger. Peter, his mindsnapped clear by the intensity of the warning, looked up in time to see
Bone Saw leaping at him with a flying-elbow. In a second, that elbow would be slamming down into
Peter'schest, very likely breaking several of his ribs.

 Fortunately for Peter, he didn't need a whole second. Instead he brought his feet up, catching Bone
Saw in the chest just in time to use the brute's own speed and strength against.him. At exactly the right
moment, Peter uncoiled his legslike a python snapping at its prey and sent Bone Sawhurtling across the
cage, slamming with full force into the iron bars. The entire cage shook from the impact, and BoneSaw
sank to the mat unconscious.

 Peter couldn't believe it. Neither could the crowd. For along moment there was dead silence. And then,
as if withone throat, the crowd erupted in a joyful chant.

 "Spider-Man! Spider-Man! Spider-Man!"

 Springing to his feet and realizing that he didn't feel the

 least bit winded, Peter spread his arms wide, drinking in the

 adulation.

 "Ahhhh ... showbiz," he said.

 "Spider-Man?" Aunt May said in slow amazement, unable to believe what she'd just witnessed on the
TV screen. "Spider-Man?"

 "Apparently he does whatever a spider can," Uncle Bensaid as he pointed his remote control and shut
off the TV

 "What nonsense. I'll tell you, Ben, if I were his mother,I'd give him a piece of my mind. I mean, anyone
who'sclever enough to come up with tricks like he used should beable to put his mind to more creative
things than ... than brutality!"

 Ben reached for his keys and headed for the door. "If Iever happen to run into him, I'll be sure to tell him
you saidso. In the meantime, I've got more than enough to worryabout in trying to figure out what I'll say
to Peter." The door closed behind him with a click.

 And as it did, Aunt May felt a chill pass through her. Shehad no idea why. There was just . . . just
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something aboutthe way the door had clicked shut, a sort of finality to thesound....

 Then she shrugged it off and went to put on a sweater.

 Peter, still in his costume but holding the balaclava in hishand, stared at the single hundred-dollar bill that
the promoter was handing to him.

 They were up in his office, upstairs at the arena. It wasseedy and the corner of the desk was propped up
by a phone book. The promoter dabbed at his sweaty, balding head with a handkerchief as he said
brusquely, "Now get outta here."

 "A hundred bucks!" Peter said incredulously. "The adsaid three thousand!"

 "Check it again, webhead," said the clearly irritated promoter. "It said three grand for three minutes.
You pinned himin two. For that I'll give you a hundred, and you're lucky toget it." He came around the
desk and waved a fat cigar inPeter's face. "You made my best fighter look like a girl outthere."

 Peter felt rage building up inside him. He'd punchedFlash Thompson into the middle of next week, and
Flashstill got Mary Jane and was the big hero. He'd flattened the terror of the ring, the great Bone Saw,
and now this yutzwouldn't even give him the money owed him. What the helldid he have to do to get
some respect?

 Barely containing his fury, Peter practically snarled in theguy's face. "I need that money."

 For a moment the promoter looked intimidated. But then he looked into Peter's eyes and obviously
realized that—despite his ire—Peter posed no threat. He wasn't going tobreak the guy in half, no matter
how tempting it might be.

 "I missed the part where this is my problem," he saidcoolly.

 Peter fairly trembled with rage and then, disgusted withthe promoter for his trickery and with himself for
what he perceived as weakness of character, he turned and stalkedaway. As he walked out the door, he
passed a squirrelly look ing man on the way in, his hair dyed platinum blonde, hisgaze darting about in
agitation. For a heartbeat he metPeter's eyes, and then he looked away. Good, Peter thought, at least
someone has respect for me.

 Stalking down the hallway, he clutched the hundred-dollar bill in his hand, muttering under his breath.
Part ofhim tried to find the upside. It was, after all, a hundred bucksfor two minutes work. It was the
most money he'd ever seen

 in his life. But it really wasn't about the money; it was aboutwhat he'd done to earn it, about what he'd
risked—the pain,the humiliation. And in return, all he'd received was morehumiliation at the hands of that
weasel promoter, refusing tofork over what he'd been promised, what he'd earned, whathe'd . . .

 "Hey!"It was the promoter's voice, shouting from his office. "What the hell do you—?!"

 Peter thought, just for an instant, that the promoter had been yelling at him. Maybe he'd had a change of
heart andwas going to try and do right by him. That was when thedoor of the office banged open,
shattering the glass, and out darted the blonde-haired man, clutching a canvas bag.

 "Help! That guy stole the gate, he's got my money!" camethe outraged howling of the promoter.
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 From the far end of the corridor, a security guard—middle-aged, out of shape, huffing and puffing—ran
down the hallway as best he could. The thief was charging right toward Peter, and just behind the teen,
the elevator dooropened, accompanied by a cheerful ding.

 "Hey! You!" the security guard shouted to Peter. "Stop that guy!"

 Peter instantly knew what he was going to do, was goingto say.

 And the moment he came to his conclusion, he reviewed it from all angles. He knew it was contemptible
and spat inthe face of all the conscientiousness he had practicedthroughout his lifetime.

 Yet all he could think was that all that conscientiousness,all that fair play, had come down to two things
and twothings only: Flash Thompson had Mary Jane, and the promoter had his money. Except now the
thief had the promoter's money, and dammit, sometimes karma evened outfaster than expected. All he
had to do was stay out of karma'sway, and the unjust would get what they deserved.

 So with smug satisfaction, with more of a sense of right-ness than he'd felt in ages—perhaps
ever—Peter steppedback and allowed the thief to dash into the elevator.

 "Thanks, pal," grunted the thief as the doors slid shut.

 The security guard got there a heartbeat after the doorsclosed and slammed his fists against them in
frustration. Hewhirled toward Peter and bellowed, "What the hell's the matter with you?! You just let
him go!"

 And sure enough, there was the promoter. Better and better: There was a large red welt growing on his
foreheadwhere the thief had clocked him. So Peter had taken the highroad and the promoter had still
gotten the worst of the deal. Oh, yes, payback was definitely a bitch. And then the promoter said
exactly what Peter had hoped he'd say: "Youcoulda taken that guy apart! Now he's gonna get away with
my money!"

 Savoring every syllable, Peter responded, "I missed thepart where this is my problem."

 He stared at the promoter long enough to watch the guy'sface turn purple with rage, then he turned his
back on himand walked away, humming. It hadn't been such a badevening after all. Granted, he was out
$2,900 dollars. But itwas almost worth it just to see payback occur that quickly.

 Almost.

  

 XI.

 THE SHOOTER

  

 Peter was running late, and that alone was enough tomake him nervous.

 His original plan was to get back to the library earlyenough that he could come trotting down the stairs to
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meet Uncle Ben, who was supposed to give him a ride home. Hedidn't want Uncle Ben to see him
emerging from the subway station down the street, having taken the subway over to thearena.

 Unfortunately he'd wasted so much time arguing with thepromoter that he was returning to the vicinity of
the librarylater than he'd intended. Well, why not? Every other thing inhis evening had gone wrong. Why
not this? He just had tohope and pray that Uncle Ben didn't spot him coming upfrom the station or that
Uncle Ben was running late himself.

 Dressed in his street clothes, Peter trotted up to the corner where his uncle was supposed to meet him.
He let out asigh of relief. Uncle Ben was nowhere in sight. He lookedaround, trying to see if perhaps he'd
parked across the street,but there was no sign of him. So he was running later. Ormaybe he'd gotten
there early, and some cop had told him he couldn't stand there, so he was circling the block. That also
made sense, particularly since Peter spotted a police car at afar corner, its light blinking steadily. Yes,
that was definitely it; the police had turned out to make sure no one blocked the front of the library. So
Uncle Ben would likely be pulling upany moment, Peter would jump in quickly, and off they'd go.

 The only question in Peter's mind was whether to showUncle Ben the hundred dollars ... no. No, his
new vocationwould only pass muster if Peter had some serious money inhand. Maybe he—

 Then another police car raced by, its siren blaring, stopping short to join the first one. There was an
ambulance sirenin the distance, drawing closer.

 That was when Peter started to get a gnawing, uneasy feeling in his stomach. Because there were two
police carshere, and an ambulance approaching, and Uncle Ben wasn't here. The calm, logical part of his
mind told him that it waspure coincidence. There couldn't possibly be any sort ofconnection.

 Even as he thought that, though, he started walkingtoward the corner where the police cars were.
Pedestrians, onlookers, rubberneckers were also starting to gather, and wasn't that a considerable
number of people, and wouldn't Uncle Ben drive up at just about any moment and wonder what all the
hubbub was about? And as Peter climbed intothe car, Uncle Ben would make some sort of comment
abouthow blasted nosy people could be, and what the hell was happening to people in this country,
anyway, that they wereso obsessed with other people's misfortunes. Then Peter would agree with him
and, having found common ground,Peter would apologize for earlier and this time he'd knowthat Uncle
Ben heard him, and maybe they'd go to Carvel fora sundae, and Peter would tell him everything, be
totallystraight and just take what came, because when it camedown to it they were family, and always
would be family, andthey'd make everything better.

 The entire rosy scenario, and a dozen variations on it,played through his mind as he headed down the
block, walk ing first and then walk-running and then a flat-out run. Hegot to the outer perimeter of the
crowd and it was as if people weren't even there. He just started pushing them out of

 the way as a pounding began to throb in his temple, and ithad to be that he was just imagining another
worst case scenario. Uncle Ben, you 're gonna laugh. I saw these cop cars and heard an ambulance
and I was thinking that something happened to you! Just me being paranoid, right?And Uncle Ben would
look at him solemnly, although with a twinkle in his eye, and intone, Just because you 're paranoid
doesn'tmean they 'renot out to get you, Peter. And they would laughand laugh ...

 He shoved through to the front of the crowd, ignoring theshouts of "Hey!" and "Watch it!" and he stared,
dumbfounded, at the body of some old man lying in the street. There was blood pooling on the
pavement under his body,and on his chest where he'd obviously been shot, and the oldman looked very
small and very unimpressive, really. Peterhad never actually seen a dead body before, or someone about
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to die—whichever this guy was—and he realized onsome level that he should be repulsed or horrified.
Instead hewas just disconnected, as if he was in shock over seeing hisUncle Ben lying in the street like
leftover rubbish, except this guy wasn't Uncle Ben. No, heck no, hell no, he didn'tlook a thing like Uncle
Ben. Yeah, okay, there was a faint, passing resemblance, and he was wearing the exact sameclothes that
Uncle Ben had been wearing earlier, and his hair was pretty much the same color as Uncle Ben's. And
therewas some similarity around the eyes and nose, but this definitely was not Uncle Ben, no way, no
how, because the bigdifference was that Uncle Ben was safe and sound and alive, whereas this poor
schmuck was lying in the street, and eitherhe was dead as a doornail or was going to be soon, and
therefore could not possibly, no way, no how, be...be...

 . . .be. . .

 "Uncle Ben!"screamed Peter as his world collapsedaround him, and he lunged toward the corpse, but
the police

 held him back. In truth Peter could have picked them up and juggled them, but he was too unfocused in
his confusion andshock. As a result the policemen were able to restrain him,but just barely. They
exchanged silent, surprised looks withone another that such an unassuming-looking teenager could give
them such a tussle.

 "Hang on, hang on!" shouted one of the cops, who waswearing a name tag that said,lieber. The cop next
to him, Ditko, was almost knocked on his ass by Peter's struggles.

 "My uncle! That's my uncle!"

 "That's not gonna help him!" Ditko said, trying to bracehimself against Peter's onslaught.

 "What happened?!"

 "Carjacker," Lieber told him. "He's been shot."

 Peter tried to shove past to get to him. He nearly succeeded, lifting Lieber clear off his feet and
slamming himback down again with such force that Lieber almost collapsed from the impact. Ditko,
standing behind him, hisarms wrapped around Peter's waist, nodded for other cops tohelp them as he
shouted in Peter's ear, "Hold on, kid! Youcan't help the guy!"

 "The guy?! He's not 'the guy!' He's my uncle!"

 And then they couldn't hold him anymore, because Peteryanked his arms clear of them and ran over to
Ben. Hedropped down onto the street, cradling his head in his lap,and cried out, "Uncle Ben! Uncle Ben,
it's me! Peter!"

 He can't be dead he can't be dead,the words kept goingthrough his mind, as if he could bring Uncle Ben
backthrough sheer force of will. And then, slowly, Uncle Ben opened his eyes, his mouth forming a smile
that seemed tobe coming from very far away. He mouthed, "Peter," and thatwas when Peter knew
beyond any doubt that Uncle Ben was going to make it.

 Then Uncle Ben's head slumped back, and there was that

 rattle, that awful rattle that Peter would remember everyminute of every day for the rest of his life. And
Ben was off to be with his brother.
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 Peter let out a howl like the damned, and the people in thecrowd who had been babbling to one another
lapsed into silence, not so much out of respect but out of shocked fascination for this naked display.
The ambulance siren continuedto wail in the distance, like a banshee announcing a deadsoul on its way to
the hereafter.

 The world blurred out for a moment, threatening to goaway entirely, and then Peter heard another cop
call out, "They've got the shooter! He's headed south on Fifth Avenue!" And that brought his
surroundings snapping sharplyback into focus around him.

 No . . . "they" aren't going to get the shooter . . .

 I am.

 In a dark alleyway, Peter pulled on his wrestling sweats and, without hesitation, leapt into the air and
onto the nearest wall. He skittered up the building, higher and higher, nolonger caring about the heights
he was scaling, or the dangerhe was facing, or anything except getting his hands on thebastard who had
ripped his uncle away from him.

 He leapt onto a flagpole, swung around it by using it asan anchor to build up speed, and then released it,
his momentum carrying him to the next building, which he as cended as rapidly as he had the first one.

 Achieving the rooftop, he looked far ahead to the clusterof police lights, the cop cars screaming down
Fifth Avenue in pursuit of the shooter. Peter fired a webline—a silver strand twinkling in the moonlight,
adhering to abuilding two blocks down. It was the longest swing he had ever attempted. He didn't
hesitate. He wasn't even thinkingabout it.

 Everything now was a means to an end, and even as he

 swooped down, down toward the street, and then snappedupward on the arc ... even as he fired
another web line inmidswing, caught another building, and continued his jour ney, never slowing, moving
with an ease and defiance ofgravity that would have turned the most experienced of ac robats green ...
even as all that was happening, all he could think of was Uncle Ben.

 Worse, all he could think about was that last conversation. Except it hadn't been a conversation. It had
been...afight, a temper tantrum, a horror show. The petulant words of a brat and an ingrate, and Peter
was sure that was whatBen Parker had carried with him in departing this life. It washorrible and unfair
and it fueled his rage all the more as his swings overtook the police pursuit.

 Then he saw it.

 For a moment he felt as if he was seeing a ghost. Therewas Uncle Ben's Oldsmobile, barreling down
Fifth Avenue,the driver himself hidden by the long shadows of the night. In short order, Fifth Avenue was
going to effectively deadend into Washington Square Park, and they'd probably have roadblocks set up
there. The shooter obviously knew it. He cut hard at Eighth Street, misjudging the angle, his speed
carrying him too far. He slammed through a row of newspaper boxes, sending the unsold papers flying.
Three police cars also cut hard, continuing the pursuit.

 Given time, they might or might not have caught up.

 Peter wasn't about to give them any time. If there was onething he'd learned, it was not to assume that
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there would always be time enough for anything.

 Webbing left, right, left, right, unseen in the shadows,Peter outsped the police cars and landed with a
thump on theroof of the Oldsmobile. Without hesitation, he funneled his full rage into his fist and
effortlessly smashed through theroof of the car. He reached around, not knowing whathe would grab,
and was pleased when he felt what had to be

 the shooter's face cupped in his hand. All he had to do wassqueeze and the man's face would become a
pulped and bloody mass in his palm.

 He was all set to do it, even as he cringed inwardly at the thought, but then the car began to swerve
wildly, back andforth, trying to shake him off. The natural adhesion of hisfeet and his one free hand
enabled him to stay attached to theroof, but it wasn't easy. Still, if he crushed the guy's head, that would
solve the problem, wouldn't it.

 The car went against the light where Eighth intersectedwith Broadway. Cars slammed to a halt to avoid
getting smashed. The Oldsmobile whipped right onto Broadway,with its wider lanes and more
maneuverability. It fishtailedbriefly, then kept going.

 Peter, meantime, discarded the notion of killing him outright. Instead he wanted to growl at him,
"Remember the ex perience of being born? Well, you're going to relive it right now,"whereupon he
would proceed to pull the shooter, headfirst, through the hole in the roof.

 But he didn't have the opportunity, because suddenly hisspider sense was screaming in his head. Then
bullets, firedfrom inside the car, started punching through the roof. Peter's agility kept him one step ahead
of the rounds of ammo that came blasting up at him, but he knew it wasn'tgoing to last forever.

 A truck was moving down Broadway alongside them, andPeter vaulted onto the top of the truck. He
crouched, watching the Olds as it raced alongside them....

 Then he looked up. There was a traffic-light arm extending across the street, right at Peter's chest level.
And anothera block beyond that, and another . . .

 Peter jumped, executing a triple somersault over the traffic light and landing back on the roof of the
track. But hewasn't about to spend the rest of the evening vaulting traffic

 lights. The moment his feet touched the bus, he ricochetedoff and landed back on the roof of the
speeding Oldsmobile.This time, though, as if defying gravity itself, he managed a much softer landing so
that the driver was unaware that hehad reacquired a passenger.

 Light-footed, he vaulted onto the hood and swung aroundso that he was peering right through the
windshield. He had a satisfying glimpse of the stunned, terror-stricken shooter,clearly not comprehending
what he was seeing.

 The car cut hard to the left, barreling down a sidestreettoward the East River. Peter saw the driver
fumbling around on the seat, probably for his gun, but not for a moment didPeter know the slightest fear.
Later . . . later he would tremble with an awareness of how much danger he'd been in, butat that
moment, nothing—least of all his own self-preservation—could penetrate the haze of fury that hadseized
him.

 Not giving the shooter an opportunity to start firingagain, Peter slammed his fist through the windshield,
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releasing webbing as he did so. In a heartbeat, the entire front ofthe car was filled with webbing,
completely blocking the driver's vision.

 The car screeched wildly, the driver losing control, andthe Olds smashed through the front gates of a
creepy- looking building near the East River. The impact nearlyknocked Peter off the hood, but the
incredible adhesion ofhis fingers stabilized him. Then his head whipped around ashe realized that the car
was hurtling straight toward the frontdoor of the building, with no intention of stopping. The gates had
been held closed by a lock which easily brokeupon impact, but Peter had the distinct feeling that the door
was going to be a lot less yielding. If he didn't bail, andquickly, he'd be crashed.

 He leapt straight up toward the building, just as the car

 smashed into the door and through. The sound was absolutely ear-splitting, the collision so forceful that
he felt thevibration even though he was well out of harm's way.

 And the blasted car kept going.

 If the vehicle had been of more modern vintage, it woulddoubtlessly have ended its automotive life right
then andthere. But many was the time he could remember Uncle Benproudly saying, "Dammit, this is your
father's Oldsmobile,"as he would crow over the car's old-style durability as compared to...as he said ...
"the tinfoil they're making carsout of these days."

 Well, it turned out that Uncle Ben had been right, as thecar vanished into the interior of the building.

 Just thinking about Uncle Ben's words, dwelling on timesthat would never come again, fueled Peter's
rage all themore. Police cars were now approaching, searchlightssweeping the exterior of the building,
but Peter wasn't waiting around. Nor was he allowing any chance that the car-jacker might somehow
slip away.

 He made his way into the darkened building, whichturned out to be a warehouse. Whereas before he'd
been reluctant to trust his spider sense, now he utterly turned himself over to its guidance. It didn't take
long at all. Despite thegrim blackness of the interior, he zeroed in on his prey, locating him on the second
floor of the dilapidated structure.

 The shooter was cowering in the corner, clutching a gun, glancing around desperately and peering into
the darkness. He was wearing a cap. He might very well have sensed that he wasn't alone, but he didn't
have a clue as to who else wasthere or from where an attack might come. It never even occurred to him
to look straight up.

 Peter practically slithered across the ceiling, undetectable by any ears that didn't belong to a citizen of the
planet Krypton. Outside, police boats were cruising the East River.Slowly the shooter arose and went
to the filth-encrusted win-

 dows, trying to peer out. As the carjacker checked his options, Peter released a webbing strand and
slowly lowered himself to the floor.

 He landed softly, just behind the shooter, still not making a sound.

 And then a stray searchlight came through another window and, for just a moment, Peter's silhouette
was projectedon the wall to the shooter's right.
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 The shooter whirled and fired in one motion, and had itbeen a normal man standing behind him, the killer
would have claimed another victim. But Peter simply leapt away, the bullet smacking harmlessly into the
wall behind him.

 Exterior lights played across the interior of the dankwarehouse, elongating shadows, throwing false
targets.Peter still couldn't see the shooter clearly; he was just ashadow with a gun. But it didn't matter.
His spider sense wasall he needed to guide him as the shooter blasted away randomly, desperately, and
Peter effortlessly kept one step ahead of him the entire time.

 Peter heard footsteps from all around the building, hammers being cocked, rounds being chambered.
The cops weremoving in, but there was no way—no way—he was going tolet them get to the shooter
first. The carjacker fired oncemore where he thought Peter was, but Peter was already sailing through
the air, and he connected with the shooter's arm,sending the gun clattering across the floor. The shooter
turned as if to go for it, but Peter grabbed him by the shoulder and whirled him around.

 "This is for the man you killed!" howled Peter from thebottom of his soul, as he drove a roundhouse that
connectedwith the carjacker's mouth. He felt a satisfying crack of bone under it; with any luck, he'd
broken the man's jaw.

 The carjacker was sent hurtling through the air, his cap flying off, and he slammed into one of the
unbroken windows. The impact shattered the window, allowing floodlights

 to pour through freely, although the security grill outsideheld. The carjacker teetered for a moment,
almost falling,then tumbled forward onto the grimy warehouse floor. Peter leapt into the window frame,
grabbed the shooter up and hauled him to his feet.

 The shooter was trying to talk, his speech hampered bythe damage Peter had done to his jaw, but he
managed to getout, "Don't hurt me ... give me a chance, man, give me achance . . . !"

 Peter couldn't believe what he was hearing, and he shook the man furiously like a tornado molesting a
tree, a force ofnature that could not be stopped. "Did you give him a chance? "he raged. "The man
you killed! Did you? Answer me!"

 And in that moment, a moment where Peter was so filled with frenzy that he might well have torn the
man's head off,Peter saw the man's face ...

 ... and a piece of Peter's soul broke away and wentscreaming down into a hell of his own making.

 Dear Mom and Dad .. .

 You know. You must know, because Uncle Ben's with you now, and he told you about the guy. About
what happened. About how we fought. The guy...

 My fault. All my fault.

 I went after him. And the whole time I was going after him, all I was thinking about was how I was at
least going to do this one thing right, this one thing, after everything I'd screwed up. Except when I
cornered the guy, when I had him right in my hands, I looked straight into his face, and he looked back at
me with this . . . this terror in his eyes, and part of me was thinking, "I recognize this guy . . . where do I
know him from?" I figured, you know, maybe from a post office wall or something . . .
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 And then I knew. It was him.

 He'd run past me at an arena where I'd gone to be a big shot, to

 start a career as a high-priced wrestler. He'd run past me with a bun dle of cash that he'd taken off
some guy who I figured deserved it. Be cause I figured, you know, this guy, this promoter, he'd stiffed
me, so the way I added it up, one bad turn deserved another. I kept thinking, karma, you know? Karma.
And what I didn't stop to think about for a second was that by letting the guy go when it was in my
power to stop him . . . by letting him commit a criminal act and laughing up my sleeve about it . . . I was
performing my own bad turn. I was turning my back on the needs of society, a society that should be
protected fromcreeps like that.

 So the karma came back at me, and why couldn't it have come right for me, huh? Why couldn't it have
bitten just me on the ass? but no, no... it went straight past me and nailed your brother, Dad, just... just
nailed Uncle Ben.

 It was the same guy. The thief from the arena was the same guy I was gaping at, up in that warehouse.

 I dropped him, just staring at him, lights from outside flashing all over. He stood up and aimed a gun
straight at me, and I didn't care. No, I take that back. I cared. Because at that second all the anger I'd
been feeling, that I'd been turning outward, was turning inward. I started toward him, not more than ten
feet away, and all I could think in my blind rage was, "C'mon, c'mon! Shoot me! Put a bullet in my chest!
In my brain! Send me to be with Uncle Ben, because that's what I de serve!" At that moment I was in
so much pain that the thought of liv ing with it was unbearable.

 He aimed at me point blank, grabbing up the canvas sack with his money in it, the blood money that
Uncle Ben had died for. Hesqueezed the trigger and for a second I flinched in anticipation. Except
nothing came. His eyes went wide and he fired again and again.Click click click, nothing, just . . . nothing.
I couldn't believe it. He wasout of bullets.

 I let out a scream, then, and I have no idea what it must've sounded like to him. But the next thing I
knew, he'd backed up too far, and he tripped over a piece of rotting paneling and smashed into a
window. Unlike the previous one that had kept him from falling, this one didn't.

 There wasn't time for me to get a web shot off to snag him, so Ilunged forward, trying to catch him
barehanded. I missed . . . .

 I missed because I was too slow.

 Or I missed because I didn't want to be fast enough.

 I'll never know.

 And then he was gone, out the window and down, down. The side of the warehouse faced out onto the
river, so there was no sidewalk there. There was, however, a wooden dock below . . . fifty feet below.
He hit it with a thud that sounded like a watermelon exploding. Money from his canvas bag fluttered all
around, some of it landing on his dead body, the rest of it landing on the water and washing away. He'd
lost his money. He'd lost his life. Uncle Ben had lost his. The scales didn't seem bal anced because ...the
one who'd started it off... was still there.

 A police patrol boat was roaring down the river, and its spotlight picked up the shooter's body. Then it
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swung up toward the window where I was standing. I flinched back, throwing my arm over my face, as
much from the brightness of the light as from wanting to keep my features obscured. One of the cops on
the boat shouted, "There's the other one! I told you there were two of 'em!" They didn't give me any
chance to surrender, to come out with my hands up, no matter how much you hear that they're supposed
to. They just raised their guns and got ready to start shooting, probably figuring that I had the ad vantage
since I had the altitude. They didn't want to take any chances with a "cold-blooded murderer" like me.

 They came pouring into the building as quickly as they could. Like it did them any good. Like they could
keep up with me. By the time they were all running around on the first floor, I was already out and gone.
None of them saw me. None of them knew me. No one knows me. No, while they were trying to find
me, I was blocks away, crouched on a rooftop next to a stone gargoyle, and I was sobbing like a baby.
Say ing "Uncle Ben . . . oh God . .. I'm so sorry . . ."

 Like God was listening.

 Like God cared.

 You're with God, Mom and Dad. Next time you see him . . . you ask him if he's satisfied. Is he pleased I
got the lesson?

 He gave me these powers, and I tried to cash in on them, and I became selfish and self-centered. And I
have to carry that with me every time I see, in my minds eye, the body of Uncle Ben lying there in the
gutter. And every time I see, in my minds eye, the putrid face of that shooter, the one who got away.
Who I let getaway.

 And I had to carry that with me when I saw Aunt May's face, when I had to share with her that her
husband was never coming back, that he'd been taken away from her because of a violent world... a
world that I did nothing to improve, except try and get into show business.

 I'm like . . . like Scrooge, being told by the Ghost of Christmas Present that mankind should have been
my business. I spat on gifts and ignored those who loved me, all for a power trip and the hope of making
some fast money, and I can never, ever tell Aunt May about it because she would hate me forever.

 If anyone should have died, it was me. I'm the one who had the op portunity to do something great with
this power. Instead I'm left with the only father I've ever really known, lying in the cemetery. And the only
mother I've ever really known mourning his passing.

 You tell God . . . you tell him that I get it, okay? I get it. It's what Uncle Ben said... that with great power
comes great responsibility. But responsibility for who? For what? It's sure not to my pocketbook, or to a
life of fame and fortune. I saw what happened when I made those things important.

 I have to look inward and outward, all at the same time.

 I have to do something . . . before I go crazy with grief.

 Something.

 But what?

  

Page  86



 XII.

 THE GREMLIN

  

 General Slocum was extremely impressed by the setup atQuest Aerospace, and with every passing
moment he wasfeeling better and better about the prospect of dumping OsCorp.

 The facility itself was about as advanced as they came. Indeed, Slocum was almost looking forward to
returning to the Pentagon and telling them that Quest was working on things that made current military
technology look sickly.There was no doubt in his mind that Quest—and not OsCorp—wasthe outfit
with which they should be doingheavy-duty business.

 The night air was stiff and exhilarating as Slocum and theproject coordinator, Dr. Maddux, walked along
the back of aconcrete bunker at the Quest testing facility, moving past asign that proclaimed in bold
letters,bunker 6quest aerospacePROVING GROUNDS.

 Maddux was a remarkably personable man, devoid of Osborn'sirritating intensity and arrogance.
Instead, Madduxwore his confidence like comfortable shoes. "Our exoskeleton's got real firepower,
General Slocum," he was sayingproudly.

 "If it does what you say it can," Slocum assured him, "I'llsign the contract tomorrow." But he wasn't
looking at Maddux; instead his attention was focused on the war machinestanding out on the test area.

 The project's name was B.A.D.G.E.R.: Ballistic All De-

 fense Guerrilla Explorer/Recon. However, some of the guysin the development team had
claimed—rather tongue-in-cheek—that it really stood for BADass GEaR. The metal exoskeletonwas
situated on the tarmac, crouched like anoversized cross between a praying mantis and the ferocious little
animal that it was named for. It glistened in the moonlight, and Slocum felt a chill of anticipation as he
and Maddux stepped into the protective bunker. "I think I'm in love," Slocum said.

 Maddux peered at him over a small pair of horn-rimmed glasses perched on the end of his nose. "I'm
afraid I'm married, General."

 Slocum laughed heartily at this. "Sorry, Doctor. I believethe object of my affections outweighs you just a
bit." Hepeered through the slits of the bunker, admiring theB.A.D.G.E.R. as it awaited the test
procedure.

 "Now under ordinary circumstances," Maddux said, making some last minute checks via his handheld
computer, "the B.A.D.G.E.R. would naturally be controlled by an on-boardhuman operator."

 "Like the fellow there," said Slocum. Sure enough, a testpilot was climbing into the unit, strapping himself
in, andrunning a series of last minute checks on the control panels.

 "Exactly right, General. That is, after all, the entire purpose of an exoskeleton: to be a sort of second
skin to both protect a soldier and augment his strength." When Slocumnodded, he continued, "however,
there is an auto-programbuilt into the unit, which is designed to kick in should the human operator be
rendered inoperative through a fluke orby an enemy. That's what we're going to be testing thisevening.
The human pilot will simply be along for the ride;everything else is going to be preprogrammed."
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 "Let 'er rip. Let's see the soldier of the future."

 Cautiously, Maddux said, "And ... what about your commitment to OsCorp?"

 At that, Slocum chortled. "Nothing would please memore than to put Norman Osborn out of business."
And heabsolutely meant it. He'd endured Osborn's smug, insuffer able manner for years now. It was one
thing to have that attitude when you were producing things that made you irreplaceable. But Osborn was
talking the talk without walking the walk, and Slocum's extremely limited patience had finally run dry.
"Let's just hope no gremlins spoil the test."

 "Gremlins?" asked Maddux, looking blank.

 Slocum smiled in recollection. "In the old days, duringWorld War II. . .something went wrong with the
planes, thepilots always claimed a gremlin had gotten into the works."

 "Well, General," laughed Maddux. "I assure you, the onlygremlins that exist these days are odd-looking
used cars. Nothing's going to go wrong."

 The only equipment in the bunker was a radio unit thatwould enable them to hear communiques from the
test pilot in the B.A.D.G.E.R. "Jacobs. Can you hear me? Over."

 "On line, over," came back Jacobs, the test pilot.

 Maddux glanced toward Slocum, who gave him an encouraging thumbs up. "Bring mission profile on
line, Jacobs," ordered Maddux.

 "Beginning mission profile," replied Jacobs, "and . . .mark."

 The B.A.D.G.E.R. trembled slightly as a roaring filled theair. The bunker did not vibrate in response,
indicating that the walls were sufficiently sturdy and they would be safe enoughshould any unfortunate
mishap occur. Not that Slocum was expecting any. It was clear that Quest had its act together.

 Then the B.A.D.G.E.R. began to lift off, spewing a cloudof exhaust, rotating ninety degrees as its
onboard jets prepared to send it at an angle across the tarmac.

 Maddux was all smiles, about to issue another order, andsuddenly the alarmed voice of the pilot came
over thespeaker system. "What the hell is that?" he demanded.

 For a moment, Slocum thought this might be part of thetest, but then he watched as the expression on
Maddux's facemoved from confusion to barely controlled alarm, and heknew something was wrong.

 "Jacobs," Maddux started to say, "Jacobs, come in, whatis . . ."

 And suddenly the pilot's voice went up an octave as hescreamed, "Oh my God! What is that?!?
Nooooo!!!"

 "Maddux," Slocum said warningly, not liking the waythis test was going.

 "I'm . .. sure it's just a glitch—"
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 That was when the B.A.D.G.E.R. exploded.

 It happened utterly without warning. There was no signof anything going wrong with any of the onboard
mechan ics. One moment the unit was there, hovering a few feet inthe air, and the next it was a fireball of
burning and twisted metal, the sound so deafening that Slocum was moaning as he held his ears. Pieces of
the unit flamed toward them and ricocheted off the bunker. Maddux was gaping uncomprehendingly
through the slit. The smell of burning metalwafted through the air.

 Then something loomed out of the sizzling and smokyruins. Some sort of. . .of creature, it appeared to
be...a mechanical demon spat up from a techno hell, limber andtinted green, with a metal crest on its
head, glowing yelloweyes, and a wide-open mouth filled with jagged teeth. It wasflying, hovering on what
appeared to be a. . .a glider. . .aglider that looked familiar, it looked . . .

 ...it looked ...

 Oh . . . God . . .thought Slocum, realizing where he hadseen it before. And in doing so, he knew the true
identity of the beast hovering twenty feet away, inspecting its handiwork. Oh. . . my dear God . . .

 The green-tinted creature, looking like an oversized, monstrous gremlin, glanced right and left as if
searching for

 new enemies. Then its attention fell upon the bunker, and ifits mouth hadn't already been frozen into a
grin, it would have split wide with mirth.

 And the general reasoned that it couldn't be, simplycouldn't be him. Couldn't be the man with the hard
expression and the self-satisfied, smug air. Couldn't be the manwhom the general had been gleefully
planning to put out of business.

 He started to shout, "Osborn, what do you think you 'redoing!?"and it was at that moment—when the
high- powered missile detached itself from its holder beneath theflying platform and hurtled toward the slit
in the bunker as ifit had eyes—that Slocum realized Osborn in fact knew precisely what he was doing.

 The missile struck the bunker, and although the structurehad been designed to withstand a significant
amount of punishment, the damage it sustained from the missile was farmore than it was able to take.
The bunker erupted in flames. Maddux barely had enough time for a scream; Slocum, not even that.
Within seconds the conflagration had consumed the bunker and its inhabitants.

 And with a demented cackle of glee, the gremlinspun joyfully in the air and bellowed, "B.A.D.G.E.R?
B.A.D.G.E.R.? We don't need no steenkeeng B.A.D.G.E.R.!"Then he threw his arms around himself in
a joyful expression of self-adoration, and jetted away into the night sky, hislaughter drifting behind him.

  

 XIII.

 THE TRANSITIONS

  

 Peter wanted to feel good about it.
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 As he looked up at the clear blue sky, his view of which was suddenly interrupted by hundreds of
mortarboards spiraling into the air, he wanted to do nothing but rejoice over the fact that he was about
to leave high school behind. Thathis life was, in effect, about to begin, with everything upuntil now serving
as a sort of lengthy preamble. But as theoverjoyed cheers of his fellow graduates rang in his ears, allhe
could do was dwell on the fact that Uncle Ben wasn'tthere to see it, and he should have been. And it was
Peter'sfault that he wasn't.

 But he knew he had to push such grim and depressingmusings far, far away from him. Aunt May was
like a bloodhound. If she scented the guilt that he was carrying, shewould immediately start asking him
what was wrong. So he forced a stiff-upper-lip grin, determined that no one would see the heaviness in
his heart, and looked around for her.

 Instead he spotted Harry, who was grinning with absolutely delirious joy. Peter couldn't blame him.
Harry had,with Peter's aid, studied his butt off for the regents exams,and he'd nailed them. Harry
war-whooped when he sawPeter and threw his arms around him. "We made it, buddy!" Peter said, smile
plastered on his face. Truth to tell, with theinfectious joy that Harry was giving off, it was hard not to
share in the happiness.

 Harry nodded, and then gripped Peter's upper arms in

 excitement. "Good news! My father owns a building downtown with an empty loft he said we could
have. Why notmove in with me when you get to the city?"

 Peter blinked. He'd been wrestling with the notion of howhe could possibly support himself in the face of
Manhattanprices, and had almost resigned himself to having to stay living with Aunt May. Still, it wasn't
that easy. "I'm ... notsure I can afford the rent," he admitted.

 "We'll work something out!" said Harry with assurance.

 Peter crossed his fingers. "Gotta get a job, first." Then helooked around, trying to spot Aunt May in the
surging massof parents and students surrounding one another.

 Then he spotted her, standing much closer than he wouldhave thought. And he was stunned when he
saw to whom shewas speaking. "Harry, look!" and he pointed.

 Harry looked where Peter indicated, and his jaw dropped."What're the odds?" he wondered as they
pushed their way through the crowd.

 They drew within range of Aunt May, and Peter caughtthe tail end of what she was saying. "... thought
you might be Harry's father. He's the spitting image of you." Then shespotted Harry, who was in front of
Peter, and called, "There's Harry!"

 Harry made it over to his dad, Peter right behind him, andheld up his diploma in his left hand as if it were
the Olympictorch. "Hey, Dad!"

 "You made it," Osborn said. "It's not the first time I've been proven wrong. Congratulations."

 Jeez, I wonder if this guy plays tennis the way he compli ments his son, because he's got a hell of a
backhand,thoughtPeter, feeling irritated on Harry's behalf. But for Harry, apparently, it had the impact of
a feather on a rock face, because when his father held out a hand, Harry shook it firmly."Thanks," Harry
said.

Page  90



 Obviously looking to bring some genuine warmth to the

 moment, Aunt May embraced Harry and said, "Congratulations, Harry."

 Suddenly Osborn's eyes focused on Peter, spotting himover Harry's shoulder. For no reason that he
could determine, Peter felt a slight chill, as if his spider sense was making a vague attempt to stir to life.
But Osborn certainly wasn't saying anything threatening. In fact, he looked happier to see Peter than he
was to receive his own son. "Ah,hah! The winner of the science award!"

 It was certainly hard to miss. It was a plaque about thesize of Peter's forearm. He almost felt
embarrassed to be hauling such an ostentatious thing around. He bobbed hishead in acknowledgment of
the compliment as Aunt May hugged him and said, "Here's our graduate!" She draped an arm around
Peter. "You two looked so handsome up there!"

 Osborn stepped forward and, to Harry's obvious annoyance and Peter's discomfort, put his arm—not
aroundHarry—but around Peter from the other direction. "I know this has been a hard time for you, but
try to enjoy this day. Commencement: the end of something. The start of something new."

 "Thanks, Mr. Osborn."

 "And if you ever need anything, you just call. And if andwhen you do, I'll be there to pick up the phone
and say—"

 "— you gotta be kidding me!"

 Mary Jane's gaze darted back and forth in mild self-consciousness. She was holding her mortarboard
under herarm, shaking out her hair, and she was doing everything she could to look nonchalant in the face
of Flash's obvious fury."No, Flash, I'm not kidding you...."

 "But we had everything planned out! About what wewere gonna do when we got out of school!"

 "Flash, you had everything planned out. Not me." Therewas still no sign of her parents. She couldn't
have been more

 relieved. Having her folks there might have made this moredifficult, if not impossible. She'd planned to
tell Flash thatevening when they went out, but she suddenly found that shesimply couldn't wait. That even
one more date with himwould be giving more encouragement than she felt comfortable with. She
brushed her hair back again; she tended to do that a lot when she was nervous. "I have a career I want to
pursue ... acting ..."

 "Acting?How about this, M. J.: You start acting like mysteady girlfriend, which is what you're supposed
to be...."

 "You know what the problem is, Flash?" she said, hergreen eyes burning with anger. "You were too
busy listening to yourself to listen to me."

 "You are being totally unfair!"

 "I'm sorry you feel that way, Flash. Look," she said, "Ijust. . .I feel like I want to explore options."
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 He bristled, his face getting red with fury. "And what about how I feel? Isn't that at all important?"

 "Flash, it's been nothing but your feelings for years now.You don't give a damn about my hopes, my
dreams...."

 "You?" He snorted. "You dream of partying, and youhope there's another party after that. What, there's
more?"

 Something in his Neanderthal intelligence obviously warned him that he'd made a mistake just then. But it
wastoo late to repair it, as Mary Jane yanked the steady ring off her finger and shoved it in Flash's hand.
Without a word, aninfuriated Flash cocked his arm, and for a moment MaryJane flinched, thinking he
was going to belt her. Instead heswept his arm around and let fly with the ring, sending ithurtling over the
crowd. Then he turned back to Mary Jane,trembling, facing her with ... rage? Embarrassment? Frus
trated love? Any, all of the above?

 And he growled, "There's gonna be payback for this. Youwon't know when or where ... but definite
payback." Thenhe spun on his heel and stalked away.

 Mary Jane took in a deep breath, then let it out. Shethought she should feel good...but all she felt was
empty. For the first time in ages, she was alone. Totally, completelyalone. All around her were her
classmates, laughing, joyful,and almost all of them with their families. And here wasM. J. with nothing.
She knew her parents. They were probably fighting, and when they fought, they tended to lose trackof
time. When they started in on each other, nothing elsemattered ... least of all their daughter.

 Her chin quivered as she fought to hold back tears, andsuddenly there was someone standing next to
her. She thought it might be her father; she feared it was Flash. She turned and reacted with surprise.

 "You okay?" asked Harry Osborn. "I couldn't help butnotice ... Flash looked kind of pissed off. Is
everything okay with—?"

 And Mary Jane let out a soft cry and buried her face onthe arm of a very surprised, but not the least bit
displeased, Harry Osborn.

 Peter let out a low whistle. "So they broke up, huh?"

 They were standing outside the Parker home. NormanOsborn had given Peter and his aunt a lift home,
and Harry was standing at the curbside next to the Bentley. AlthoughHarry's father had made a point of
saying that they couldn't stay, he relented to May's urging and was now inside the house, looking at the
long and proud collection of Peter'svarious science awards. Peter was so mortified by the whole thing
that he was staying out on the sidewalk with Harry,waiting for the ordeal to be over. Peter had his gown
drapedover his hands. "You're positive?"

 Harry nodded. "She told me. I would have let you know,but you were busy talking to my dad...."

 "Yeah, I hope that doesn't bother you, him making a fussover me—"

 Harry shrugged. "Hey...if he likes you, and you likeme, then maybe he'll like me better." Then he
laughed."Man, I wish you could have seen Flash's face. He lookedlike the guy from that movie poster
for Scanners ... youknow, the one where his head looks like it's about to blow up. That's some timing,
huh? On graduation day?"
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 "Well," sighed Peter, "I can't say I'm entirely surprised."

 "You're not?"

 "Look," and Peter shifted uncomfortably, glancingaround as if concerned he was going to be overheard.
"Justbetween us. . .?"

 "Sure."

 "I'm pretty sure M.J.'s father has been giving her all kinds of crap about . . . well, about everything."

 "Her?" Harry obviously could scarcely believe it. "Youmean some guy's got a terrific daughter like M. J.
and herags on her?"

 "More than you can believe." Peter lowered his voiceeven more, though there was no one around. "But
as near asI can tell, he really liked Flash. So I think she stayed withFlash as. . .well . . . kind of
protection, y'know? To survive. And also to feel a little bit less lonely in a family where love was hard to
come by."

 "Wow," Harry breathed, leaning against the lamppost.

 "And by dumping Flash," concluded Peter, "it was almost as if she was signing her own Declaration of
Independence."

 "You've really got this whole thing worked out."

 "Well," Peter admitted, "I've been giving her a lot ofthought."

 At that, Harry raised an eyebrow and looked at him sideways. "Hunh. Really. So are you planning to. .
.y'know . . .make a move? Now that Flash is out of the picture?"

 "Harry, she just broke up with the guy, for crying outloud. What, I want to be the guy on the rebound?"

 "What's wrong with being the rebound?" Harry said reasonably. "Rebounds get played into slam dunks,
too,y'know."

 "I just . . ."

 "You just what . . . ?"

 Peter knew that if he happened to be looking in a mirrorat that moment, he would have seen the
haunted, dispiritedlook in his eyes. Because as much as he'd been fighting it up until that point, all he
could think of was who wasn't therethat should have been....

 She deserves better than me....

 "Peter . . . ?" Harry prompted him.

 And Peter just shrugged. "We're too different. We'd neverwork. It'd be a train wreck. Trust me."

 Harry started to reply, but then Norman Osborn came outof the Parker house, walking briskly. Peter

Page  93



noticed that whenOsborn walked, his arms didn't swing at his sides like otherpeople's. They stayed
straight down, taut, contained. Helooked as if he was capable of jumping into a few quickmovements
from Riverdance.

 "You have a lot of awards, Peter," said Osborn. "Youraunt showed me every one. Every. One."

 "Ouch," Peter said sympathetically.

 But Osborn gave a wan smile. "I understand. She's proud of you. It's good to have children you're
proud of. Just as I'mproud of Harry."

 Harry looked thunderstruck, and as he climbed into the back of the Bentley with his father, he gave
Peter a cheerythumbs-up. Peter grinned and stood there, watching the carpull away. Then he turned and
walked slowly into the house.

 Aunt May was beaming, looking at the science award,turning it around in her hands and examining it
from every angle. His diploma was on the coffee table; she already hada frame picked out for it, poised
and waiting next to it on the

 table. She glanced over her shoulder as Peter entered andstarted to trudge up the stairs. "May I fix you
something?"she asked.

 "No. Thanks."

 He was trying to keep back the sadness, but he could tell from Aunt May's expression that he was failing
miserably. Peter continued up to his room, not even bothering to closethe door. Sitting on the edge of his
bed, he interlaced his fingers and stared off into space. He had no idea how long he'dsat like that when
Aunt May finally entered.

 She knocked on the door, peering around the open cornerof it, looking in at her nephew. Peter didn't
stir, just sat there.She apparently took that as leave to enter, for she walkedacross the room and placed
the science plaque on a shelfnext to some other trophies. The diploma was alreadyframed, and she
placed it neatly on his desk. She took a stepback, considered it, then moved it slightly and nodded with
satisfaction over the minuscule adjustment.

 Then she turned to Peter and just stood there, as if waiting for him to say something.

 Finally he filled the silence. "I missed him a lot today," he admitted.

 She nodded. "I know. I miss him, too." She took his handin hers and said, "But he was there."

 Peter was in no mood to hear about how Uncle Ben wouldalways be there with them in spirit. He was
Ben Parker, not Ben Kenobi, for crying out loud. And having him in our hearts just isn't the same thing,
so let's stop pretending that it is.

 But he didn't say any of that. Instead he just nodded, andthen he started to say, "I just wish I hadn't—"
Let the thief go. Caused Uncle Ben's death.All the real, true completionsfor the sentence, he didn't dare
say.

 "Peter," sighed Aunt May, "don't start that again."
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 No, he didn't dare talk about the true reason for Ben's

 passing. So instead he focused on the only aspect of his guilthe felt safe discussing. "I can't help thinking
about the lastthing I said to him ..."

 "Stop it," she said firmly.

 "He tried to tell me something important, and I threw itin his face."

 There were many things Aunt May tolerated, but self-pity was not among them. "You loved him and he
loved you," shesaid, her tone strong and certain. "He never doubted the man you would grow into. How
you were meant for great things.You won't disappoint him. Or me."

 She waited another moment, then squeezed his hand,stood, and headed to the door. She looked as if
she wantedto say something else but refrained from doing so, instead walking through and allowing the
door to click shut behindher.

 Peter remained there alone for a time. And then, withouteven being aware that he was doing it, he was
up and at hisdresser. He pulled one drawer out completely, removed somesweaters that he'd piled in
there, and proceeded to dig all theway to the bottom of the drawer.

 It was there. The makeshift costume he'd worn when pursuing the crook. The red sweatshirt with the
spider outlinesketched onto its chest.

 "Remember,"echoed Uncle Ben's voice in his head, "with great power comes great responsibility."

 But responsibility to whom? To what?

 The answer became clear to him. To the living. To thedead. To those accused but not convicted. To the
people whoneed help.

 And to those who, faced with death, deserve to live andhave a second chance to make things right.

 But he couldn't do it from here. Not from the housewhere Uncle Ben—whom he had let down—no
longerresided. And Aunt May, jeez, she'd be watching his comings

 and goings like a hawk. He needed mobility. He needed freedom.

 He needed to do the job.

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 I'm going to keep this short, because a lot's been going on in the last few weeks.

 I've moved in with Harry. It's great.

 I've got a job. It's great, too.

 The costume's done, which may or may not be great, because if I get myself killed, then the apartment
and the job are pretty much moot.
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 But I have to try. That's really the lesson of all this, isn't it? I have to try.

 If this works, I'm going to be making it a better world for a lot of people. If not . . . well . . .

 . . . then I guess I'll see you soon.

  

 XIV.

 THE SPIDER-MAN

  

 She missed him.

 That's what it really came down to. She missed him.

 Mary Jane stood at the pay phone on Fifth Avenue, hesitating for what seemed the hundredth time.
Why should it beso difficult to speak to him?

 Did he even think about her? Wonder where she was?What she was up to? Or was he busy with his
own life? If she tried to contact him now, after all these months, would he think she was crazy? "What are
you calling me for?" he might ask with real confusion in his tone. That was highschool. High school is
gone. We're adults. Go off, be anadult. Don't bother me, little girl.

 A couple of people went past her, talking excitedly between them, and she heard the words "spider
monster" beingbatted about. She rolled her eyes in annoyance. How longwas that going to go on.
There'd been some sort of mass hysteria throughout the city in recent weeks. People kept claiming
there was some sort of human spider scuttling around the tops of skyscrapers, hiding in alleys. How in the
worlddid these idiot rumors get started, anyway? And before thisspidery creature, there had been albino
alligators in the sewers, and Elvis pumping gas at truck stops in New Jersey. How did people let
themselves be so gullible, anyway?

 She took a deep breath, trying not to let the uncertainty that had infested her undermine what little
strength she had

 left. The city had undergone a real cold snap, and she drew her threadbare coat more tightly around her.

 Mary Jane Watson, party girl. Well, the party had sure gone on without her, hadn't it.

 A half block away, a vendor was hawking pretzels to tourists.They were insanely overpriced, but
because of the cold, peoplewere snapping them up anyway. She actually considered it fora moment, but
then checked her pockets and found that she hadprecisely four bucks on her, and that had to last her for
the day since she wasn't getting paid until tomorrow.

 The truth was ... she was homesick. The problem was,home itself held no happy memories for her. But
she wanted something. Something that would make her feel better about herself, that would remind her of
at least the facade of happiness she once displayed.

 Screwing her resolve solidly into place, she dropped themoney into the slot and dialed the phone. It rang
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a couple oftimes, and then she heard a comforting voice on the otherend.

 "Hello?"

 She took a deep breath and, putting as much upbeatinflection in her voice as possible, she said, "Hi,
Mrs.Parker ... it's Mary Jane."

 "Mary Jane?"

 Feeling slightly crestfallen, she said, "Watson."

 There was a pause, and then sudden recognition thatmade her feel as if a weight had been lifted off her
heart. "Little Mary Jane! From the house behind us!"

 She nodded into the phone, which of course was a sillymove, but she wasn't thinking about it. "Yes,
that's me. I gotyour number from information. I hope you don't mind...."

 "Sakes, child, of course not! Little Mary Jane ... well,not so little, of course. Not anymore. You were so
wonderfulas Cinderella, you know. In the school play, I mean."

 She suppressed a laugh. "Yes, I still get lots of comments

 about it." Then, taking a deep breath, "Well, look, Mrs.Parker, I was just wondering... is Peter around?"

 "He doesn't live here anymore, dear."

 For a moment, she felt utterly defeated. With her luck, hewas in Chicago or Los Angeles . . . someplace
like that."Well, uhm. . .do you have a number for him?" She looked nervously at her watch, timing the
call. The money would befalling through soon, and if Mrs. Parker had to rummagearound in some shelf
for five minutes to turn up Peter's phone number, that would be that.

 "Of course, yes. I keep it pinned right here on the bulletinboard next to the phone. Do you have a
pencil?"

 M. J. closed her eyes, prepared to recite the number toherself repeatedly to get it down. "Go ahead."

 "It's area code 212 . . ."

 Her eyes snapped. "That's Manhattan. That's here."

 "Yes, dear."

 "Here in New York City."

 "Yes, dear, unless Manhattan's been moved to Illinois and
no one told me." She paused. "That was a little joke, dear.
Although, you know, perhaps it's not so funny. I remember
when the Brooklyn Dodgers left. I thought my father, rest
his soul, was going to throw himself off the Brooklyn
Bridge___"

Page  97



 The money fell through. The call had thirty seconds leftand then would be automatically cut off.

 "His address, Mrs. Parker. Could you tell me where he is?I just," and she took one last shot at sounding
convivial. "Ijust figured I'd see where Peter is hanging around thesedays."

 The robber bolted out of the Korean deli, not caring aboutthe alarm the grocer had set off behind the
counter. Therewere no cop cars around; he'd been too careful. By the time any responded, he'd be long
gone.

 He heard a string of invectives behind him, and turned to see the grocer coming after him, waving a
baseball bat. Hisfeet pounded the pavement, and when he glanced back overhis shoulder, the idiot was
still right behind him. It was incredible. The guy had to be in his fifties if he was a day, andhe was
keeping up. What was he, on the freakin' KoreanOlympic sprinting team?

 Well, enough was enough. There was no reason to let thisfarce continue.

 The robber spun, yanked his gun from the inside of hisjacket, and aimed it at the grocer. The grocer
didn't evenseem to notice; he kept coming at him, waving his bat,shouting in Korean.

 "Fine, your funeral," snarled the robber.But before he could fire, strands of gossamer white thatlooked
fragile but were strong as steel wafted down fromabove, snared the gun, and yanked it from the robber's
fingers.

 He gaped as the gun flew through the air and, an instantlater, stuck to the wall of a nearby building, held
there bywhat looked like some sort of. . .webbing.

 Uncomprehending, he completely forgot that he was inany sort of jeopardy, but he was promptly
reminded of it asthe baseball bat slammed him upside the head. He wentdown faster than dot-com stock.
Even the grocer looked a bitsurprised at what had transpired, but when he looked aroundto see what
had happened, all he saw was a quick flash of blue and red disappearing down an alleyway...on a wallsix
feet above the ground.

 "Did you see that?" he asked the robber in Korean, butthen realized that the guy was unconscious. He
kicked him once for good measure, and then went to phone the police.

 Mary Jane took a deep breath and buzzed the street-levelintercom at Harry and Peter's apartment. The
writing on the

 tag said, in neat felt tip lettering,osborn &parker. Beneaththat, in the same hand, the words "Attorneys at
Law" hadbeen scribbled. She smiled at that. Nice to know someone upthere was keeping his or her
sense of humor. Then she tiltedher head back and studied the townhouse. Very nice. If she'dbeen living
there, her sense of humor would probably be in much better shape, as well.

 The door buzzer sounded without a voice speaking to herover the intercom. She shrugged, pushed it
open, and enteredthe immaculate front hallway. She knew from the apartmentnumber that Peter and
Harry's place was one flight up, so shetrotted up the stairs, her heels clicking on the wooden steps.When
she got to the right door, she knocked.

 "It's open," came Harry's voice from within.

 She entered the apartment, glancing around. She'd been expecting something of a disaster area,
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considering it wastwo guys living on their own. But, startlingly, the place wasimmaculate. Harry was lying
on an elegant living roomcouch that had black leather cushions, reading a book. Thecouch looked nice.
Indeed, everything in the place was nice.Somebody in the apartment had money, and she had a sneaking
suspicion it wasn't Peter.

 "Hey, Harry," she said.

 Harry both sat up and turned so quickly that he almostfell off the couch. He was wearing a T-shirt and
gym shorts,and looked baffled and confused.

 "Mary Jane?!"

 "Last I looked."

 "What are you doing here?"

 "I was in the lady's room at Grand Central, and someonehad written, 'For a good time, go to ...' and this
addresswas listed."

 He stared at her blankly, reflexively straightening his hair."What?"

 "I was kidding. Peter's aunt gave me the address."

 "And how'd you get up here?"

 "You buzzed me up, Einstein," she laughed.

 "Oh. Right." If Harry had looked any more sheepish,M. J. could have used him to knit a sweater. "I
thought it wasPeter. He forgets his keys sometimes."

 "Ah."

 There was a pause. Then Harry, as if suddenly remembering his manners, said, "Sit down! Sit down!
Can I get yousomething to drink?"

 "Anything. What'cha reading?"

 He padded barefoot into the kitchenette, which was justoff the living room. "Interview with the
Vampire. Have you read it?"

 "No. Saw the movie. The little kid in it creeped me out."

 He came back with a couple of glasses and handed one toher. "Cheers," he said and they clinked
glasses.

 She sipped from the glass. "Ginger ale?" He nodded."Harry, you wild man. Off and living on your own
and you're getting crazy with ginger ale."

 "You should see us scarfing Cheez Doodles. We're practically animals."

 They laughed together, and then they were silent for a moment. "Do you know when Peter will be
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back?"

 "Not sure. Think he might be at the lab. He's got a job ata lab, you know. So...you came by to see
Peter, then?" Harry asked.

 "Both of you, actually. I just . . . happened to be in theneighborhood, really. Thought I'd say hi. Uhm . .
." She looked down into her drink, feeling a bit embarrassed. "Ishould say thank you. For your help at
graduation, I mean." "Oh. No problem. Whenever anyone needs a shoulder tocry on, I'm more than
happy to be there."

 She got up from the chair, her glass empty. "Wow, youwere thirsty. Want another?" When she nodded,
he said,"Help yourself."

 As M. J. poured out another glass, she leaned against thecountertop and smiled sadly. "You must have
thought thatwas some kind of timing on my part. Me breaking it off withFlash on graduation day."

 "I guess it was. But it was understandable."

 His casual tone of voice surprised her. She turned to lookat him. "It was?"

 "Well, sure." He appeared to be pondering the matter,reaching for a thought, or perhaps trying to
recollect something he'd considered earlier. "Let me take a guess: You didn't get on great with your
father, right?"

 Mary Jane was utterly taken aback. "How did you know?"

 "Takes one to know one. He put you down, right? Madesnide remarks, made you feel worthless. Am I
gettingwarm?"

 "You're scalding!" she said in wonderment. Harry hadhad his feet up on an ottoman, but M. J. came
over to himand sat on it now, so he put his feet on the floor. "I'm reallyimpressed, Harry."

 "Like I said, when someone's got the same difficulties in their life as you do, you just get a knack for
telling. Let meguess," and he leaned forward, fingers steepled. "As much asyour dad didn't like you...he
adored Flash."

 "Yes! That's exactly right!" Her face was flushed with excitement.

 Warming to his subject, Harry said, "So, in a way ... youstayed with Flash as long as you did because he
offered akind of protection. He helped you survive by giving your father something to like about you.
And it made you feel a lit tle bit less lonely in a family where love was hard to comeby. But by dumping
Flash, it was like you were sending a message to your father. Almost like you were signing your own
Declaration of Independence."

 "Holy God," breathed Mary Jane in awe. "I swear, Harry,"and she took his hand in hers. "It's like you
know me better

 than I know myself! I mean, some of that stuff I hadn't evenreally thought of before ... but I think you're
right! It's like you figured it out before I did! You are something else!"

 "Aww," he said modestly.
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 "No, really! You're like ... like Sherlock Holmes and Dr.Joyce Brothers all rolled into one."

 "I'm just here to help," said Harry.

 That was when Mary Jane's stomach rumbled, ratherloudly. Her face colored with embarrassment. "I'm
... I'msorry."

 "You're hungry."

 She tried to laugh it off. "Yeah. I think the people downstairs probably know I'm hungry after that.
Sorry ..."

 Briskly, Harry clapped his hands and bounced up fromthe chair. "Tell you what," he said. "I'm not sure
when theheck Peter'll be home. How about I take you out to dinner. My treat. We can catch up on what
each other is up to. Just lemme throw on some clothes."

 But I wanted to talk to Peter . . . to tell him how I feel .. . but Harry's being so nice, and my stomach is
killing me. .. .

 "You got it, Mr. Osborn," said M. J.

 Harry winced as he headed into the bedroom to grabsome clothes. "Do me a favor; don't call me that. I
hear 'Mr.Osborn,' I look over my shoulder for my father."

 The alarm at the jewelry store at Forty-seventh and Seventh was screaming into the night air when the
police carpulled up. Officers DeFalco and Owsley jumped out of thecar. The two cops couldn't have
been more physically opposite. DeFalco, the senior officer, was heavyset, middle-aged,and Italian,

while Owsley was black, in his early thirties, and something of a health nut. Their nightsticks out, they saw
theshattered doors at the front of the building. There were nosigns of the perpetrators; more than likely

they had hightailed it out the back.

 Nevertheless they were cautious when they entered thebuilding. But because the alarm was blasting so
shrilly, they didn't hear the muffled noises of grunting and protest until they were already inside the room.
Owsley and DeFalco looked around, trying to locate the source. It sounded likesomeone had been
gagged.

 Then they looked up.

 For a moment they thought that what they were seeingwas the staff of the jewelry store, rendered
helpless by thecrooks. But then they realized that there was a thick bag ofloot attached to the two men
who were dangling from the ceiling, helplessly wrapped head to toe in...

 "What the hell is that?" DeFalco said, prodding it withhis stick. The robbers—for that was who they
were—shouted in protest over the fact that the cops were in nohurry to get them down. But since the
white material wascovering their mouths, they couldn't really make them selves understood.

 "Man ... looks like ... some kind of cocoon ..."

 "What," DeFalco said skeptically, his voice thick withdisbelief, "you're telling me that these two jokers
werenailed by a giant caterpillar?"
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 Owsley rubbed some trailing threads between his fingers,noting the adhesion. "Or," he said with an air of
great significance, "a giant spider, man."

 "Great," snorted DeFalco. "Well, it's better than lastweek, when you read about those soldiers getting
trashed in New Mexico and said some kind of incredible hulk did it."

 Mary Jane still couldn't believe it, looking around the restaurant in wonderment. "Sardi's, Harry? I can't
believewe're eating at Sardi's!"

 Harry shrugged as if it were no big deal. All around them,framed caricatures of famous actors smiled out
from thewall. The place was incredibly busy, and the aromas of the

  

 glorious food all around them were so pure and inviting that M. J. literally had to fight to stop her mouth
from watering.

 "And we walked right in!" she continued, waving themenu around. "It's usually impossible to get a
reservationhere! But we just walked in and the maitre d' goes, 'M'sieur Osborn! Eet ees excellent to zee
you again!'" she said, imi tating his French accent.

 Harry laughed and surveyed the menu. "You might trythe roast duck. It's really good here."

 "My God, the prices . . ."

 He waved dismissively. "My treat, I said. Remember?"

 "I know, but . . ."

 "No buts," he said firmly. "You deserve it. You deservesome happiness."

 Mary Jane leaned back in her chair and smiled sadly. "It'sbeen a long time since I thought I did. Thank
you, Harry."

 "You're welcome. And anything I can do in the future totreat you the way you should be treated ... you
just tell me.Because you know why? You're high class, Mary Jane. High class, all the way."

 "That's ..." She almost felt breathless, giddy. "That's sosweet of you. I don't know what to say ..."

 "How about if you say," Harry leaned forward, taking herhand in his, "that you'll go out with me
tomorrow night?"

 And M. J. couldn't help but think how funny it was, theway things turned out. She'd gone to the
apartment to see Peter ... happened to run into Harry ... and now here theywere, at dinner in this
gorgeous restaurant, and ... and ... and she was happy for the first time in ages. Yes, she felthappy with
Harry and, even more...she felt safe with him.

 "You're on," she said.

 Mrs. Iola was hurrying home, the fish from the KrauseFish Market safely on ice in her bag, when the
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assailant

 stepped away from a lamppost that he'd been leaningagainst. Her eyes went wide and she took a step
back as he pulled out a gun. "Give me the purse."

 Intellectually she knew the thing to do was just hand himthe purse. But she was too benumbed with fear.
All shecould do was stand there, trembling, slowly shaking herhead—not in refusal to cooperate but in
disbelief that thiswas happening.

 "Now!"he snarled, cocking the hammer of the gun.

 It was that noise, that distinctive, terrifying noise, that snapped her from her paralysis, and the purse
almost leapton its own from her hands to his. He snagged it....

 And then he was gone.

 Except he had hadn't run off. He had simply disappeared.

 Mrs. Iola blinked, then reached under her glasses to rubher eyes in confusion. She'd thought for a
moment that there had been some sort of quick motion in front of her, a flash of blue, a blur of red, just
before the mugger had fled thescene, but . . .

 And then she let out a little shriek, startled, because herpurse suddenly dropped down from overhead.
The mugger, however, was nowhere to be seen. Slowly, her hands shaking, she knelt down, picked up
the pocketbook, and only then did she notice a note attached to it.

 It read, Courtesy, Your Friendly Neighborhood Spider-Man.

 The TV newspeople were having a field day.

 Since no one knew anything about him, no experts were required. It was the purest example of the old
saying that everyone was entitled to his or her opinion, and this was certainly one of those instances
where everyone had an opinion. Even the most low-rent of news operations could cover the story,
because all they had to do was send out a camera crew to ask people in the street what they thought,

 and they were more than happy to spout off for the ten o'clock news.

 "This is not a man," intoned a cabbie, parked at the cab stand outside Penn Station. "My brother saw it
building a nest in the Lincoln Center fountain."

 "Have you ever seen his face?" inquired a constructionworker at a half-finished office building on
Forty-ninthStreet. When the TV reporter shook her head, he said, "Neither have I. Wait until his wife
figures out he's runningaround in tights."

 "Never mind the vigilante thing," said an irritated police officer outside the precinct house on Twentieth
Street between Seventh and Eighth Avenues. "You see all those webshe leaves all over the city? I'm
gonna cite the guy for littering."

 The front page of theDaily Bugle carried a story that was headlined,costumed figure saves fire victims,
and above that an even larger headline that screamed,WHO ISSPIDER-MAN?
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 At that moment, someone else was screaming back.

 "He's a criminal! That's who he is!"

 J. Jonah Jameson stalked his office as if he were ready to start chewing paint off the walls. He was
clutching a copy ofthe bulldog edition of his own newspaper, and he was twisting it between his fists. His
office was cluttered and chaotic,and all over the walls were citations of public service,framed front pages
of news stories that Jameson had writtenback in his reporter days, and photos of Jameson with an as
sortment of world leaders. The office should have been a place that brought him much joy, considering
how jammedit was with souvenirs of his accomplishments. Instead it was the place where he tended to
vent most of his aggravation. It wasn't a happy place for him.

 Nor was it a particularly happy place at that moment for

 Robbie Robertson, Jameson's city editor. Robertson was amiddle-aged African American with a head
of close-croppedgraying hair, an avuncular way of speaking, and a general airof confidence and
erudition. And never were his powers ofcalm and patience tested more than when he was having a
meeting with Jameson.

 "A vigilante!" Jameson continued in his rant. "A public menace! What's he doing on my front page!"

 Before Robertson could reply, an advertising managernamed Ted Hoffman, bespectacled and
nervous-looking,walked into the office, rapping on the door for a perfunctoryknock. Jameson didn't
especially like advertising managers. That was because he didn't especially like advertisers. He
considered them a necessary evil, nothing more ... and maybe even a good deal less. Hoffman knew that
and looked as if he'd rather get a root canal or be sunk headfirstinto a vat of warm monkey vomit than
have to talk businesswith Jameson. "Mr. Jameson, we have a page six problem. ..."

 "We have a page one problem! Shut up.*"

 Hoffman was momentarily taken aback, and Robbieseized the momentary silence—a rare enough event
inJameson's presence—to say, "He's news."

 Jumping in, Hoffman said, "They're a major account, it can't wait."

 "It's about to," Jameson informed him.

 Hoffman started to open his mouth, but this time it wasRobertson . . . obviously feeling that he was
nearing theend of his patience tether . . . who ignored Hoffman andsaid to Jameson, "He saved six people
from burning todeath—"

 "—in a fire he probably started!" When Jameson sawRobertson's incredulous expression, he tried to
soundfriendly, as if it were all a big misunderstanding. As if, once Robertson had come around to
Jameson's rock solid point of

 view, everything would work out. "Something goes wrong,and this creepy crawler's there! What's that
tell ya?"

 "Jonah, he's a hero!"

 Jameson circled his desk so that they were standing face-to-face and said reasonably, "Then why does
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he wear amask? What's he got to hide?"

 Forcing himself into the discussion, Hoffman, said, "We double sold page six. Both Conway and Macy's
bought threequarters of it."

 "We sold out all four printings, Jonah," said Robbie.

 That stopped Jameson cold. He stared at Robertson, trying to digest mentally what he'd just heard.

 "Sold. . .out?"

 Robertson smiled in that way he had when he knew resistance from Jameson was about to melt away.
"Every ...copy," he said, savoring each syllable.

 Immediately Jameson's discussion at the club with Norman Osborn came to mind. That discussion in
which Osbornhad told Jameson that if he wanted to get his circulation onthe rise again, he needed to put
forward a hero to the public. One they could embrace and would desperately want to readabout.

 But . . . this masked man? A hero?

 Jonah didn't like it. It went against the grain. Anonymity...it was a sickening notion to an old newsman
who had attached his name to stories for decades. Stories that couldhave gotten the crap kicked out of
him. Spider-Man was definitely hiding something, and if someone had something tohide, it was never
anything good.

 But. . .a hero . . . newspaper circulation ... copies jumping off the newsstand, sales going up, money
flooding back into the coffers. Jonah's newsman instincts collided head onwith his desire to turn his
newspaper, his beloved Daily Bugle,back into a profit-making venture.

 And then, as if receiving a burst of enlightenment from

 above, Jonah reached a magnificent compromise. Who did the public adore, become fascinated with,
even more thanheroes?

 Villains. The Dahmers, the Mansons, the Sons of Sam ...those types captivated and engaged the
attention of the buying public. Jonah Jameson could have the best of bothworlds. On the one hand he
could present Spider-Man as aheroic individual, at least to start, to get people back into the
newspaper-buying habit. At the same time, he could point out to people that there was likely something
very sinister,some dark secret, that the wallcrawler was hiding. Thatwould give him a dangerous edge
and make him even moreinteresting.

 All of that went through Jameson's mind in a flash, andthen he declared—as if he had just suddenly hit
upon the notion that carving bread into slices might be a truly niftyidea—"Spider-Man, page one,
tomorrow!" He scowled atthe front page and added, "With a decent picture this time!"

 Hoffman cleared his throat to catch Jonah's attention.Casting an annoyed glance in his direction,
Jamesonsnapped, "Move Conway to page seven."

 "There's a problem with page seven," began Hoffman.

 Jameson, however, did not want to hear it. "Then move them to page eight and tell 'em we'll give 'em an
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extra column inch. Now get out of here!"

 Bobbing his head in agreement, and looking extremely relieved to be distancing himself from the whole
matter,Hoffman backed out of the door. Robbie Robertson didn'teven watch him go. "Can't get a
picture. I've had EddieBrock on it. Nobody ever gets more than a glimpse of him."

 Jameson was appalled at the apparent ineptitude of his staff. "What is he, shy?"

 "Perhaps," Robertson said, trying to sound reasonable. "Not everyone is out for fame, Jonah."

 That excuse didn't fly with Jameson at all. Thudding his

 fist on his desk, he barked, "If we can get a picture of JuliaRoberts in a thong, we can certainly get a
picture of thisnut!" He rolled his cigar from one side of his mouth to theother as he considered the
situation. "Put an ad on the front page," he said finally. "Cash money for a picture of Spider-Man. Doesn't
want to be famous? Then I'll make him...infamous!"

  

 XV.

 THE MYSTERY GIRL

  

    It was everything Peter could do not to hack violently as he buttoned his shirt while running across the
Empire StateUniversity campus. He was starting to wonder if he wasgoing to cough up a lung. But he had
to be cautious; he waswearing his Spider-Man uniform underneath his clothes, ahabit he had taken to in
recent days. He certainly didn't want to be running around the campus with his oxford shirt hanging open
and his costume visible.

    He tried to button the top button, and this time when thecoughing seized hold of him, he couldn't keep
it back. Heknew he should consider himself lucky. He had, after all, inhaled a lot of smoke yesterday
while rescuing those people. If he'd taken in too much—and it wouldn't have required a lot—he could
have been dealing with a collapsed lung bynow. The smart thing would have been to get himself to a
hospital to be checked over as soon as he'd gotten those people clear. But he was afraid a barrage of
questions would beforthcoming, to which he wouldn't have answers. In his worst case imaginings, the
hospital would call the police,more questions would be posed that he couldn't answer (such as why he
was near the burning building) and in no time he'd be in jail, suspected of arson.

    No, better to tough it out.

    As a result, his chest was aching from the miserablenight's sleep he'd had. When he'd finally managed
to getsome shut-eye, it was close to fivea.m., and then he sleptthrough his alarm going off. His only
chance of getting toschool on time had been to websling over, except on his wayhe'd wound up helping a
would-be suicide who'd climbed out on a ledge. That delayed him even further, and by thetime he'd
arrived on campus—muscle-weary, still-sharppains in the chest—he felt like something that'd been
scraped off someone's shoe.

 He darted across the campus, getting to the science building just as Dr. Curt Connors emerged. Indeed,
if notfor a quick warning from his spider sense, he would havegotten slammed in the face with the door.
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Connors hadn'tseen him coming because he'd been busy shoving the dooropen with his shoulder. He only
had one arm, and in his existing hand he was holding a small cage with an iguana in it.

 Connors looked down at Peter. The scientist wasn't especially short-tempered, never flying off the
handle easily. Ifanything, as the lantern-jawed scientist stared at Peter, he appeared more disappointed
than anything else. He was wearing a long, white lab coat, and the empty sleeve was pinnedup. "Dr.
Connors ..." Peter began.

 "You're an hour late, Parker," Connors said, allowing thedoor to swing shut behind him. "Class is over.
You missedanother . . . session . . ." He allowed the word to trail off, because he was staring at Peter's
general demeanor. Peterglanced at his reflection in the glass of the door, and quicklyrealized why. He
was disheveled, and part of his hair wasstill singed from the heat he'd endured in the burning building.
Connors looked as if he was about to ask Peter what in the world had been going on in his life, and Peter
quickly started formulating responses.

 But instead the professor just shook his head. "I'm sorry,Peter, you have a hell of a scientific mind, but
you can't seem

 to get your priorities straight. You've been late six times thissemester."

 "Professor, please, let me explain...."

 Connors put the caged iguana on the ground and saidwith a heavy sigh, "This is a paid internship. Do
you knowhow many freshman applied for it?" He put his hand onPeter's shoulder, shook his head, then
turned and picked upthe iguana cage.

 Peter couldn't believe it. The look on Connors's face wasclear. Urgently refusing to believe this was
happening, Petersaid, "Dr. Connors, I need this job!"

 "I like you, Peter," Connors said, not unkindly, as hewalked away. "Come see me when you grow up a
little."

 Peter stood there, numbly staring after the departing Connors. Just like that. Just like that, he was
unemployed.

 It just seemed so damned unfair. Here he'd been nearlyrunning himself into the ground, just trying to help
people.And he'd gotten himself fired because of it. Anger welled up in him, stinging at his eyes, and he
wiped his arm across his face to make sure no tears flowed, because he'd be damnedif he stood there
crying on the ESU campus, even if the tearswere flowing mostly because he was so blasted tired.

 He tried to take an emotional step back and see it fromthe professor's point of view. On that basis, he
supposed hecould understand. Connors hadn't taken him on because hewanted a series of excuses. He
wanted an enthusiastic freshman who would be there when needed. And Peter hadn'tbeen there. You
snooze, you lose. The race is to the swift. Allthose other cliches came to mind as Peter tried, really tried,
to view the situation the way the professor probably viewedit. On that basis, he supposed he could
understand why Connors had just given him the heave-ho.

 On the other hand, part of him, a nasty, insidious part,couldn't help but hope that stupid iguana would
mutate, bite

 Connors, and turn him into a giant lizard. Then Connorswould get to see life from Peter Parker's point of

Page  107



view.As if that would ever happen ...

 Trying to take his mind off matters, Peter trekked over tothe ESU library, took a couple of hours to get
some studying done, and then headed home. Considering he was feeling a bit down, he decided to
walk the distance that henormally would travel by subway. . .or, if he was feelingadventurous, by webs.

 On the way, he picked up a newspaper from the stand. Leaning against a wall, he flipped to the want
ads. Thereseemed to be a few possible prospects ... none of them particularly interesting. But at least
they'd put food on the table.Harry had been incredibly elastic about Peter's share of therent. The main
reason, of course, was that Peter was helpinghim with his studies. Harry had made a point of saying that,
as far as he was concerned, Peter could live there rent free and Harry—for getting his grades
salvaged—was still getting the better part of the bargain.

 But Uncle Ben and Aunt May had spent long yearsdrilling a work ethic into Peter. Consequently, if he
didn'tchip in for the rent, he'd feel like a freeloader no matter how many tutorial skills he was bartering.

 He found one address, of an employment office thatwasn't too far away, and he started heading in that
direction.

 But as he walked, he did so with a very different attitudethan he'd once had. Once upon a time, he
would have justwalked along the sidewalk like anyone else: involved inhis own thoughts, occasionally
glancing at others if theydid something interesting, but otherwise utterly self-absorbed. Or even, God
forbid, yakking on a cell phone. That Peter Parker was gone, however. In his place was ayoung man
who was constantly looking all around him, sizing people up.

 There was a woman whose little boy was pulling urgentlyon her hand. Was there a danger he might slip
loose and runinto traffic? No, it was okay ... she scooped him up so thathe wouldn't wiggle away.

 There was a man, glancing right and left before enteringa jewelry store. Was he going to rob it? No, it
was okay ...a minute later, he reemerged, quickly slipping a small boxinto his pocket as a young woman,
obviously his girlfriend,walked up to him and kissed him on the cheek. He musthave picked up an
engagement ring on the sly, and they weregoing somewhere where he'd propose to her.

 Yet another false alarm.

 Peter's head felt as if it was whirling. He was starting to think he was responsible for the safety of every
single person in Manhattan. He realized that if he didn't start reordering his thoughts, if he didn't start
coping with his power, itwas going to overwhelm him. He'd likely end up curled intoa sniveling ball, not
knowing where to look first.

 But he couldn't help it.

 Over there...a guy approaching an elderly woman. Shewas clutching her pocketbook nervously while
standing onthe edge of a curb. Was he about to knock her down, grab it?No...no, it was okay. He
spoke to her softly, extended anarm. She looked exceedingly grateful as he walked her across the busy
intersection, tipped his hat, and walkedaway.

 And over there, at some seedy-looking diner with thewordmoondance in neon letters overhead, except
the first Nwas burned out, so it seemed as if it were someplace thatcows went to boogie, there was a
nervous-looking, red-haired young woman, emerging with a raincoat drawntightly around her, as if
concerned she was in danger fromsome . . .
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 He did a double take as she walked right past him. "Hey!"he said in astonishment.

 "Buzz off," she snapped back.

 "Mary Jane Watson?!"

 She froze on the sidewalk. It was as if. . .as if her own name frightened her.

 Peter approached her, cautiously, delicately, as if she werea deer in the headlights about to bolt. "M. J.? 
It's me. . .Peter . . ."

 Mary Jane tried to laugh lightly, but she seemed embarrassed to see him. "What are you doing around
here?"

 He held up the classifieds and said, "Begging for a job. What about you?"

 "I'm, uh . . ." Her mind seemed to be racing,"... headedfor an audition."

 The way she said it struck Peter as wrong somehow, but he wasn't about to call her on it. "So you're an
actress now!That's great!"

 She still hadn't turned to face him. "Uh-huh," she said, and in a voice that sounded as it she were choking
back asob, "It's a dream come true."

 Suddenly the door of the diner burst open and a surlylooking cook stepped out. He was clutching a pile
of restaurant checks in his large fist, and a smell was coming off him that was reminiscent of rotting meat.
Peter wasn't sure if itwas his own personal aroma or an odor that was clinging to him from the food.

 "Hey! Glamour girl!" he growled "Your drawer's off bysix bucks! Next time I take it out of your check,
y'get me?"

 M. J. didn't look at him. It was as if she were pretendinghe wasn't there. And Peter's heart went out to
her in her mortification, because the truth of the situation was so apparentthat a blind man would have
seen it. The cook, meantime, wasn't letting it go. "Excuse me, Miss Watson. I am speaking words to
you. You get me?"

 Her shoulders sagging in defeat, she choked out, "Yes,Enrique, okay? I 'get you,' Enrique."

 Peter saw red at that moment, and it wasn't in the color ofM.J.'s hair. Enrique, although he didn't know
it, was a heartbeat away from finding his teeth situated somewhere in theback of his throat. Either that or
being hauled up the side ofa building, across the rooftops, and finding himself hangingnaked from the top
of the Washington Square arch. All it required was for him to open his big mouth and say one more rude
word, just one, to Mary Jane.

 Fortunately or unfortunately, depending upon how onechose to look at it, Enrique picked that moment to
stopspeaking. He simply turned and stomped back into the diner.

 M. J. let out a long, unsteady sigh, and then turned around for the first time. She did not, however, look
up. A chill windblew across her, ruffling her hair. With a self-deprecatinglaugh, she quickly opened and
closed the raincoat, like aflasher, just long enough for Peter to see the stained waitress uniform she was
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wearing underneath. "It's just temporary.Few extra dollars," she said.

 He tried to put on his most Uncle Ben-like tone. The voice that assured the listener that things weren't
remotely as bad asthey seemed. "Well, that's nothing to be embarrassed about.I've been fired from
worse jobs than that." He paused and wasabout to ask her out for a cup of coffee...or maybe a drink...
or maybe even dinner. He had a few bucks in his pocket,he could splurge, treat her. Nothing fancy.
Catch up on things.

 All the old feelings came flooding back to him. He remembered feeling as if he didn't deserve her, or
couldn't doenough for her, but things changed, and—

 "Don't tell Harry."

 That stopped him cold. Peter stared at her in bewilderment. "Harry ... ?"

 Now she actually looked up at him. She looked just asconfused as he did. "We've been going out," she
said as if it was common knowledge. Her eyes narrowed. "Aren't youguys living together? Didn't he tell
you?"

  

 He blinked, trying to kick start his brain back into motion. "Oh, yeah!" he said, as if it had simply
slipped hismind. "Right . . ."

 "I think he'd hate the idea of my waiting tables," she said."He'd think it was .. . low."

 "Well, Harry never has lived on a little place I like to callEarth," Peter said with such chipperness in his
voice thatnone of the bitterness he was feeling at that moment was evident.

 M. J. laughed at that and visibly relaxed. Feeling buoyedby her reaction, Peter continued, "M. J.,
probably half thepeople starring on Broadway were waiters or even dishwashers."

 She looked at him with that tilt to the head she often used."How come you always make me feel better?"
She jumped up and down slightly to keep herself warm, and then obviously feeling the need to get
moving, she said, "Well . . .bye, Peter."

 Mary Jane started to walk away, and part of Peter's mindshouted at him to run after her. But the man
who was capable of vaulting rooftops without batting an eye, who swungheartstopping distances
supported by nothing except strandsof webbing and thought nothing of it, was too afraid to do anything
except remain rooted to the spot. He settled forcalling down the street, "Maybe I'll come down and have
a cup of your Moondance coffee some day!" Then quickly he added, lest she be concerned, "And I
won't tell Harry."

 "No, can't tell Harry," she affirmed with a glance over hershoulder.

 And then she was out of earshot as Peter said softly tohimself, "No, I won't. I won't tell Harry. Harry. . .
and Mary Jane. Wow." Then he turned and walked in the opposite direction.

 He wanted to be angry with Harry. He wanted to feel thathis supposed friend had swiped Mary Jane out
from under
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 him. But he had learned all too well the importance of taking responsibility for one's actions, and the
fact was that itwas his own actions—or inactions, for that matter—that hadled to this. Without realizing
he was doing it, he'd given Harry a clear path to Mary Jane, and his roomie obviously had taken it
without hesitation.

 Don't tell Harry.

 He muttered, "Don't tell Peter."

 Except, of course, it was too late.

 Evening was just settling in after a long, fruitless, andfrustrating day for Peter, who was wondering just
how thingscould possibly get worse. When he opened the door to the Tribeca apartment he shared with
Harry, he quickly foundout.

 Harry was seated at the dining room table, books spread out all over the place. That was nothing
unusual. However,the new addition to the picture of Peter's domestic life wasNorman Osborn, pacing
and talking into a cell phone. Petercouldn't help but remember that those things were purported to cause
brain cancer, and wondered why no one seemed to care about that anymore. Maybe he could do a
study on it.Either that or just get a cell phone and use it in hopes of rot ting away the brain cells that
caused him such worries.

 Osborn spotted Peter and nodded in acknowledgment ofhis presence. Peter felt honored. He headed
over to Harryand dropped into a nearby chair as Harry looked up ruefully."Stormin' Norman, making his
weekly inspection," he muttered. "Spends half of it on the phone. Man, am I glad you're here," he
continued, indicating the open books. "I need yourhelp. I'm hopelessly lost." Harry had been so caught
up inhis father's presence and the challenge of the material infront of him that it took him a while to
actually look at hisroommate. But when he did, he frowned. "What's wrongwith you? Somebody run
over your dog?"

 I don't have a dog. I don't have a girlfriend, either, thanks to you, you —

 "No," Peter sighed, feeling that a portion of the truth waspreferable to manufacturing something from
whole cloth. "I,uh . . . I was late, and Dr. Connors fired me."

 Harry leaned back, stunned. "Late again? What is it withyou? Where do you go all the time?"

 "Around," Peter answered vaguely.

 Shaking his head, Harry said, "For a completely responsible guy, you're completely irresponsible."

 There was a definitive snap from Osborn's cell phone ashe closed the cover and turned toward Peter, all
smiles."Peter Parker!" he said, as if having just discovered the curefor the common cold. "Maybe you can
tell me who she is!"

 Peter stared at him blankly. "Who?"

 "This mystery girl Harry's been dating."

 Peter's spine froze. The one thing in the entire world thatPeter would rather not have been discussing at
that moment,and guess what was being shoved in his face. At that moment he felt like walking over to
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the wall and thudding hishead against it, repeatedly. Then he tried to recall if there had been one day
since Uncle Ben was killed—just one—that was a genuinely, sunrise to sunset, good day. Nothing was
coming to mind. He wondered if he'd ever have one again.

 "Dad ..." Harry moaned, clearly chagrined that Peterwas being yanked into the discussion.

 Osborn was still talking to Peter, looking hopeful, even good-humored. "I think he wants me to meet this
one, and believe me, it's the first time that's hap—"

 "Dad!"Harry couldn't have acted more mortified if hisfather had hauled out naked baby pictures and
passed them around at the prom.

 His father looked at him questioningly, wondering why his son was raising such a fuss.

 Very softly, and trying to keep any accusatory notes out

 of his voice, Peter said, "Sorry ... Harry hasn't mentionedher."

 Making a very obvious attempt to change the subject,Harry said, "Hey, Pete, you're probably looking
for worknow. Dad, maybe you can help him find a job?"

 Spider sense tingling . . .

 It was so odd. Here they were, in their own apartment,and there was no threat to him. No danger
present at all. Andyet somehow, for some reason, he was feeling the slightestwarning of danger rattling
around at the base of his skull.For reasons Peter couldn't even articulate, he suddenly felt the need to
distance himself from the table. He got up and headed for the kitchen, saying, "Oh, no. I appreciate it, but
I'll be fine."

 "It's no problem," Osborn assured him. "I'll make somephone calls...."

 "No!"Peter said far more sharply than he would haveliked, so forcefully that Harry actually jumped
slightly. Reining himself in, he said in a more moderate tone, "Icouldn't accept it. I like to earn what I get.
I can find work."

 There was silence in the apartment for a moment asHarry looked nervously up at his father. But Norman
simplynodded and, somewhat to Peter's surprise, said, "I respectthat. You want to make it on your own
steam. That's great."Then, very pointedly, he said to Harry, "Interesting, isn't it?Peter is looking for
work. As in, actively seeking, as opposed to strenuously avoiding . .."

 Harry eyed a nearby pen thoughtfully, as if consideringwhether he should drive it into his own eye or not.
"What doyou want from me?" he sighed. "I'm trying to keep mygrades up."

 "I want you to be able to do more than one thing at a time,son," said Norman reasonably. "The world
will always pull you in different directions. If you don't learn to cope with it,well . . . that way lies
madness."

 Peter tried to take a philosophical attitude toward the situation as the Osborns talked. Considering the
burden he was carrying in school, and the expectations of his father, shouldPeter really begrudge Harry
what little happiness he wasable to garner with Mary Jane?
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 Hell, yes,he thought bitterly.

 He picked up a copy of the Daily Bugle off the kitchentable, hoping that perhaps the want ads in that
newspaperwould be more productive than the washouts the Trib's classifieds had provided. He flipped
open the front page, look ing for the index, and stopped dead.

 He focused on the headline, his eyes widening in disbelief.

 Harry's father was saying something to him, but it wasn'tregistering. Instead he was staring at the crude
sketch ofSpider-Man's face, under the headline,wanted: photographic proof! bugle offers reward!

 "Parker!" Osborn repeated, commanding Peter's attention, "Do you have any other skills?"

 With a small smile, Peter said, "I'm thinking of something in photography."

  

 XVI.

 THE PHOTOGRAPHER

  

 The 35mm camera had been carefully suspended in thecornice of the third floor of the building. Peter
peeredthrough the lens one more time to make sure it was properly targeted and working. The words
auto shutter flashed inred in the lower right corner of the viewfinder.

 The view through the lens was a wide angle, giving him a nice view of the entire front of the bank.
Moments later,the doors of the bank burst open and three robbers burst out,waving guns. Pedestrians fell
back with terrified screams.

 "Showtime," Peter muttered beneath his mask.

 Battling Jack Murdock, still walking with a limp after his encounter with Bone Saw McGraw months
ago, was on hisway into the Citibank when he stopped dead in his tracks.He couldn't believe it. It was
the kind of thing he saw onlyon television or in the movies.

 The robbers charged out of the bank, shouting for people to keep back. Jack was no fool. This was no
wrestling ring. This was real life. So he stayed right where he was, makingno sudden moves, lest he draw
their attention.

 Police sirens sounded in the near distance and the robbers, all of whom were masked in ski caps,
looked at eachother nervously. Obviously they hadn't expected the cops to get so close, so fast. The
fourth of their crew was at curbside in what was obviously the getaway car, and he was madly gesturing
for them to hurry the hell up. But traffic was bot-

 tlenecking all around them—this was midtown Manhattan,after all—and they might not make it far
enough away before the cops drew within distance. Plus there were witnesses who could identify the
license plates and put the ,police on their tracks all too quickly.

 All this went through Jack's mind in a heartbeat, and suddenly one of the robbers pointed a gun at Jack
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and snarled, "You! Come with us!"

 "M-me?" said Jack, his voice going up an octave.

 "In the car, now!"

 Oh, my God, I'm a hostage,thought Jack.

 Suddenly there was a collective shout, gasps, people pointing upward. Despite the fact that there were
armed robbers standing on the sidewalk, they had abruptly become of secondary interest compared to
the sight that presented itself now.

 A lithe figure in tight-fitting red and dark blue descendedfrom on high like an avenging angel. He wore
red boots, ared belt, and a pattern that ran the length of his torso anddown his arms, and his mask was
frightening with its wide,silver-white eyepieces that obscured his face completely. An intricate, slightly
raised web pattern ran along the red material, and there was an image of a spider on his chest. The rest
of the costume was dark blue, although it was shimmeringas he descended and appeared to have black
highlights. He was swinging on gossamer strands of webbing... a gigantic spider crossed with Tarzan of
the Apes.

 He'd been heard about, rumored about, speculated about.But no one had ever seen him clearly in broad
daylight. Noone ... until now.

 It was Jack who spoke first, crying out in a startled voice, "Spider-Man!"

 Immediately the bank robbers, as one, started firing rightat him. Except he was no longer there.
Releasing the webline so that the arc of his swing couldn't be tracked, Spider-

 Man somersaulted through the air. Even as he did so, hecrisscrossed his arms and unleashed sprays of
webbing.With pinpoint accuracy it nailed the guns of the three robbers, gumming up the works and
causing the weapons to adhere, useless, to their hands.

 Spider-Man landed on the sidewalk right in front of them.They came in fast, the three of them
converging as one. Allthey managed to do was slam into each other, because Spider-Man—having
barely touched the ground—immediately bounced up as if he were on strings. Before they realized it,
he was behind them. He grabbed the respective headsof two of them and slammed them together with a
resounding crack. The duo went down as if they'd just been slammedwith a two-by-four.

 The third, the burliest one, swung his webbed-up gunhand, trying to use it like a club. Spider-Man
ducked undereach sweep, and as he did so, he said jovially, "Shall we dance? Cha-cha-cha..." It was as
if he weren't in a life-and-death struggle and all. As if the whole thing were just agame to him.

 On the fifth swing, he caught the arm effortlessly. Therobber was stunned, unable to believe that he was
being immobilized with so little effort, and then Spider-Man literallyturned him upside down. "You
know," Spider-Man said to him conversationally, dangling him by his feet, "when youopen a new account
here, they give you a free toaster.Should have settled for that. Let that be a lesson to you: Get a toaster...
or be toast."

 And with that, he tossed the robber on top of the heap ofhis already fallen associates. He started to get
up, but aquick, casual spin kick from Spider-Man knocked him out.
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 The getaway car driver hit the gas, tried to pull out, but hewas already too late. Spider-Man bounded
over to him andcalled, "Nice car! I might buy it! Mind if I kick the tires?!"

 He delivered a powerful kick to the right front tire that blew it out as quickly as if it had slammed into a
concrete medianstrip.

 Immediately the driver tried to leap out of the front seatin hopes of getting away ... except he found
himselfwebbed to the seat. Spider-Man cheerfully waggled his fin gers at him. "When Spider-Man's
putting on a show," he called, "there's never a dry seat in the house!"

 And then, with the flashing lights of the police cars approaching, barely a block away, Spider-Man took
a running start, bounced off the roof of the car and fired a web line allin the same motion. An instant later
he had swung up and outof view, leaving behind four criminals and a wave of spontaneous applause
from the onlookers.

 Moments later Jack was at the nearest pay phone, dialingfrantically. It rang on the other end and then
picked up. "Hello?"

 "Matt!" Jack burst out. "Son, wait'll I tell you about thegenuine daredevil who saved your old man ...!"

 "Spider-Man."

 The man who'd been introduced to Peter as Joe "Robbie"Robertson was looking him right in the face,
and for a moment Peter thought that he'd been seen through just that easily. That this newsman had
figured out that Spider-Man was,in fact, a nervous college kid who was trying to pull a fastone on the
largest tabloid newspaper in New York.

 But then Robertson looked back at the picture and said,"Spider-Man...he really exists," and he shook
his head in amazement. "I was starting to think he was an urban legend.If you hadn't had us develop the
negatives ourselves, I wouldhave thought you doctored these with a computer or something."

 Relaxing a bit, Peter said, "I thought you might think that.That's why I did it this way."

 "Bright lad."

 They were standing in the middle of the newsroom. Reporters made it a point of passing by, glancing
over Robertson's shoulder with interest as he flipped through the stills.Word had spread quickly;
unsurprising, since these were reporters, after all. Robertson pretended to be unaware of thefact that
everyone was stopping by to sneak a look, first atthe photos, and then at the unassuming young man who
hadsnapped them. Peter forced a smile but then started lookingdown self-consciously and kept his
attention focused on thefloor.

 Spider-Man swinging, flying, web shooting ... they were all there, everything any newsman could ask for.
"They'regood. Very good. How'd you get 'em?" asked Robertson.

 "If I tell you, you'll send your own photographer. Am I hired?" he asked.

 "It's not up to me," said Robertson. "Mr. Jameson hiresall staff personally."

 That was when they heard shouting from an office downthe hall. The person doing the shouting sounded
as if he could out-holler a cement mixer. "Is that what I said?! Is that what I asked? I said a picture,
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Eddie, not an ink blot!Why the hell can't anybody bring me decent art on thatfreak?! Get the hell out of
here!"

 Peter didn't know which was more shocking: the volumeand vehemence of the person shouting, or the
fact that noone else in the newsroom really seemed to be reacting. "Hefires 'em that way, too," Robertson
said mildly. When he sawPeter's incredulous reaction, he seemed to intuit what was going through the
lad's mind. "It's like living beneath an elevated train, son. After a while, the shock just wears off, andyou
barely hear it anymore."

 A young man with dirty blonde hair, a camera slungaround his neck, and a generally shabby appearance,
emerged from the hall and stalked across the newsroom. He

 stopped when he saw Peter staring at him, saw the camera bag slung over Peter's shoulder. "What're
you lookin' at, greenhorn?" he asked in a voice filled with pure venom.

 "And Brock! Would it kill you to get a decent suit!? "

 The bellowing voice's owner had appeared at his office door. How anyone could reach that volume
while still keeping a cigar in his mouth was beyond Peter's ability to understand. His mustache was
bristling as furiously as his flattophaircut. He looked like an angry porcupine.

 "What? "he shouted at Peter for no discernible reason.

 Without a word, Robertson held up the photos so Jameson could see them. Jameson blinked, squinted,
then lookedquestioningly at Robertson. Robertson slowly nodded,silently affirming that these were the
real deal. Jamesonlooked at Peter in disbelief, then shrugged and waved theminto his office.

 The moment Peter was in, Jonah practically pushed himinto a battleship-gray chair in front of the desk,
whichcreaked in protest. Peter looked around. The office didn'tlook as if a new stick of furniture had
been put in there sincebefore the Nixon administration.

 Robertson spread them out on Jonah's desk as Peter triednot to pass out from the cigar smoke that
clung to everythingin the office. He glanced up and saw a smoke detector, hanging disassembled from
the ceiling. That pretty much said itall.

 "They're crap," said Jameson briskly, flipping througheach one. "Crap. Crap. Megacrap."

 Peter couldn't believe it, particularly after Robertson hadbeen effusive in his praise. "But . . ." he
managed to get out.

 "Completely static," said Jameson. "You didn't follow the action at all. It looks like you shot them all
from a third flooroffice window and were too paralyzed with fear to moveyour point of view around."

 Peter gulped loudly. That was way too close to the truth

 for comfort. "There was a lot going on," he said, soundinglame even to himself.

 "A real news photographer doesn't keep a safe distance,"Jameson growled. "You and your camera
should have beenright in the middle of this action."

 Well, I was,Peter thought grimly. Then he noticed thatRobertson was winking at him, sending him a silent
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but distinct message: Hang in there. And Peter tumbled to the factthat Jameson was being a hardcase,
probably to lowball him.

 "I'll give you three hundred for all of 'em," snappedJameson.

 Subtly, Peter's glance went over to Robertson. Robertson nonchalantly had his hand near his face, as if
scratching his chin. And then, very slowly, he extended all five fingers as a mute signal to Peter.

 Feeling buoyed, Peter said with confidence, "That seemsa little low."

 "Then take them somewhere else," Jonah said brusquely.

 Peter shrugged, stood up and started to gather up the photos. But before he could, Jonah Jameson
slammed his handsdown on them and scowled furiously. "Sit down! All right,all right." He sighed as if he
was offering to open up hischest and scoop his own heart out with a spoon. "I'll giveyou five hundred.
That's the standard freelance fee."

 Robertson nodded ever so slightly and Peter automatically imitated. Not realizing where the cues were
coming from, Jameson scooped up the shots, making sure to keepone in particular on top. He tapped it.
Peter noticed there ap peared to be ink under Jameson's fingernails and wonderedif it was there
permanently. "Tear up page one," Jameson was saying to Robertson, "run that shot instead."

 Peter couldn't believe it. Page one? He was going to beon the front page of the Daily Bugle!

 No. Not him, he reminded himself. Spider-Man. He hadto remember that. Spider-Man was exciting,
mysterious,

 interesting. Peter Parker was none of those things, and if he valued his sanity, it was going to stay that
way.

 "Headline?" asked Robertson.

 Jameson held his hands up as if envisioning the words ona movie theater marquee. " 'Spider-Man, Hero
or Menace?Exclusive Daily Bugle Photos!' "

 Immediately Peter was on his feet. "Menace?" he saidincredulously. "Sir, he was protecting that bank
from those—!"

 Jameson rounded on him, scowling. "Tell you what, Atticus, you take the pictures, I make up the
headlines. Okay? That all right with you?"

 It was everything Peter could do to control himself. Hewanted to shout that no, it was not all right with
him, and that Spider-Man had been putting his butt on the line whileJameson was sitting on his, up in this
ivory tower, makingpronouncements that might frighten people, turn themagainst him....

 But he controlled himself. That wasn't going to accomplish anything. And besides, people didn't believe
everything they read in newspapers, right? They'd know thatSpider-Man was one of the good guys.
Why, Peter wouldfight that perception himself, bringing in photos of Spider-Man helping people. Who
cared about the words in a head line? Weren't pictures louder than words?

 "Yes, sir," Peter said, although his fist was clenched andshaking slightly. "I. . .would like a job, sir."
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 "No jobs!" snapped Jameson, much to Peter's dismay."Freelance. Best thing in the world for a kid your
age. Bring me shots of that newspaper-selling clown and I might take 'em off your hands." He made
shooing motions toward the door. Come on, get out of here! I got deadlines!"

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 I feel like I'm totally screwing myself.

 For weeks now, I've been bringing pictures into theBugle. Pictures I've been snapping of myself in
action as Spider-Man. And with each new set of shots I figure, maybe this'll be the one that turns Jame
son's opinion around.

 Instead there are always new headlines about what a creep I am. Not me... the other me. And it's all
Jameson. Robbie . . . that's Joe Robertson's nickname. I feel weird calling a man old enough to be my
dad by a nickname, but he insisted after a while. Anyway, Robbie told me on the QT that Jonah Jameson
personally skews the slant of all the coverage. There was one headline that was originally "NY Cheers
Costumed Hero." And Jameson changed it to "NY Fears Costumed Coward." Robbie got so tired of
having his headlines changed that he stopped making suggestions. So Jameson rose to the occasion and
came up with things like "Spider-Alan: Super-Hero or Super-Zero," "big Apple Fears Spider bite!," and,
my personal favorite, "Spider- Man: Threat or Menace?"

 Robbie started getting curious about my "luck." He took me aside one day and said, "Care to tell me
how you're doing it, son? Do you monitor police band frequencies? Do you have people who alert you
when they see the wallcrawler? Do you have some sort of dealworked out with Spider-Man himself so
he tells you where he's patrolling and you split the money from the photos?"

 I just shrugged and smiled and said, "A magician never reveals his secrets, Robbie."

 Robbie just kind of shrugged, and didn't push it. As for Jonah Jameson , it doesn't matter to him. As
long as the pictures keep rolling in, he couldn't care less.

 One day I couldn't take it anymore. I admit, when I first met Jame son, I was totally intimidated, but I
got so fed up that I buttonholed him in his office and asked him why he was so hard on someone like
Spider-Man who was clearly on the side of the law?

 And he said, "He thinks he is the law. There's no place in this so ciety for vigilante justice. Once one
person takes the law into his own hands, it's anarchy."

 I didn't know what to say to that. I mean, I don't think I'm taking

 the law into my own hands. It's not like I'm going around executing people or stuff. I'm just stopping bad
guys. But how am I supposed to change Jameson's mind? It's not like I can tell him what's going through
Spider-Man's head. I asked him if I could do something other than Spider-Man pictures, but he said no,
I should stick with what I'm doing.

 To my relief, Robbie stepped in. I think he realized how uncom fortable I was getting with the situation.
"J.J., we need someone to cover the World Unity Festival. Let's send Peter."

 Jonah kind of snarled and said, "World Unity Festival! Another epic display of OsCorp
self-aggrandizement!"
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 "I thought you and Osborn were friends," said Robbie.

 "We are! You should hear how I talk about my enemies."

 I didn't need to. I knew already. It was in the headlines . . . and Spider-Man had never even done
anything to him.

 Finally Jonah said, 'Fine, send him," and then turned to me and snapped, "but I never said you have a
job! Meat! I'll give you a box of Christmas meat! Best I can do!Now get me more pictures !"

 Christmas meat. There's something to live for. Knowing him he'll wait until it's on sale for half price, like
during Easter. It'll be delivered in a hazardous waste container. Christmas meat. Sheesh.

 I suppose the one joy I'm getting out of all this-aside from mak ing money off the very thing that cost me
my internship-is the knowl edge that J. Jonah Jameson is paying me to take pictures of myself He'd
probably have a coronary if he knew.

  

 XVII.

 THE FESTIVAL

  

 Norman Osborn looked out across the New York skyline, of which he had a splendid view from his
office at the top ofOsCorp corporate headquarters. He stood there, taking inthe fresh morning sun,
feeling as if he could literally reachout and scoop up the entire city in the palm of his hand andsay, "Mine.
All mine."

 There was some pronounced throat clearing behind him.He turned to them, his board of directors, all
lined up like little ducks in a row, with their leather-bound folders open in front of them as they followed
his description of the currentstate of affairs. Smiling over having made them wait, heslipped back into his
chair at the head of the table and continued as if he'd never stopped talking. "In addition," he said,"we've
secured three major new government contracts, and I'm proud to announce that—as of today—OsCorp
Industries has surpassed Quest Aerospace as principal supplier to the United States Military. In short,
ladies and gentlemen of the board, costs are down, revenue is up, and our stock hasnever been higher."

 As one, the board members closed their folders, and Osborn sat back in his chair, arms folded, smiling.
He remembered the legendary story of the host of a radio kid's showwho—at the conclusion of one
day's broadcast—ostensiblydidn't know that he was still on the air when he mutteredinto a live
microphone, "There. That should hold the little

 creeps for another day." That was exactly how Osborn felt atthat moment.

 Balkan leaned forward, a smile etched on his face."That's wonderful news, Norman." He cleared his
throat andadded, almost as an afterthought, "In fact, it's the reasonwe're selling the company."

 It took a moment for the words to fully register on Osborn. When they did, he was on his feet instantly.
"What?!"He looked as if he didn't know whether to laugh in theirfaces or scream in them.
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 "It took us all by surprise," Balkan said, having the nerve to sound as if he were commiserating. "But
Quest Aerospaceis recapitalizing in the wake of the bombing."

 Osborn's head snapped around to the nearest board member. "Fargas, what's going on here?"

 Fargas didn't respond. Instead he simply glowered at Osborn, as if Osborn were some lower form of
life. It wasBalkan who replied. "Quest is expanding, and they've madea tender offer we can't ignore."

 "Why wasn't I told about this?!"thundered Osborn.

 "The last thing they want is a power struggle with an entrenched management," Balkan said, still trying
to soundreasonable.

 That was when Fargas stepped in, and if they were consciously doing good cop/bad cop, they couldn't
have done abetter job of it. "They want you out, Norman. The deal is offif you come with it. The board
expects your resignation inthirty days."

 "You ... can't do this to me," stammered Osborn. "I builtthis company...."

 He couldn't understand how this could be happening. Itwas like some sort of surreal, demented joke, or
a dreamfrom which he would be awakening at any moment. Why, heand Fargas went back decades ...
he'd been the first to be-

 lieve in him. "Max, please ..." Osborn said, hating himselffor feeling weak and sniveling.

 As if tolling a death knell, Fargas said, "The board isunanimous. I'm sorry," he added, not sounding sorry
at all."We're announcing the sale right after the World Unity Festival."

 Well, of course. Why have a cloud hanging over that?Why risk reporters turning out in droves, asking
about Osborn's ouster, instead of focusing on the relentlessly cheerful and upbeat promotional spirit
that was the festival'stheme?

 Norman Osborn felt as if a dark cloud was settling overhis eyes, over his mind. He glanced outside, and
although the sun was out, it no longer seemed bright. Instead it wasovercast and threatening.

 "You're out, Norman," Balkan said, driving the stake home.

 And when Norman Osborn turned and looked back at the board of directors, there was something else
in his eyes, thathadn't been there before. A quiet, deadly madness, that noone saw, and even if they had
seen it, they would not havebelieved it.

 "Am I," he said, and it was not a question. And in the fluorescent glow of the overhead lights, his eyes
had taken ona distinctly green cast.

 Peter hated crowds.

 Not that he'd ever been wild about them, but the feelinghad become more pronounced in recent months.
The only thing he could figure was that it was because of his newfound freedom. Leaping among
rooftops, hurtling amongthe spires of New York, it was as- if he had the entire city tohimself. When
people surrounded him, all he could thinkabout was leaping above them, clinging to a wall, webbing away
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with abandon, leaving gravity behind.

 But he didn't have a lot of choice. His assignment was totake pictures of people enjoying themselves at
the World Unity Festival in the heart of Times Square, not crowds ofpeople pointing upward at the
amazing webbed individualswinging over their heads. So he took a deep breath, countedto ten, and then
snapped some pictures of the enormous multicolored globe that loomed over Times Square, trying not
to get elbowed in the ribs in the process.

 Behind him, on a stage, a singer was doing a soulful rendition of some pop tune. Getting a shot of that
wouldn't bea bad idea, so Peter started wending his way through thecrowd, putting his spider sense to
good use by deftly movinghis feet so he didn't get stepped on. As he did so, he continued to take
pictures of the crowd, although he lowered hiscamera when he inadvertently focused on a young man
read ing a typically anti-Spider-Man headline in the Bugle.

 Well, there were certainly plenty of other things he couldshoot. There were booths set up with displays
from variouscountries, and colorfully costumed people of all different nationalities were moving among the
crowd, serving samples of their native cuisine. There were oversized balloons,there were floats
celebrating global togetherness. Childrenwere holding small balloon versions of the globe, or wearing
T-shirts with the symbol on it. . . and with the OsCorp logoon the back. Yup, old Stormin' Norman
never missed a trick.

 Peter had no clue how many people were in attendance. Ithad to be thousands, and amazingly, no one
else seemed annoyed or claustrophobic. The atmosphere was one of sweetness and light. That made a
certain degree of sense to Peter.In the world itself there existed strife, war, poverty, genocide ... but in a
representation of the world, one got to pretend that everything was great. Then again, he figured,
perhaps he was just getting cynical in his old age.

 He spotted the reviewing stand, a converted balcony five

 stories up, which had a huge banner that readosborn industriesWELCOMES YOU TO THE THIRD
ANNUAL WORLD UNITYfestival.Huge twin statues of Hercules—according to thepress packet that
Peter had received—stood on either side ofthe reviewing stand, appearing to support it. That seemed a
little odd to Peter, considering it was Atlas who—accordingto legend—bore the weight of the world on
his shoulders.Then he remembered that Hercules had once been trickedfor a short time into shouldering
the burden himself, and decided he could forgive the apparent misuse.

 Peter got as close to the reviewing stand as he could, figuring that a shot of the people in the stand
would be a good one to have. He scanned across the balloons, past the floating streamers, up the torso
of the Hercules statue, and discovered an assortment of men in dark suits engaged inintense
conversation with one another. He looked for afamiliar face. Maybe having Norman Osborn's mug in the
Daily Buglemight put a smile on his typically surlydemeanor. No...there was no Norman in sight, although
he did see Harry and...

 "Mary Jane," breathed Peter.

 Mary Jane couldn't recall the last time she'd felt so nervous.

 She wasn't the world's greatest seamstress, but she wasn't terrible at it, and she had put a ton of
man-hours into sewingthe dress she was wearing. In terms of design it hadn't been that difficult: It was a
simple Chinese cheongsam, made ofred silk with a floral print. The neck was high, the collarclosed, with
short sleeves, a loose chest, a fitted waist, and slits up the sides to a modest height. All in all, it set off her
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shape rather nicely, she thought.

 She desperately wanted Harry to like it. She looked forsome hint of approval as he carefully attached a
unity pin to

 her bosom. He was visibly nervous, his hands shaking. She had a feeling that it had nothing to do with
proximity to her,and his next words bore out her suspicions.

 "Perfect," he said, once the unity pin was attached. "Except ... how come you didn't wear the black
dress? I wanted to impress my father. He loves black."

 Mary Jane was instantly crestfallen. She knew the blackdress he meant; it was slinky and sexy but not at
all the thingshe wanted to be wearing when trying to make a good first impression. The cheongsam had
seemed the perfect idea; it was attractive and shapely, but didn't make her come acrossas...as low class.
That's what she was the most concernedabout. Norman Osborn, Harry ... they were high society.And
she ... wasn't.

 Rallying, she said, "Maybe he'll be impressed, no matterwhat? I mean, you think I'm pretty."

 Perhaps realizing he had said the absolute wrong thing,Harry took her by the shoulders and smiled
warmly. "Ofcourse I do. You're beautiful."

 He leaned forward to kiss her ...

 ... and reflexively, for no reason she could readily understand herself, she averted her lips at the last
moment, sothat he kissed her on the cheek. Harry seemed slightly surprised, even a bit startled.

 And then Harry looked even more startled. He seemed tobe staring at something in the crowd, but when
Mary Jane endeavored to follow his sight line, he quickly put an armaround her shoulder, turning her
away, making forced conversation which only served to underscore how awkward the moment had
been. She was still so flustered over her gut reaction that she didn't even bother to think about what it
was in the crowd that had so thrown Harry for a loop.

 Maybe it was his father, actually smiling,M. J. thoughtdourly. That would be enough to confuse the
hell out of anybody.

 Peter watched through his viewfinder, feeling sick to his stomach as Harry leaned forward to kiss Mary
Jane, who inturn looked more ravishing than Peter had ever seen.

 And then, to his astonishment, Mary Jane averted herface so that Harry kissed her on the cheek rather
than thelips.

 He couldn't believe it.

 There was hope!

 There was hope!

 Jubilantly, Peter pumped the air, and something about thegesture caught Harry Osborn's attention. He
looked down just as Peter had his arm raised, and they locked eyes.
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 Don't tell Harry,Mary Jane's warning sounded in hishead, and he hadn't, except Harry had obviously
gone andfound out anyway. Because Harry saw Peter looking right upat them, and he was probably
thinking, Crap, Peter knows!Except Peter had already known, so it wasn't as bad as itmight have been,
except maybe that made it worse.

 It was making Peter's head whirl. How could there bethis much confusion over love when Peter didn't
even have agirlfriend and, by the looks of things, Harry didn't either?

 Then Peter realized that his head wasn't just whirling. It was his spider sense, kicking into high gear,
practicallyscreaming at him that something was wrong, something was very very wrong.

 Mary Jane felt as if she was being pulled along like arolling suitcase as Harry made his way through the
crowd onthe balcony.

 "Ah," Harry said, clearly having recognized a familiarface, and he brought Mary Jane over to two elderly
men, one of them in a wheelchair. Quickly he introduced them asMessrs. Fargas and Balkan, although it
happened so quickly that she wasn't entirely sure which one was which. "Have you seen my father?"
Harry asked.

 Balkan and Fargas exchanged uncomfortable looks. Immediately M. J. was cued to the fact that
something waswrong. She knew that look all too well, because she'd seenit on her mother's face
countless times: There was something to be said which no one wanted to say.

 "I'm ... not sure he'll be joining us," Fargas said in aslightly withering voice. And he gave Harry another
lookthat Mary Jane again recognized, this time from her father. The look that said, You are of no
consequence. You don't matter.It wasn't the way someone regarded the son of a valued company
head.

 She had no idea whether the same things were running through Harry's head, but at that moment their
collective attention was diverted by a high-pitched whining sound.Looking for the source of the sound,
Harry and M. J. made their way to the edge of the balcony.

 It seemed to be coming from overhead. There was only a handful of clouds in the sky, but whatever it
was, the soundoriginated from there. M. J. craned her neck, shielding hereyes against the glare of the
midday sun. There seemed to besomething . . .

 "It's a bird," said Harry.

 "No. I don't think so...kind of big," Mary Jane said. Fargas and Balkan, along with the other members of
theboard, were also gazing heavenward. "A plane?" suggestedBalkan.

 "Too small," M. J. said.

 The whining of the object was getting louder, as if. . .asif it was powering up somehow. "What is that?"
Fargas demanded impatiently.

 "Must be new this year," said Balkan. There had beensome binoculars lying around the reviewing stand,
for getting a better view of the crowd, and Balkan peered through one of them. Then he let out a gasp of
amazement. "Whatthe devil—? Is that our wing?"

 Mary Jane had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. A wing? A wing of what? Like a building
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wing?

 And then a demented cackle floated above the whiningsound. With a rush of air and what sounded like a
jet turbine,the object that was so high up suddenly got much closer,much faster. It dropped like a rock,
but it wasn't in freefall.Instead it was moving with confidence and assurance.Quickly it was almost at
street level, zigzagging through the floats and oversized balloons so deftly that the crowd automatically
assumed it was part of the show. They started applauding.

 But M. J. knew from the looks of the others in the reviewing box that this wasn't remotely intended to
be part ofanything.

 The flying thing curled back up into the sky, banked andhovered, pausing to make a dramatic entrance,
apparently.Then it moved right toward the reviewing stand, and MaryJane couldn't believe what she was
seeing.

 It was some sort of large flying platform, crescent shaped,almost like a bat. Red lights were glowing on
the front of it,with an array of cabling and armature underneath, running between the two wings and
connecting to what appeared to be some sort of control sphere. Turbines were powering itfrom behind.
But even the outlandishness of the device floating in front of them was as nothing compared to the rider.

 He wore some sort of scaled green armor, glistening inthe sun. It had a ribbed flexible look; in some
ways it reminded her of the skin of an alligator. But it was layeredwith all manner of complicated
circuitry that M. J. couldn'teven begin to figure out. When he turned, even ever soslightly, at the arms or
waist, there were little whispers ofsound from servos or devices that seemed to be powering it.

 But the armor itself was nothing compared to the face. Itwas more than a face: It was some sort of mask
or helmet.With its glowing yellow eyes, the pointed ears that swept

 back, and the mouth that was permanently frozen into a demented grin with pointed teeth running along
the top andbottom, it was the single most horrifying sight Mary Janehad ever seen.

 Down on the stage below, the singer had stopped singing.The crowd, meantime, was still cheering. They
had no ideathat this—person, this creature—wasn't part of the show.

 The creature was pulling something from a buckle on hisbelt. It was round, small, orange... a... pumpkin?
MaryJane wanted to laugh. Maybe this whole thing was some sortof gag, some sort of lively stunt, after
all. Maybe he wassome sort of juggler, planning to keep a bunch of pumpkinsaloft at once....

 Suddenly the creature angled down and hurled the pumpkin toward one of the statues of Hercules. And
Mary Jane'smomentary laughter disappeared, along with the lower halfof the Hercules statue. One minute
it was there, but when the pumpkin struck it, the legs blew up.

 The crowd's cheering and applause abruptly ceased, and an eerie silence filled the air. It was as if people
were trying to figure out whether they'd actually seen what they thought they saw. For a moment frozen in
time, the statue remained as it was, and then with a crack of stone the damaged monument gave way.

 The reviewing stand, five stories up, began to collapse.The members of the OsCorp board of directors
were shrieking and screaming in confusion, tumbling over one another.Mary Jane was thrown forward,
grasping at air, trying to findsomething to hold on to. She called Harry's name, but he was pitched in the
opposite direction.
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 The crowd's uncertainty was replaced with screams ofpanic as debris showered down upon them,
nearly crushing several terrorized citizens.

 The reviewing stand lurched another few feet, and Mary Jane slammed into the dangling balcony
balustrade, barely

 holding on. She saw Harry trying to get to his feet, to getover to her and pull her back from the brink.
Suddenly realizing the danger, she tried to shout for him to get back, butit was too late; his additional
weight caused the balcony to shift. The shift caused the remaining sections of the Hercules statue to
crumble into themselves even more, and thereviewing stand tilted further, flipping M. J. over the
balustrade. Harry let out a terrified wail, and a five-storydrop yawned beneath Mary Jane's feet. But she
hadn'tfallen, not yet; instead she was clinging, batlike, to the edge,dangling, her legs pumping the air as
she tried to find purchase to haul herself back up.

 The armored monster swung back around, his dementedlaughter ringing in Mary Jane's ears with such
force that she felt as if the entire world consisted of nothing but his crazedcackling. She bit back her fear,
didn't succeed, cried out inpanic, and then saw him coming in fast as he hurled anotherpumpkin bomb.

 This is it, I'm going to die,she thought, because another explosion would finish them off for sure.

 Except it didn't explode.

 Instead the bomb landed with a thunk right in front of the members of the OsCorp board. She heard it
whirring, making a metallic sound, and she pulled herself up enough to seeit rising into the air as they
stared at it in confusion. None of them made a move to help her. Taking a deep breath, M. J.gave it
everything she had and started to haul herself up.

 Suddenly the bomb exploded, but not like the other onehad. This one erupted in a flash of brilliant
orange, so brightand searing that it irradiated half a dozen members of the board. Just as it went off,
Mary Jane looked away. Beingmostly blocked by the balcony itself, she was preservedfrom harm, but
she was nearly flash blinded. And she caughta quick impression of those board members closest to it
being literally turned into X-ray images of themselves.

 The concussion of the blast caused the balcony to separate even further, and Mary Jane slid back,
almost skiddingoff the edge completely. Harry was blinking furiously, apparently trying to get his eyes
cleared from whatever damage the bomb had done to him. He was crawling across thebalcony, trying
not to cause it to tilt even further, and he wasreaching out to Mary Jane to try and snag her hand. M. J.
stretched her arm as far as she could, her fingers almosttouching his.

 Then she heard the roar of an engine, and a blast of heatfrom it enveloped her, the air rippling around
her. Shetwisted and looked over her shoulder, and let out a scream asshe saw the madman rising up on
the glider behind her. Hiswide grin was solidly in place, his fingers twitching with anticipation of doing
God-knew-what to her.

 The creature mimicked her scream, then let out a bloodcurdling cackle that sounded as if it was
emerging from thebowels of hell....

  

 XVIII.

Page  125



 THE CONFONTATION

  

 ... and then he was gone.

 Just like that.

 But not without help.

 For what seemed the umpteenth time that day, Mary Janecouldn't believe what she was seeing.

 At first she didn't understand. All she saw was a red and blue blur slamming into the green armored
creature. It was moving so quickly, she couldn't even tell if it was a humanor some sort of missile or what.
What she did know for certain was that her attacker was no longer there. Instead he wasfalling down,
down, knocked clean off the glider by the impact of the ... the whatever it was. The creature
plummeted,landed on one of the passing floats, bounced off it, somehow managed to twist himself in
midair, and crashed feetfirst intoa large tent serving Greek food. The armor he was wearingseemed to
protect him from any serious harm.

 And then she saw that glider of his coming after him, seeking him out. It let nothing stand in its way. It
sailedthrough the replica of the globe, crashing in one side and outthe other, knocking the globe off its
stand.

 At that moment, Mary Jane saw something land on a wallof a building across the way. She realized
belatedly that itwas the thing that had knocked the monster, however briefly,off its perch. And then she
recognized him. How could shenot? His pictures were all over the papers in recent days.

 "Spider-Man," she breathed. And if she had ever been

 inclined to believe any of those headlines about what a criminal mastermind he was, all of those went
right out thewindow.

 "A little help!"she tried to scream to him over the chaos below, because she still didn't have a firm grip
and the balcony seemed on the verge of breaking off anyway. ButSpider-Man wasn't looking in her
direction. Instead hisfocus was elsewhere.

 And then she saw it, too.

 The globe that the glider had knocked over was rolling.Like a gigantic boulder, it was crushing
everything in sight, and people were pushing and shoving and screaming to getthe hell out of its way.
Directly in its path was a small boy, staring in frozen shock as it barreled right toward him. Hismother
was screaming, waving her arms, trying to get to himand being carried in the opposite direction by the
wave ofpanicked humanity.

 Instantly Spider-Man raised his arm and something camehurtling out of his wrist. . .a web? My God . . .
how weird is that?Mary Jane thought.

 The web line snagged a billboard high atop a nearbybuilding and, with no trace of fear, Spider-Man
swung offthe building in a huge arc, heading for the little boy, his rightarm outstretched....
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 I'm not gonna make it, I'm not gonna make it,thoughtPeter, as the little boy trembled in front of the rolling
globe.And then he was right on top of the kid, and the globe was rumbling so fiercely that it hurt his teeth.
He snagged theboy and whipped his body upward, arching his back as theglobe rolled just under him,
snapping a row of parking me ters as if they were matchsticks.

 "You made it!" the boy gasped.

 "Never a doubt."

 He hurtled past the tent where the green armored nutballwho'd started all this was struggling to get out
from under the fallen canvas. He was surrounded by police, and Peterheard him shout from underneath,
"I surrender! I surrender!Media violence made me do it!"

 What a loon,Peter thought as he angled himself toward awoman who was waving her arms and
screaming "Billy!Billy!" over and over again.

 "That your ma?" The boy nodded, and Peter droppeddown next to the woman.

 He saw the look on her face, the fear of his own maskedfeatures, plus who-knew-what-else thanks to
the Daily Bugle.But he couldn't give it any further thought. Instead hehanded the boy over to her without
comment and turned toward the balcony where Mary Jane was holding on. Shehad managed to get some
traction and had braced herself soshe was no longer dangling over the street, held by the strength of her
arms alone. Peter was about to swing up toget her....

 When suddenly he heard a roar, a cackling, and he spunjust in time to see a half dozen of New York's
finest flying offin all directions. Standing in the middle of the melee was thearmored monstrosity that had
come tearing into the middleof all this and terrorized so many.

 Under his mask, Peter felt his fury growing even as hecharged forward, his booted feet moving with
precision andcertainty across the debris-strewn street. He leapt throughthe air, did a series of
handsprings and somersaults for no other reason than to show this monster just with whom he was
dealing, and landed directly in front of his opponent.

 "How dare you interfere with me!" snarled the greengoon from beneath his mask. "What do you want?"

 "World peace. But I'll settle for your chin."

 His arm moved so fast that the armored man never even

 saw it coming. Peter's punch lifted him clear off his feet andsent him tumbling heels over head into a brick
wall. Hisheart pumping, Peter charged straight at him, cocking his fistto deliver another fierce blow ...

 ... and the creature caught it in one metal hand, stoppingthe punch in midthrust.

 "See what I did there?" he said almost conversationally, and then he drove a punch straight at Peter, and
Peter had never, but never, been hit that hard in his life. Not even as akid being smacked around by
bullies. It was like beingpunched by a wrecking ball, and Peter crashed through an ice cream cart and
into a lamppost.

 The world was spinning around him, and Peter fought offa wave of nausea as he staggered to his feet. A
heartbeatlater, his spider sense screamed a warning and, operatingpurely on reflex, he backflipped high in
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the air. An instant later he saw why he'd felt compelled to do so: The bizarreglider the guy had been
riding had come swooping in behindhim and would have broken his spine if it had struck home. With a
gleeful cackle, his armored opponent leapt high inthe air, landing smoothly on the flying wing. His boots
snapped into place with an audible click and up he went into

 the sky.

 For a moment, Peter allowed himself a breath of relief.He hadn't caught the guy, but at least he'd
managed to chase

 him away.

 The sound of machine-gun fire alerted him to his error.

 Mary Jane, having managed to pull herself away from the edge of the balcony, bringing herself closer
and closer to relative safety and Harry's outstretched hand, was starting tothink that the worst was over.
Then she heard the machine-gun rounds pumping away and twisted her head around to get a better view
of what was happening.

 The nut on the glider was diving down toward Spider-Man, and machine-gun muzzles had popped out
of eitherwing. Bullets were chewing up the ground, and Spider-Man was moving faster than Mary Jane
would have thought possible.

 Spider-Man leapt, firing a web line at the same time. Itdrew taut and he ricocheted upward, staying just
ahead of thegunfire's path. He swung up and over a huge float of a Rasta man, as the maniac on the glider
disappeared into the sky.

 Suddenly the reviewing stand moaned. With a creaking ofmetal, the struts began to give out, rivets
popping like somany champagne corks. Harry was still trying to reach down to M. J., but she was out of
range and slipping fast.She let out a scream that she hoped would attract Spider-Man's attention.

 She succeeded in doing so. She saw Spider-Man look up at her, and an instant later he was moving. A
procession of floats stood between her and Spider-Man, but not only didthat prove to be no obstacle to
him, they were in fact hismeans of getting to her. He bounded from one float to thenext, drawing closer
and closer to her. He'll save me, he'II save me,she kept saying to herself, trying to let that newmantra
drown out the continued creaking of the overstressed metal supports.

 Spider-Man was in midair when the monster reappeared.

 He came ripping down from nowhere on his glider. Spider-Man obviously saw him coming, twisted
around inmidleap but was momentarily helpless. And the creature took full advantage of it. The grinning
gargoyle smashedinto Spider-Man, wrapping him in a bear hug and drivinghim into the building above the
balcony. Glass and debrisrained down, and Mary Jane frantically shielded her head assmall bits of rubble
and glass bounced off her.

 Harry wasn't quite so fortunate. He tried to dodge, but

 there was no room to maneuver, and a chunk of rubblebounced off his head. He wavered where he
stood, trying to maintain his footing, but then Mary Jane watched in despairas his eyes glazed and he
slumped over.
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 Spider-Man shoved away from the building with his legs and twisted around so that he had his toes on
the edge of theglider. There he slugged it out with the armored monster. She could hear the sounds of the
metal ringing under thepounding of Spider-Man's fists, but the creature didn't seem the least bit
perturbed, as if—now that he'd readied himself—he could take whatever punishment Spider-Man was
dishing out. Then the creature swung an elbow around,catching Spider-Man in the jaw. The impact sent
Spider-Man toppling off the glider, and he smashed into the balcony.

 The impact of his landing caused Mary Jane to lose not only her grip, but also the small measure of
safety she hadmanaged to obtain with her struggles. She rolled toward theedge, and she could have
sworn she heard Spider-Man cryout. It was the balustrade that stopped her once again, bringing her to
a halt but leaving her dangling perilously highabove the street.

 Spider-Man rose, started to move toward her, and suddenly the glider was right there, rising out of
nowhere. Theturbojet had gone utterly silent; perhaps he'd had it on only for effect before, or perhaps
there was some other power source for simple lifting, like magnetism. She had no idea;she wasn't a
scientist. Peter was the scientist. Deliriously, she wished he were there.

 With a deft maneuver, the creature swung his glideraround so that he was facing Spider-Man. There was
a humming sound coming from the vehicle, the noise of a weapon powering up. The front section began
to glow. InstantlySpider-Man shot out a web strand. It splattered over themonster's face with such force
that, had he not been armored, it likely would have taken his head off. As the crea-

 ture pitched back, clawing at his face, his change in posturesent the glider's aim off just as the weapon
discharged. It appeared to be some sort of laser beam, although she couldn'tbe sure. But it was a
pencil-thin beam of red light, and whenit struck the wall next to Spider-Man, the wall blew apart. Ifit
wasn't a laser, it was still a damned nasty piece of work.

 The glider angled up within range of Spider-Man, and heleapt upward, grabbing at the underside of the
glider. Hecame away with a handful of wiring from underneath. Immediately the glider began to smoke
and sputter, sparkscrackling from underneath. And its rider was still blinded bythe webbing, howling his
indignation as he angled the glideraway from Spider-Man as quickly as he could.

 Thank God . . . I'm safe,Mary Jane thought with relief.

 That was when the ledge gave way.

 Mary Jane clutched at the air, frantically tried to walk onit, and then she fell. Her arms flailed about, and
insanely allshe could think of was that the dress she had worked so hardon was going to wind up being
totally ruined. The streetsped toward her, and she hoped it wouldn't hurt too much.

 Then, suddenly, she was in Spider-Man's arms. He wassnapping back upward, and she had absolutely
no clue whatwas happening. Then she saw that he was clutching a webline and realized that he had used
his webbing to effectivelybungee jump after her.

 Spider-Man rebounded past the balcony, giving her aglimpse of the section that had collapsed. She saw
Harry further in, away from the crumbling section, not in danger and just starting to come around. His
eyes focused on her,and he seemed not to realize what it was he was looking at. Then he was gone as
the arc of his web line took them up,up further, and then over.

 They whipped through the canyon of skyscrapers, MaryJane looking around in amazement. He moved
with a speed,a certainty that she wouldn't have thought possible. She
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 should have been terrified. She was being held aloft by atotal stranger, swinging through the asphalt
jungle as if itwere a regular jungle and he was making his way on vines. When he would reach the end of
his web line, he'd simply release it and there would be the brief start of a descent,whereupon another
web line would take its place and offthey went again. They swept low over the street, just brushing past
the top of a cab, the driver of which stopped, exited,pointed, and bellowed to whoever would listen,
"What the hell's that?!"

 She started to wonder where he was taking her. To thespider cave under his mansion? Back to his place
in thefrozen north? No matter what, this moment was breathtaking. Particularly when she came to the
realization that shewasn't afraid. That somehow she knew, beyond question,that he wasn't going to do
anything to hurt her.

 M. J. was mildly disappointed when she discovered that their destination was neither subterranean nor
iced over, butinstead a garden rooftop near Rockefeller Plaza. It wasat that point that his intention
became clear to her; he justwanted to make sure she was far away from the danger, justin case the
nutball on the glider came back. They alighted onthe rooftop, to the astonishment of several young folks
whowere relaxing with their lunches on benches, chairs, and a spread-out blanket.

 "Don't mind us," Spider-Man said. "She needs to use the

 elevator."

 It was the first time that he had spoken near her. Therewas something much more youthful about his
voice than she would have expected. It was muffled, the exact tone hard tomake out, but he sounded
vaguely familiar. Someone she'dheard on the radio, perhaps.

 Satisfied that she was attended to, he started to turn away,but she stopped him with a quick, "Wait!"

 He looked back at her, waiting for her to speak. She

 wished she could see through the eyepieces, at least. Thelack of eye contact was the spookiest thing
about him. "Who areyou?"

 "You know," he said.

 Taken aback, she said, "I do?"

 He paused for a long moment then, as if seriously considering saying something else. But instead he said
simply, "Your friendly neighborhood Spider-Man."

 Then he sprinted for the edge of the building. Despiteeverything that she'd just seen, she still felt a
moment ofpanic as he vaulted off the edge of the roof, doing a doublesomersault as he went. But as he
plunged she heard a thwipppnoise, webbing shot out, and he swung gracefullyaway.

 "Spider-Man ..." she whispered, waiting for the excited beating of her heart to slow, but at the same time
kind ofwishing that it never did.

  

 XIX.
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 THE AFTERMATH

  

 Harry burst into the apartment, the picture of a youngman in turmoil. He had his cell phone in his hand,
and hewas frantically dialing a number. Peter, at the window, was aportrait of calm, serenely drinking a
glass of milk. He could afford to be calm, of course, since he knew precisely whereMary Jane had been
dropped off, and that she was out ofdanger.

 But there was no way to convey this to Harry without tipping off to him things he was better off not
knowing.

 Besides, a small, sadistic aspect of Peter, one that he'dreally rather have not admitted to himself, was
pleased to see Harry in such a tizzy. After all, Harry had enjoyed the insidetrack to Mary Jane for a while
now, and in secret. In the backof Peter's mind, it seemed justifiable payback to have his own secret
about M. J. and to let Harry stew for a while.

 "Pick up, pick up!" Harry yelled into the phone, as Petertook a deep breath and enjoyed the night air. "If
somehowyou get this, call me right away!" He snapped the phoneshut, shoved it in his pocket, and
walked quickly over to Peter. "Pete!" he said, his voice almost manic. "I'm glad you're here. Any word?
Has she called?"

 Any word? As it so happens, buddy, yes. The word is that M. J. didn't want to kiss you. Further word
is that she looked at Spider-Man as if he was a god descended from Olympus. I'm on the fast track,
friend, and you can eat my dust.

 "Not yet," Peter said. "She will."

 "She will?" Harry clutched at Peter's shirt. "How do youknow! You don't know that!"

 Peter delicately pried the hand loose. He certainly didn'tneed to have his shirt ripped open to reveal the
costume underneath. "A feeling I have," he assured his roommate. "Youokay? How's your head?"

 Harry shrugged, as if his condition—and even the question itself—were of no consequence. "They
patched it up.It's nothing." At that, he started pacing and talking rapidly,although to no one in particular.
"What would he do to her?Thank God my father wasn't there. That whole scene, where'd that thing
come from? What was it? What's that?"he asked, eyeing Peter's glass. "Milk?"

 "Uh-huh. Got milk?" Peter asked lightly. He picturedwhat it would be like to appear in a milk
advertisement, a little white mustache perched just under the masked bridge ofhis nose.

 Harry stared at him incredulously. "Why aren't you worried?" he demanded.

 "Oh. Right," Peter said, as if remembering to cue an emotion. "I am worried."

 Beginning to pace again, like an expectant father, Harryannounced, "I've put it together. Spider-Man
knows she's mygirlfriend. He'll want a ransom from my father."

 Peter cocked his head and said, "Really? What could heget?"

Page  131



 Harry's cell phone rang. Harry quickly flipped it openand said, "Hello?" then he relaxed with visible
relief. "Oh,thank God." He turned to Peter and said somewhat unnecessarily, "It's her." Then, back to
the phone, he said, "Whereare you? Are you all right? Did he hurt you?" He paused, listening. "He was
what?" His brow furrowed. "What do you mean, he was incredible?"

 Peter raised a hand to cover the smile.

 Harry shook his head as if he were a dreamer trying to

 shake himself back to wakefulness. "Are you sure you're allright? Are you ... drugged? Where did he
take you?" Another pause. "To a roof garden?" He looked to Peter as if toask whether he was losing his
mind or not. Peter just

 shrugged.

 "No, I've never been there," Harry said, carefully measuring his words with forced calm. "Listen, I'm
comingover." Yet again a pause. "Because you need to tell me everything, that's why. And what did you

mean by incredible ... ? What? You're going to sleep now?!" He looked as if he wasgoing to argue the
point, then remembered that Peter wasstanding there, and so he said, "Well . . . then call me in the

morning. Are you sure you're feeling all right?" He scowled. "Stop saying 'incredible!' "It was all Peter
could do notto laugh out loud at Harry's frustration. "Call me when youwake up. We'll go for breakfast

and ... I'll buy you something beautiful . . . Why? Because I want to. It'll makeyou ... feel better," Harry
told her, sounding a bit uncertain.It was understandable. If Mary Jane felt as good as sheseemed to,

she'd float off the planet. "All right, g'night, get some sleep, uh . . ." Plainly he didn't want to disconnect
andwas searching for things to say. "Uh . . . sleep tight . . . don't

 let the—"

 Mary Jane hung up.

 Harry snapped shut the cell phone. Then he cleared his

 throat.

 "She's ... still a little rattled."

 Peter nodded as he tipped back the glass, finished the lastgulp, and lowered it. He glanced in a nearby
mirror in approval. Milk mustache.

 "At least she's all right."

 "Yeah ... look ... about M. J...." Harry said after along moment. "I know that was a picture you didn't
want to

 take."

 Ahhhh. . .so Harry was going to admit that he'd spotted

 Peter during the festival. "I didn't take it," Peter said indifferently.

 "I know. I should've told you about us," Harry said, exhaling deeply as if trying to get the weight of the
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world offhis shoulders. "But you have to understand, I'm crazy abouther."

 "We're friends. You didn't have to lie," Peter remindedhim, sounding sharper than he would have liked.

 "I always knew you wanted her for yourself, but younever made a move."

 That was a bit more candor than Peter had expected from the moment. He lowered his gaze, his
momentary anger replaced with self-reproach. "I guess I didn't."

 Harry shook his head uncomprehendingly. "What wasthat thing that killed them? It happened so fast."

 "I don't know. But somebody has to stop it."

 "Right. Well . . . I'll pray in the bedroom."

 He hesitated, as if there was something else he wanted to say, but apparently thought better of it and
walked into the bedroom. Peter was left alone at the window, looking out at the night sky. Tomorrow the
entire city was going to know that there was a genuine masked menace in town, becausePeter had been
smart enough to anchor his camera, set the automatic shutter, and get some extremely good shots of
himself in battle with that goblin ...

 The Green Goblin. Peter winced. What a name. Itsounded so juvenile, as if he should be sporting a little
purple hat and booties. But it's what Jameson had dubbed him, upon taking one look at the photo.
"Goblin" because Jameson thought he looked like a Halloween creature come tolife, and "Green"
because Peter's shots had been in black and white, and Jameson wanted to let the reader know what
colorhe was in order to make even more of an impression—andsell more newspapers, no doubt.

 "Ever since Spider-Man, they all gotta have a name. Hoffman!"Jameson shouted. "Call the copyright
office!Trademark the name! I want a quarter for every time some body says it!"

 "But . . . 'Green Goblin,' " Peter said in weak protest. "It

 sounds so ..."

 "We have to make the name more memorable! And nothing makes people remember a name like
alliteration!"J. Jonah Jameson said.

 "Do you really think so?" Peter Parker asked the nearest

 bystander.

 "I wouldn't know," Robbie Robertson commented. ThenJ.J.'s secretary, Betty Brant, informed him that
he had a conference call with the noted scientists Bruce Banner and ReedRichards.

 Left alone, Peter wondered where that armored lunaticwas hiding out. He tried to picture what someone
like thatwas like when they weren't wearing armor, a grotesque mask, and terrorizing people.

 Did he have a wife? Did she know who, what he was?Did he have a daughter who adored him? A son
who looked up to him? If he did, Peter had a feeling they had no ideawhat he'd been up to. He probably
led some sort of double life. He felt sorry for that madman's friends and family.
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 Then again, who was he to talk?

 The headline stared up at Norman Osborn, who was standing at the threshold of his apartment, the
newspaperlying flat in front of him. He blinked against the brightness of the morning sun and couldn't help
but feel that the paperwas mocking him, somehow, as the banner shouted up at

 him, TIMES SCARE!  SPIDER-MAN, GREEN GOBLIN TERRORIZE

 CITY!

 Osborn licked his lips, ran his tongue along his teeth. Hefelt as if something had crawled into his mouth
and died. He

 leaned against the doorframe, looked down at his disheveled clothes, and came to the realization that he
couldn't remember having gone to bed. The last thing he could clearly recallwas the board meeting. It. . .
hadn't gone well. He didn'tknow what the details were. . .he just knew it hadn't gonewell.

 He picked up the newspaper, scanning it as if it could provide him with answers to questions that he
didn't even know to ask. Then his gaze came to a halt on a smaller, lessprominent headline ... reading
almost like an afterthought:

 OSCORP BOARD MEMBERS KILLED.

 He blinked furiously, an owl in the daylight, trying tomake sense of it. He was starting to sweat profusely.
He feltdisgusting. He felt as if he wanted to climb into a shower andjust stay there for days.

 Shoving the newspaper under his arm, he staggered awayacross the entry hall, kicking the door shut
behind him.

 And then, somewhere, far in the distance, he heard a faintcackling.

 He stopped and looked around in confusion. Where thehell had that come from? Feeling vaguely
uneasy, he lurchedacross the foyer and up the stairs.

 The cackling continued as Osborn drew closer to what seemed to be the source: his den. But as he
approached it,got within just a couple of feet, the laughter abruptlystopped. It was as if there were an
intruder who suspected he'd been discovered and was trying to avoid detection.

 "Somebody there?"

 He should just be calling the police, but somethingstopped him. It wasn't just that the laughter had
ceased.There was a palpable sense of emptiness.

 He peered around the corner cautiously, aware that there could be some lunatic standing to the side
wielding an axe,ready to behead him. Then again, considering how much hisskull was pounding, that
might be doing him a favor.

 But there was no one. The room was empty. The onlything staring back at him was his collection of
masks, and they obviously weren't posing any threat.

 "Of course not," he said to himself. He took a deepbreath, walked into the study, and moved to a small
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table thathad a whiskey decanter sitting on it. He poured himself ashot, alarmed by how much his hands
were shaking. "Stop pretending, Norman ..."

 He whirled, the sudden realization that he wasn't alone a cold dash of water in his face. Sweat was
rolling off him in buckets. The glass was wobbling in his hand, the whiskey slopping over the edges.

 The voice was mirthful and otherworldly, and sodamned familiar that it chilled him to the bone, especially
in the informal tone it was taking, as if the intruder and Osbornwere old friends. He stumbled to the
middle of the room,spinning in place, trying to see everywhere in the room at

 once.

 "Who said that?!" he demanded.

 "Don't play the innocent with me. You've known all along."The voice spoke in a demonic monotone.

 "Who are you?"

 "Follow the cold shiver that's running down your spine.

 Look . . . I'm right here."

 Osborn turned and faced a long mirror that was hangingnearby. He stared into it. His reflection was
ghastly and pale,like a man on his deathbed. "I. . .don't understand," he said,his throat closing up on him.
He wondered if he was goingto keel over right there, before this intruder even showed

 himself.

 "Did you think it was coincidence? So many good things . . . all happening for you . . . all for you,
Norman . . ."

 "What do you want?" Osborn shouted, his terror mounting, and he felt horribly weak for reacting that
way. Sweat

 was dripping into his eyes. He rubbed them furiously toclear his vision, and when he lowered his
hands....

 Something else was staring out at him from the mirror. Not his own reflection, no. No, it was that . . .
that creaturethat had been on the front page of the newspaper. That GreenGoblin, leering at him ...

 "What do I want? To say what you won't. . . to do what you can't . . . to remove those in your way,"
and with a slightinclination of his head, the Green Goblin indicated the newspaper.

 The horrifying reality slammed home to Osborn all at once. "The board members? You ... killed them?!"

 "We killed them."

 Osborn backed away, shaking his head, positive now that either he was dreaming or going mad, or
both. "Oh God. OhGod . . ."

 "Stop mewling,"the Goblin snarled. "You sicken me. You ooze weakness."
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 Now . . . now he understood, more than ever, why theGoblin sounded so familiar. It was the way his
voicesounded to himself . . . when he was talking to, or about,Harry. "I'm not a murderer ... I'm a
scientist, a respectablebusinessman. The police ..."

 The word hung there, the salvation. Osborn hurried forthe phone, reached for it. . .

 ... and the Goblin was already there, no longer confinedto the mirror, growing stronger in Osborn's
psyche witheach passing moment. His armored hand sat atop the phone, and he snarled into Osborn's
face with putrid breath, "Hyp ocrite! Liar!"

 The Goblin reared back, heaved the phone toward the balcony, and Osborn was inside and outside his
own head at thesame time, unsure whether the Goblin had truly sprung tolife, whether the phone being
thrown was an hallucination,

 or whether he himself had thrown it in the throes of a delusion.

 And there was the Goblin, up on the den's balcony, ducking as the phone zipped past his head. The
Green Goblinstood there, looking down at Osborn. 'Wow shut up and lis ten! Try to understand the
beauty of all this!"he snapped athim. "You are now in full control of OsCorp Industries. Your greatest
wish, granted by me. Say thank you,"he told himsilkily.

 Osborn didn't say thank you. But he stopped trembling,shaking in weakness. The truth was that he'd
been more appalled at the prospect of getting caught than by the act itself. There was no love lost
between himself and the board members, certainly.

 "Hmmm . . . And . . . then what?" he asked cautiously.

 Clearly pleased that Osborn was warming up to the situation, the Goblin continued. "We'll eliminate
your rivals.OsCorp will become the most powerful military supplier in history. You'll have limitless
wealth." He spoke in an increasingly seductive tone. "Presidents and kings will court your favor. So
don't be shy. Take what you've always wanted.Power. The weak will serve you. The world will be yours
andmine. Yes. You and I, we can have a hell of a time."

 Osborn lurched toward his favorite chair, leaned on itsback. "I. . .suppose the damage has been done,
right?"

 "Yeah."

 "Can we...do it alone?"

 "There's only one who could stop us."

 Osborn drew himself up, struck by a better thought."Or...be our greatest ally."

 "Exactly! We need to have a little chat with you-know- who."

 "But . . . how do we find him?"

 The Goblin didn't have to answer out loud. The answerwas already in his head, and without any further
prompting

Page  136



 Osborn picked up the newspaper from where he'd droppedit. He stared at the front page with the
picture of Spider-Manand the Green Goblin.

 He gave a low, pleased laugh that sounded vaguely like acackle . . .

  

  

 XX.

 THE REAL TRUTH

  

 J. Jonah Jameson was having a very good day so far, andall the nattering from Peter Parker wasn't going
to ruin it.

 Parker was stomping around Jameson's office as if the little twerp owned the place. Jameson made a
mental note to slap Parker down; he'd been getting entirely too big for hisbritches lately. "Spider-Man
wasn't terrorizing the city!" hetold Jameson. "He was trying to save it! It's slander!"

 "I resent that!" Jameson snapped at him, not even bothering to look in his direction. He was too busy
admiring thefront page of the Bugle. He wondered if perhaps heshouldn't have made the type even
bigger. "Slander is spoken. In print it's libel." His cigar had burned down to thenub, so he flicked it out
the window.

 "You don't trust anybody," Parker said, stabbing an accusatory finger at him. "That's your problem, Mr.
Jameson."

 Whereupon he turned and strode angrily out of Jameson'soffice, which was just fine by Jonah. "I trust
my barber!" Jameson called after him. Then, pointing at the picture ofSpider-Man, he shouted, "What are
you, his lawyer? Let himsue me and get rich like a normal person! That's what makes

 this country—"

 The cigar that he had just thrown out the window flewback in. Jameson looked down at it, puzzled, and
then turnedto see if somehow there might have been a passing pigeon with a highly overdeveloped
retrieval instinct.

 That was when the Green Goblin, as if leaping off the

 front page of the paper, smashed through the window frame.Jameson let out a yell of terror as the
Goblin grabbed him bythe throat with one hand and scooped him off his feet, his glider hovering over the
floor of the office.

 Outside Jameson's office, pandemonium erupted. Peopledashed about like so many headless chickens,
shouting forsecurity. Photographers were madly grabbing up their cameras. How wonderful, Jameson
thought. Front page coverage of his death.Bleakly, Jameson hoped they'd snap his goodside.
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 "Who's the photographer who takes the pictures ofSpider-Man? I need to talk to him about his favorite
subject.Where is he?"

 Parker! He wants Parker . . . !

 Jameson's first instinct was to shout the name, shout it asloudly as he could. But then something else
kicked in: the oldest commandment in the world. Protect your source.Jameson had, on two separate
occasions, gone to jail rather than violate that fundamental principle.

 He looked hard into his soul at that moment, as the Goblin's face leered at him, and recognized himself
forthe money-seeking, headline-manufacturing, truth-bendingleech that he was, but by God, he was just
trying to keep hisnewspaper afloat, and at least his newsman's soul was stillunblemished. That wasn't
going to change.

 Not even in the face of death.

 Besides, if he blurted out the name, the Goblin might just kill him anyway. The longer he stalled, the more
chance hehad that security would get their slow, wrinkled butts in gearand take care of this nut.

 "He's a freelancer," Jameson said. "I. . .I don't knowwho he is! His stuff comes in the mail!"

 That sounded horrendously lame, and the Goblin obviously saw through it.

 "You're lying ...!"

 "I swear!" Jameson choked out.

 "This is your last chance—!" His voice was high-pitched,he was practically giggling the entire time, a
green-armoreddemoniac.

 "Please. . .air . . ." The world was starting to haze out.". . . Stop . . ."

 "Hey!"

 It was another voice, from somewhere outside Jameson'sfading field of vision. And then he saw the
source.

 Spider-Man was hanging, upside down, just outside thewindow.

 "I wear the tights in this town," he said mockingly.

 "Speak of the devil," the Goblin growled. He let go ofJameson, and the newspaper owner slumped to
the floor,gasping.

 But even as his lungs fought for air, he managed to getout, "I knew it! You and Spider-Man are in this
together! I knew that creep was—"

 There was a thwipp noise and suddenly Jameson couldn't move his mouth. A glob of Spider-Man's
webbing was covering it.

 "Hey, kiddo, let Mom and Dad talk for a minute, will
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 you?"

 The Green Goblin pointed at Spider-Man, as if about to challenge him ... and suddenly gas billowed
from his fingertip, spurting directly into the wallcrawler's face.

 Caught completely unawares, Spider-Man gasped, triedto choke out the gas, failed ... and toppled
backward out thewindow. Instantly the Goblin was gone, as well.

 My God . . . he killed him . . .Jameson thought wildly ashe staggered to his feet, using the edge of his
desk to haul himself up. He heard the sound of running feet coming upbehind him, the useless security
guards. He made a mentalnote to fire them as he stumbled over to the window and

 looked out, expecting to see Spider-Man's dead body splattered all over the sidewalk below.

 Instead he saw the Green Goblin, arcing up and away intothe sky ... with Spider-Man's body slung over
his shoulder.

 I knew it! The Goblin saved him! He wouldn't have saved him if they were enemies! Damn! I need
photos. Where'sParker when you need him!Jameson thought furiously as hepulled in futility at the
webbing on his mouth.

 He'd seemed. . . bigger, somehow.

 That was the Goblin's thought as he hovered above the unconscious Spider-Man, who was lying on a
rooftop just below him. When he'd been battling the wallcrawler theprevious day, the bug man had
seemed bigger. More power ful. Everywhere at once. But lying there as he was, moaning softly,
rubbing his head ... well, he looked prettypathetic, actually. Maybe he wasn't really worthy of beingan
ally.

 Still . . . when his fist had connected, especially that firsttime, the Goblin had felt it right through his
armor. Andhell . . . even Hitler had probably looked harmless—maybeeven adorable—when he'd been
sleeping.

 Spider-Man was beginning to move, but he looked as ifhe couldn't coordinate his limbs. The Goblin
knew why, of course. "Relax," he said.

 The webslinger struggled to drag himself to a sitting position. He couldn't have moved any slower if he'd
weighed a thousand pounds, and it probably felt as if he did. "My hallucinogen gas has slowed your
central nervous system to acrawl," the Goblin said conversationally. "Just for a few minutes. Long
enough for us to have a talk." He saw Spider-Maninstinctively reach for his face, and he chortled. "Don't
worry, I didn't remove your mask. I'll respect your privacy... for the moment, anyway. Because I
respect you."

 Spider-Man didn't seem to take it as a compliment. Thatannoyed the Goblin slightly, but he let it pass.

 "Who are you?" Spider-Man demanded, sounding as if hehad marbles in his mouth.

 "A kindred spirit," the Goblin answered blithely. "A fellow traveler. You've changed, and now you want
someone to tell you what to do, what to be. And there's no one who couldpossibly understand . .." He
leaned in toward Spider-Man."... except me."
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 How cute. Spider-Man was trying to make a fist. All hemanaged was to move a couple of fingers.
Perhaps he wastrying for an obscene gesture. "They call us freaks," the Goblin continued. "But we're not
less than human ... we're morethan human."

 "I'm not like you. You're...a murderer....""Well. . .to each his own," the Goblin said with a shrug."I chose
my path. You choose the way of the hero. Andthey'll find you amusing for a while, the people of this
city...." His glider rose and he hovered, making a sweepinggesture, taking in the entirety of the city with it.
"But the onething they love more than a hero is to see the hero fail. . .fall. . .die trying.

 "The truth is, people don't like heroes. Who wants an example you can never live up to? Take my
word for it, in spiteof all you've done for them, eventually they will hate you. Read the headlines!"

 He was listening. Spider-Man was listening to him, hecould tell. And why not? Spider-Man read the
headlines; heknew what the media was trying to do. He had to be awareof it. So why not milk that for all
it was worth?

 "We are who we choose to be," the Goblin continued. "But a day will come when you must ask yourself,
did Ichoose wisely? Why am I risking my life for these ungrateful fools?"

 "Because . . . it's right . . ."

 The Goblin circled him, mockingly, out of reach. Spider-Man was glancing around, as if unable to focus
on where hewas.

 "Right? Wrong? Capital R, capital W? You're young,aren't you." It wasn't a question. He was becoming
more andmore convinced that he was dealing with someone who was,at most, college age. "You believe
in myth, beauty, professional athletes as role models. Well, here's the real truth.There are fourteen
million people in this city," and hepointed all around them. "Those teeming masses exist for the sole
purpose of lifting a few exceptional people ontotheir shoulders. You, me, we are exceptional. I had
problems,but I used my God-given powers and poof . . . those problems vanished."

 Spider-Man was focused on him now. The gas might bestarting to wear off . . . and if that triggered a
fight, thenSpider-Man might not have time to dwell on everything theGoblin had said. So it was probably
time to bring this to a close, to leave the "hero" with something to chew upon.

 "Imagine what we could accomplish together. What we could create . . . or . . . We could destroy,
cause the deaths of countless innocents in selfish battle again and again. Andagain ... until we are both
dead."

 The glider, under his guidance, angled upward. "Thinkabout it, hero," he called mockingly over his
shoulder. Thenhe flew off into the glare of the morning sun.

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 I've got good news and bad news.

 The bad news is, the early edition of theDaily Bugle carried a headline that read, "Spider-Man, Green
Goblin Terrorize City." The good news is, the next day's edition didn't say that.

 More bad news and good news. The bad news is that the next day's edition said, "Spider-Man, It's
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Time for a Bug-Free City," and featured an editorial from J.Jonah Jameson about how the Green Goblin
and I

 don't care about who gets hurt, or about anything except whomping on each other. The good news is . .
. well . . . there's not really any good news, I guess.

 God help me, the stuff the Goblin was saying made sense. I find myself clinging on to one notion and one
notion only, and that is that I'm "the good guy." Because I'm the good guy, I don't get pulled into the
mindset that creates that sort of creature.

 Except... well, it's almost Darwinian, isn't it. Natural selection. The strong survive. And the fact was that
the Goblin had me cold. I got cocky and overconfident, he hit me with one whiff of gas, and boom, I was
gone. If he hadn't caught me before I hit the ground, I'd be a pan cake. He saved me for a reason. A
twisted, demented reason, but a reason. And what he said . . . for a moment there ...I was listening.
Really listening. And worse, I think he knew I was listening.

 The last thing I want to do is give a monster like him any reason to think that I could be swayed over to
his side.

 Still ...the strong survive.

 He may be stronger than I am. I mean, I'm still sorting out why I do what I do. Still trying to cope with
the notion that I'm busting my ass for a citizenry that tosses aside common sense in exchange for believing
tabloid headlines written by a man like Jameson.

 but the Goblin, he was so sure of himself. He had so much con viction in his voice, in his attitude. He
was like a living incarnation of chaos, and proud of it.

 Me . . .

 I'm starting to think I don't know what I am.

  

 XXI.

 THE STALKER

  

 Mary Jane Watson stood in front of the casting director,holding the pages of the script in her hand, and
she was practically trembling with indignation. She felt her eyes stingingand willed herself not to cry. It
wasn't easy.

 The audition room had been hot and cramped, and thecasting director, a woman named April Reese,
watched her with cold contempt, which was in startling contrast to the near-movie-star looks she
displayed. M. J. had just read fora small part in the popular soap opera Guiding Life and wasconvinced
she'd nailed it. . .until she looked into Ms.Reese's eyes and saw otherwise.

 Reese studied her meticulously manicured red fingernails a moment, as if pondering exactly what to say.
"Normally, Ms. Watson, I'd say 'Very nice, thank you, next,' andmove on with the audition. But I think
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I'd be doing you adisservice."

 "You would?" Mary Jane said uneasily.

 "Yes. But I'm going to make an exception in this case."

 "You are?" For a heartbeat M. J. felt hopeful.

 "I am. Ms. Watson, when I asked your agent if he had any fresh young ingenue types with red hair, your
agent gave me the impression he was sending a professional over. Someonewith promise. The reading
you gave was hopelessly amateurish. Hopelessly, as in, no hope of improvement."

 Mary Jane trembled, giving the acting performance of herlife as she forced a smile and said, "Really."

 "Really. At the very least, I'd recommend acting lessons.A lot. For a long time.

 "At the very most," she said, shrugging, "I'd recommendfinding some nice guy to settle down with to take
care ofyou. In the meantime, don't quit your day job."

 All the blood drained from M.J.'s face. She felt a sharp stinging like a thousand needles in her pores. "I
appreciateyour candor," she said in a very clipped voice.

 "Good." When M. I didn't move, Reese cleared herthroat and said, "Okay, we've now come to the part
where Isay, 'Thank you, next.' You'll forgive me if I skip the partwhere I say 'very nice.' Doesn't seem
appropriate."

 "Well, good," said Mary Jane, fighting to keep her voiceeven. "And if it's all the same to you, we'll skip
the partwhere I deck you. That wouldn't be appropriate, either."

 She turned and stormed out the door, leaving April Reesesitting there, smiling. Then Reese pulled out a
cell phone from her purse, briskly dialed a number, and waited.

 "Flash," she said. "It's your Auntie April, the casting director. How are you doing, honey? Listen. That
little girlwho dumped you on graduation day? Picture this: Shecomes in here for an audition, absolutely
nails the reading—probably knows she nailed it—and guess what I said toher . . . ? Yup. That's right,
Flash. Payback, bigtime . . . "

 Mary Jane stomped down the narrow stairs, almost tripping once, and then burst out the side door of
the televisionstudio. She spun, slammed the door behind her, thenlaughed bitterly at the sign that read,
artists only.

 The temperature had dropped, and there were cloudsrolling in, hinting at rain. She drew her coat around
her, trying not to give in to the misery she felt. Never had she morewanted to see a sympathetic face
than she did at that moment, but there was no one to . . .

 "Hey!"

 She turned and saw Peter Parker walking toward her. He was dressed in jeans and a brown coat, and
had an umbrellatucked under his arm. She couldn't believe it. There were celebrity stalkers out there who
had less of a track recordthan Peter did for showing up unexpectedly. Not that she wasunhappy to see
him; far from it. But he seemed to be turn-| ing into the king of the unexpected. "Hey!" was all she could
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think to say.

 He stood in front of her, his hands shoved into his pockets. "How was the audition?" he asked.

 M. J. was utterly taken aback. "How'd you know?"

 "The hotline." Peter shrugged, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. "Your mom told my aunt,
who told me. We have no secrets from each other."

 "So you just came by." She didn't know whether to be annoyed or flattered.

 "I was in the neighborhood. I needed to see a friendlyface." When he saw her skeptical expression, he
admitted,"Took two buses and a cab to get in the neighborhood,but . . . "

 And Mary Jane blurted out, "They told me I need acting lessons." When she saw his surprised
expression, she just shook her head in disbelief. "A soap opera told me I needacting lessons."

 The rain had indeed started to fall. Peter, prepared as always, snapped open the umbrella and held it
over her head."I'll buy you a cheeseburger. Sky's the limit, up to," and hereached into his pocket to
check, "seven dollars and eighty-four cents."

 She laughed at that. It felt good. Up in the audition room,she'd felt as if she'd never laugh again.

 "I'd like a cheeseburger, but . . . " She paused, and thenadded apologetically, "I'm going to dinner with
Harry." M. J.saw the disappointment in his eyes and thought of all the effort he'd gone to just to be
outside when she came down

 from the audition. Just to be there . . . for her. "Come withus," she suggested.

 "No, thanks," he said easily, and then, less easily, as if therelationship were a scab he couldn't help but
pick at, he said,"I mean with you and . . . never mind, none of my business.""It's not?" She cocked her
head. "Why so interested?""I'm not. . . am I interested?""You're not?"

 "Well . . . why would I be?"

 And Mary Jane began to feel something stirring withinher. Old embers being slowly stoked to life. The
slow realization of the difference between being happy for someone . . . and being with someone who
made you happy."I don't know. Why would you be?" she asked softly."Y'know . . . just . . . " He
seemed totally at a loss forwords. Was it because he was feeling emotions that hecouldn't express . . . or
that he just didn't have a clue what she was going on about, because he wasn't interested?"I don't know,"
he said finally.She smiled, waited.Nothing.

 She thought about saying more, of asking . . . askingquestions she wasn't even sure how to frame. But
she didn'tknow the answers she would get, didn't know if she'd makea fool of herself for a second time in
the day. What she didknow was that she simply couldn't cope with rejectionagain. "Sorry you won't
come with us."

 Mary Jane started to turn away, and Peter handed her theumbrella. She was about to hand it back, but
he pulled up thehood of his coat, and walked quickly in the other direction. Realizing she was running
late, M. J. walked quickly to the corner of the darkened street and tried to hail a cab. She should have
known better. In the rain in Manhattan, finding a cab was practically impossible.
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 "You need a ride?" a brusque voice said from behind her.

 She turned and there were four punks approaching her.But they were quickly splitting into two groups,
two of themcoming around and at her from the street side, the others remorselessly approaching from
the sidewalk.

 "I'm fine. I'm waiting for my boyfriend, thanks," she lied.

 "Well, we'll wait with you," said the closest of the punks,a guy with a shaved head and a ring in his left
nostril.

 "No, thanks. My boyfriend's the jealous type. He won'tbe happy to find you guys here." She tried to
back up, but theother two had, as she expected, maneuvered in behind her.They were grouped around
her so she wasn't even visiblefrom the street, and they were starting to move, starting to guide her by their
sheer presence, away from the curbside.

 Then the big guy grabbed her purse, and M.J.—who had been looking for someone on whom to take
out her frustration—found him. She kicked him in the shin, elbow-jabbed the guy next to him, turned
quickly to punch the third one inthe group, and before the fourth could make a move, sheyanked free the
mace canister that dangled from a keychainon her purse and sprayed it in his face. He let out an alarmed
yelp, throwing his arms up over his face to ward off anotherattack.

 She fried to squeeze past them, hoping to break loose andrun for it, but then her luck ran out. They
converged on her, snarling, and shoved her into a wall. There was an instantlyidentifiable snikt noise, and
she saw that the leader had yanked out a switchblade and was bringing it toward herchin, while the
others held her immobile. She knew at thatmoment two things beyond any question: First, that therewas
no way she was going to give these punks the satisfaction of hearing her scream, and second, that it was
unlikelyshe would be able to maintain that resolution.

 Suddenly there was another noise, more unusual, but sherecognized it all the same. A loud thwip and
abruptly all fourpunks were yanked together as if they'd been lassoed. They

 had just enough time to let out a cry of alarm, then they werepulled away and over into a nearby alley.

 An instant later she heard the sound of bone hitting bone,and the bald punk came flying backward out of
the alleyway,smashing into a window. Another emerged, also out of control, until he hit a brick wall and
sagged to the ground. The third came flying out in a different direction, crashed intoanother window, and
the fourth came rolling out as if someone had bowled him. He barreled into a garbage can and lay
sprawled on the ground with the rest of the trash.

 Slowly, barely daring to believe it, she turned and gazedinto the inky shadows. She saw a figure standing
there, buthe wasn't coming any closer, and in the darkness shecouldn't make out much beyond his
general outline. Butthere was no question in her mind who she was facing. "You have a knack for getting
in trouble," he said.

 She frowned. His voice sounded different. It was stilldeep, but it sounded more affected, somehow, as if
it wasn'this natural voice. . . .

 It wasn't muffled. That was it. It wasn't muffled as it wasbefore. My God . . . he's not wearing his
mask. . . .
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 She took a step toward him, and he retreated further into the shadows. She wanted to laugh. This guy
had just manhandled four thugs, each of them the size of a small mountain range, but he was backing
away from a one hundred three-pound redhead.

 "You have a knack for saving my ass," she said slowly. "Ithink I have a superhero stalker."

 "I was in the neighborhood."

 She blinked, stopped, squinted at him in the darkness.There was . . . there was no way, but . . .

 "You are amazing," she said.

 Slowly but surely, she was drawing closer and closer,until abruptly he made a quick motion with his
hands, andwhen he spoke his voice was muffled once more. "Some

 people don't think so," he said, stepping slightly out of theshadows, staring at her through the white and
opaque eyes ofhis mask.

 Mary Jane felt a small flicker of disappointment. "Butyou are," she insisted.

 "Thank you." He didn't sound particularly convinced.

 And she recognized that tone of voice. It was like hers: Sad, unutterably sad. She could sympathize.

 He leapt up onto the wall above her, clinging there upsidedown. She stepped up underneath him. "Do I
get to thankyou this time?" she asked.

 And before he could move, she put her hands to the underside of his mask and lifted it.

 "Wait," Spider-Man managed to get out, but he made no motion to stop her.

 Mary Jane pulled the mask up just far enough to revealhis mouth. And there, with the rain pouring down
in buckets, she kissed him more passionately than she had everkissed anyone. It would have caused
Flash's toes to curl; itwould have scalded the hair off Harry Osborn. Rainstreamed down over both their
faces, and over their lipswhen she finally parted.

 She touched his lips with her fingertips and said gently,"That's so you'll remember where your mouth is."

 She tenderly replaced the mask. He hung there for a moment, frozen, and then he turned and
scampered up the wall,out of sight. She watched him go, eyes shining.

 "Yowza," she said.

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 Please disregard previous letter. Am having wonderful time. Wish you were here.

  

 XXII.
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 THE MOTH

 TO A

 FLAME

  

 Peter Parker was sailing . . . literally.

 He was sailing across the rooftops, feeling more alive, more invigorated, more filled with a sense of right
than he ever had before. The city spread beneath him, and he regarded it through his mask and thought,
I am the protector of the city. I am one of the good guys, and that means some thing.

 All that from one kiss.

 Even though several days had passed, he could still feelthe press of her lips against his, like a fine wine.
To some degree, he was still appalled at the chance he'd taken. He'd spotted the punks heading toward
M. J., hurried to change into his costume, and run out of time, having to go into action before he could
pull his mask on.. . .

 Or was he kidding himself? Had he been playing a game of chicken with himself? Daring himself, seeing
how far he would push it? Had he wanted M. J. to know who he was, wanted to drop the game? If so,
then he had sure chickenedout at the last minute.

 Well, maybe next time. There was all the time in the

 world.

 High over the skyscrapers, a blur of blue and red, and he knew people were looking out office windows
and pointingand shouting. Maybe some of them were crying out in fear,while others were bellowing
praise. Ultimately he wouldwin them over. It was possible. With the taste of Mary Jane's

 kiss on his lips, anything was possible. And he was going tobe seeing her tonight. Granted, it was part of
a whole big Thanksgiving get-together, and Aunt May was going to bethere, as well as Harry's
dad—who was finally going to meetMary Jane, and that alone was enough to make Harry anervous
wreck—but hey. . . it would all work out somehow . . .

 Then he saw the black smoke rising in the near distanceand angled straight for it. He swung down Fifth
Avenue, thenmade his way over to the East Side with such confidence,such alacrity, that he might as well
have been doing this hisentire life. "Help is on the way!" he called out, adding "Yowza! Yowza!" for no
particular reason.

 Sure enough, a building was burning, fast and furious. Itwas an apartment house, surrounded by fire
trucks, policecars, and ambulances. A crowd had assembled, and he couldsee that there were some
people in the gathering who hadbeen rescued from the inferno itself, swathed in blankets or getting help
from paramedics.

 He saw a young woman, two small boys clutching ontoher skirt, literally being dragged away from the
building bytwo firemen. She was struggling in their grip, screamingover and over that her baby was still
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inside. She was pointing toward the top floor of the building. Naturally it wouldbe the top floor. Peter's
heart lurched.

 The waves of heat were already damned near suffocating,but when he heard the fireman cry out, "It's
too late, lady, theroof's ready to collapse!" he knew he would spend every day ofthe rest of his life
imagining that child's life being snuffed out.

 Quickly he darted toward a window on the upper floorthat didn't appear to have any flames coming out
of it. Hehoped it stayed that way; if it suddenly erupted just as he gotthere, he was going to be pretty
damned toasted.

 They'd spotted him. He heard shouts of "Hey! Up there! Look! It's him! It's Spider-Man!"

 He'd never been more thankful that he'd chosen a maskthat covered his entire face. It would provide him
some minimal protection from the smoke .. . hopefully at least longenough to find the child.

 He swung in through the window to cries of "What's hedoing?!" and "He's crazy! He hasn't got a
chance!" Theywere instantly drowned out by the roar of flames all around him. His spider sense was
screaming at him to just get thehell out of there, and it was an unusual experience to have to fight to
override it. When he'd dealt with a burning building some weeks ago, the fire had been nowhere this
intense, and it had just been a matter of hauling people off the roof. Even then he'd gotten good and
scalded, and a repeat performance wasn't his top preference. But he had no choice.

 He leapt to one side as a chunk of the ceiling, blazing furiously, fell right where he'd been standing. His
leap carriedhim near another apartment with the door still closed. Suddenly he heard crying from within.

 He kicked the door open with one booted foot and it splintered like a rifle shot. He ran in and noted
with alarmthat smoke was starting to fill the apartment. Dashing pastthe kitchen, he yanked his mask off,
ran water over itfrom the sink, and pulled it back on. The cool wetness gave him a bit more protection
against the smoke, and then—lowto the ground—he darted through the apartment until he located the
child in its nursery. It was sobbing piteously, terrified.

 Peter scooped it up and said, "Hi. My name's Spider-Man. Maybe you've read about me?"

 The baby looked at him with confused, wet, blue eyes.Suddenly his spider sense urged him into motion.
Peterleapt for the nearest window and, clutching the child to hischest, spun and smashed through the
window backward in

 order to protect the infant from the impact. He heard a horrendous roar, a crashing of wood, and a
fireball the size of a Buick frying the air behind him. His leap carried him a shortdistance away from the
building, but there was smoke allaround and he was falling blind.

 Desperately, praying, unsure of which was up and down, he fired a web line in the direction he thought a
building lay. Please let this work,he thought, and then he felt the familiar pull of the line as it anchored to
something. It snappedtaut and he dropped down, down, holding the child tightly tohim.

 Then he was clear of the smoke, and the ground yawned up at him, closer than he'd expected. But he
had more thanenough time to react, and he adroitly somersaulted for a perfect two-point landing on the
street below.

 From all around people were shouting, "He's alive!" and"I don't believe it!" and "He's got the kid!"
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 Then the applause started. Loud, genuine, and not a single person seemed to give a damn at that
moment about the Daily Bugleor Jameson and his headlines or anything except for the fact that
Spider-Man had put his neck on the lineto save an innocent child.

 Overwhelmed by emotion, he still managed to keep his voice steady as the mother ran up to him and he
handed thechild over. "Here's your baby," he said.

 "Oh, God bless you, Spider-Man," she wailed, clutchingthe child to her bosom. "Bless you . . . bless you
 . . . "

 Feeling that something herolike should be said, he turned to the boys, crouched, and said, lowering his
voice to sound even more authoritative, "You children be good. Stop playing with matches. Don't start
something you can't put out."

 The boys were shaking their heads, apparently about to deny culpability, when the moment was ruined
by a copshouting, "Don't let him get away!"

 The notion was actually amusing to Peter. As if a womanwith a baby in her arms, or a grateful crowd
that had justwitnessed—as far as they were concerned—a miracle,would try to intervene should he
choose to leave.

 The cop burst through the crowd, his gun drawn, and heleveled it at Spider-Man. "Hold it right there!
You're wantedin connection—"

 "Heeellllppp! Heeellllllpppp!"

 "Look! There's somebody else!" someone in the crowdshouted. Sure enough, several floors up, an
elderly woman with a shawl and loose-fitting dress was standing in a window that already was dancing
with flames. Her arms were outstretched and she was truly a pathetic sight, the smoke billowing around
her.

 Peter and the cop exchanged looks, and then Peter put outhis gloved hands, presenting his wrists, as if
inviting the copto put cuffs on him.

 "I'll be here when you get back," the cop growled, lowering his revolver. He had barely finished the
sentence whenPeter leapt away.

 He skittered up the wall, hoping this was the last personin the building, because soon there wasn't going
to be muchof a building left. The old woman backed away, maybe infear or maybe to give him room to
gain access. He flipped inthrough the window, scanned the smoky room, and immedi ately spotted the
woman, huddled in the corner."Everything's going to be okay, ma'am!"She called out to him, in a
wretched, wavering voice,"Oh, thank you, sonny. You're my hero." And then the voicedissolved into
cackling, high-pitched demented laughter.And as the old woman stood fully erect, allowing the shawlto
drop to the ground, "she" asked, "What's wrong with lighting up now and then?"

 "Goblin!" shouted Peter. "You started this fire?!""You're pathetically predictable," the Goblin snarled, his

 masked face etched in a permanent leer. "Like a moth to aflame. Perhaps you should change your name
from Spider-Man to Moth Man." He giggled, chortled at his own cleverness, and then suddenly grew
serious. "What about my generous proposal? Are you in or are you out?"
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 "It's you who's out, Gobby," and despite the flames licking the room around them eagerly, he assumed
a fightingstance. "Out for good!"

 The Green Goblin didn't seem the least bit impressed.Without hesitation he reached into his belt and
hurled whatappeared to be a small plastic bat. Peter swatted it aside withhis left arm and then let out a
yell of pain. Stunned, helooked down at the red and blue sleeve of his costume and saw a deep gash,
oozing blood. The damned bat had been razor sharp.

 The Goblin advanced on him, and Peter didn't hesitate. He fired a web line, snagging a beam above the
Goblin'shead, and pulling as hard as he could. Debris rained down and the Goblin vanished under the
debris.

 Immediately Peter turned and made for the window. He glanced behind, saw a trail of blood he was
leaving as he scampered out the window and down the side of the wall. Behind him he could hear the
Goblin howling, "I don't forgive and I don't forget! It breaks my heart! We could havebeen so good
together!"

 Okay. We've officially gotten into a weird area,hethought, but at that moment he didn't care about much
beyond two things: Attending to the throbbing wound in his arm, and not dying before Thanksgiving
supper, just so he could see how things turned out with Mary Jane.

  

 XXIII.

 THE LAST SUPPER

  

 She was wearing the black dress. It didn't seem to help.Harry still was as nervous as a cat at a vacuum
cleaner convention, and Mary Jane had come to realize there was nothing that she, or May Parker, or
anyone could do that wouldcalm him down. The only thing that would help would be ifNorman Osborn
walked in, took one look at her, threw hisarms around her, and claimed her as the daughter he'd never
had. Somehow she didn't think that was going to happen.

 Aunt May, with long-practiced expertise, removed thebrowning turkey from the oven and placed it on
the stovetop,motioning Mary Jane to keep her distance lest she getburned. M. J. nodded and put the
finishing touches on setting the table while May used a fork to satisfy herself thatthe bird was sufficiently
cooked. Harry busied himselfchecking the living room, plumping pillows, and straightening chairs. M.J.'s
heart went out to him. There were men ondeath row who weren't this edgy.

 The doorbell rang and Harry let out a yelp. Trying to compose himself, he said, "Okay . . . he's here."
Mary Jane emerged from the kitchen, removing her apron, and Harrylooked her up and down with the
scrutiny of a drill instructor. "You look great," he said, an efficient if perfunctory assessment that
sounded as if he were complimenting her forhaving her Ml6 properly slung.

 Harry walked over to the door, swung it open. He doesn't have horns,Mary Jane thought with
amusement as Norman

 Osborn stood in the doorway, attired in a very nice suit. Shewondered if he was feeling well, though,
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because he was dabbing sweat off his forehead with a handkerchief. Mary Jane had thought the place
was, in fact, kind of chilly. Osborn was carrying a small pastry box tied with a ribbon.

 "Sorry I'm late," Osborn said. "Work was murder." Thenhe smiled, as if this was funny to him for some
reason. Well,it was nice to see a workaholic with a sense of humor. "Here's a fruitcake." He passed the
box to Harry, thenglanced at Mary Jane and asked a question to which he verylikely already knew the
answer: "Who's this young lady?"

 "M. 1," Harry said, trying his best to sound calm, "I'd like you to meet my father, Norman Osborn. Dad,
I'd like you tomeet Mary Jane Watson . . . M. J."

 This was it. Set phasers on Charm.

 Mary Jane flashed her most radiant smile, one that couldhave melted the hearts of the entire offensive
line at Mid-town High. Osborn stepped closer, holding out a hand toshake hers but also, unmistakably,
narrowing his eyes. Shefelt as if he was mentally dissecting her. She tried to tell herself that there were
worse things men could do with her mentally, but she still felt uneasy.

 "How do you do?" said Osborn with the air of someonetrying to force informality. "I've been looking
forward tomeeting you."

 "Happy Thanksgiving, sir," she said evenly.

 At that moment May Parker stepped forward, and if there was any reason to think that something was
off with Harry'sdad, she certainly didn't give a hint of it. "Hello, Norman.We're so pleased you're here."
She turned to Harry."Where's Peter? He'd better have remembered the cranberrysauce."

 Suddenly a loud thud came from the direction of Peter's bedroom. The four of them looked at each
other in confusion. "That's weird," said Harry. "I didn't know he was here."

 "Peter?" Aunt May called. The only response they gotwas a thud so loud that they all jumped slightly.
"My goodness," said May, looking at Harry. "Harry, dear, by anychance . . . did Peter take up anvil
collecting . . . ?"

 Every motion was agony for him. Peter had become so accustomed to moving with agility and grace, but
now—wounded and aching—he wonderedthat he could move at all. He had managed to swing past the
living room window without being seen, had even managedto gain access to his room through a window
with the most minimal of noise. But then, as he had crawled across theceiling, the stab of pain that shot
through his left arm was so fearsome, it caused him to lose his grip, and he thudded to the floor with the
grace of an anchor.

 He pulled off his mask and examined his injured arm. Itwas still bleeding, and swelling slightly. He
wondered if thatdamned Goblin had treated the razor bat with some sort oftoxin to give it some added
bite. He wouldn't put it past him,because it was becoming clear that the Goblin was ex tremely creative
in his penchant for sadism.

 Suddenly he heard a noise, right at his door. It wasn'tlocked. Of course it wasn't locked; who locks their
room behind them on the way out? Maskless, injured, panicked, Peter still possessed just enough
presence of mind to leapupward. He flattened himself against the ceiling just as the door opened. Aunt
May stepped in, with M. I, Harry, andHarry's dad standing just behind her. Great. Only everyonein his
life who was important. All any of them had to do was look up, and he was a squashed spider.
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 "Pete?" called Harry into what appeared to be an empty

 room.

 "But . . . there's nobody here," said a puzzled Aunt May.Peter was sure they could hear the hammering
of his

 heart. How could they not? It was pounding in his ears,louder than cannon fire.

 Osborn entered, and Peter felt that same vague thrill ofwarning from his spider sense that he always did
whenHarry's dad was around. Well, hey, no kidding on this one:danger was just an upward glance away.
Norman scowled at the disarray he found around him.

 Then Peter saw, to his horror, a drop of blood oozing fromthe cut on his arm, dangling right over the
senior Osborn'shead.

 "Bit of a slob, isn't he," Norman observed.

 Aunt May responded defensively, "All brilliant men are,"which was kind of sweet of her to say
considering thenumber of times in his life she'd said, "Peter, clean up thispigsty!"

 Osborn smiled at that and turned to leave as the othersfiled out. He was the last one out of the room . . .

  . . . and the drop of blood fell. It hit the light-colored carpet, right where he'd been standing.

 But it was just a drop of blood. It's wasn't as if he couldhear it. He'd have to have ears that would make
a bat deaf bycomparison.

 Norman Osborn whirled and stared right where the bloodhad dripped.

 Peter couldn't believe it. It simply wasn't possible. Hiseyes widened as Osborn stalked back to the spot
where the drop had fallen. He stared down at the carpet, knelt, and asthe wind blew briskly through the
open window, he touchedit and brought his fingers up to his face, rubbing them together. His eyes grew
wide and he looked directly over hishead.

 Nothing.

 Quickly Osborn crossed to the open window and leanedout, looking right and left, up and down. He
could not, of

 course, look through the ledge that jutted out beneath thewindow . . . which was exceedingly fortunate
for Peter, be cause that's where he was clinging.

 He had never moved as quickly in his life as he had to getout of that room, and part of him still couldn't
believe he hadmanaged it. His arm was practically screaming at him inprotest, and he bit down tightly on
his lip to contain the moan of pain that desperately wanted to escape.

 Apparently satisfied—although with what, Peter had noidea—Osborn pulled back in from the window.
Momentslater the door to Peter's room closed with a soft click. Itcrossed Peter's mind that it might be
some sort of trick, buthe didn't think so; his spider sense wasn't warning him ofany immediate danger.
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 Minutes later, he had managed to make a perfectly silent reentry into his room, snag some clothes and
some towels towipe down the wound, get to the roof, change, and make itback down to the front
hallway of the apartment. He had no idea whether he looked as exhausted as he felt, but he had todo
whatever he could to put on a brave front. Only at the lastmoment did he remember that he was
supposed to bring cranberry sauce.

 Fortunately, there was a convenience store downstairsthat was just in the process of closing up: Five
minutes ofbegging and a five-dollar bribe had convinced the man tostay open long enough for Peter to
fetch what he needed. He could brave fires, floods, famine, and the Green Goblin, but he had no intention
of facing down Aunt May without cranberry sauce.

 When Harry opened the front door, Peter had his broadest smile fixed firmly in place. "Hey, everyone,"
he saidcheerily. He kissed Aunt May on the cheek. "Sorry I took solong. It's a jungle out there. I had to
hit an old lady with astick to get these cranberries."

 "Oh, Peter!" Aunt Mary scolded him, slapping him

 lightly on the shoulder as if he was an obnoxious five-year-old. Then, all business, she said, "Come on,
everyone. Let'ssit down and say a prayer."

 They all moved for the table. Norman reached for the jellied cranberry log and, just to show she played
no favorites,Aunt May slapped his hand. Osborn glanced at her, and a look flashed across his face, but
then it was gone and hesmiled gamely at the rebuke.

 "And Norman," she said, indicating the turkey and thecarving knife that sat near it, "will you do the
honors?"

 But as Norman Osborn moved to pick up the knife, Peter noticed that Aunt May was staring at him and
had suddenlygone pale. He followed her gaze, and gasped.

 His left shirtsleeve had a huge bloodstain on it, and it wasgrowing. He cursed to himself. He'd thought he
had thedamned thing under control.

 "Peter, you're bleeding!" Aunt May gasped.

 Trying to sound as indifferent about it as possible, Peter said, "Yeah. I stepped off a curb and got
clipped by one ofthose bike messengers." He wondered if that sounded as pathetic to her as it did to
him.

 She didn't seem to be paying much attention to the excuse anyway. "Let me see that," she said, rolling
his sleeveup, revealing the distinctive X-shaped slashes that thewhirring razor bat had left upon him.
"What in the name of heavenly glory!"she cried out.

 His spider sense . . .

 "Everyone sit down, I'll go and get the first-aid kit."

 . . . tingling . . . growing more intense . . . practically howling in alarm . . .

 " . . . and then we'll say grace . . . this is the boys' firstThanksgiving in this apartment . . . "
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  . . .  drowning out everything that Aunt May was saying, pushing it far into the background, there
was danger, danger in such thick waves that he was suffocating in it . . .

  

 " . . . and we're going to do things properly . . . "And when Norman Osborn spoke, it was with a voice
thatbore only a passing resemblance to his normal tone. "Howdid you say that happened?" he asked. His
eyes were focus ing like laser beams on Peter's arm, as if he recognized thecuts, as if he expected
Peter's answer to be a lie, because healready knew the truth . . .

 " . . . Bike messenger . . . " Peter said tonelessly.

  . . .  and his spider sense was at Defcon 5, as the worldaround him slowed to a crawl, each face he
looked at frozen, each face the face of a friend, not an enemy, there couldn'tbe an enemy right here,
at his apartment, at his table . . .

 He snapped out of it, or snapped himself out of it, and nowhis forehead was beaded with perspiration. "
. . . knocked medown," he managed to finish.

 Danger, right in front of you, somewhere here, right here, not just to you, to everyone, find it you idiot,
find it . . .

 Mary Jane looked from Norman to Peter and back again.She couldn't understand what was transpiring.
It was asif the two of them were eating a different meal entirely. Thatthere was some sort of weird
dynamic going on between them, at which the others could only guess.

 And then, just like that, as Peter sat there and sweated asif he were in a sauna, Norman Osborn rose to
his feet."You'll have to excuse me. I'm afraid I've got to go."

 Clearly Harry was dumbfounded. "What? Why?"

 "Something . . . has come to my attention," he said, look-ing pointedly at Peter again. What the hell was
going on be- tween those two?

 "Are you all right?" Harry asked. He was standing, tugging nervously at the neatly knotted necktie he
was wearing.

 "Fine, I'm fine. Thank you. Mrs. Parker. Everyone."

 Even Aunt May was flummoxed. "What happened?" sheasked. But she had no more luck deciphering
Osborn's odd

 behavior than anyone else, for without responding to her question, Norman Osborn headed for the door.
He stoppedonly to take a last look back at Peter, and then he was in thehallway. He didn't get far,
though, because Harry was rightbehind him, and their voices carried.

 "What are you doing?" Harry demanded. At least he wasstanding up to his father. M. J. had to give him
credit for that."I planned this whole thing so you could meet M. 1, and youbarely even looked at her!"

 "I've got to go," Norman said curtly.
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 But Harry clearly wasn't going to let it end there. "Hey!I like this girl! This is important to me!"

 And when Norman Osborn replied, it was with urgent desperation, as if he were trying to convince a
stubborn drowning man to take the damned life preserver already."Harry, please . . . look at her! You
think a woman like that'ssniffing around because she likes your personality?"

 M.J.'s jaw dropped in astonishment. Peter and May wereboth looking at her, embarrassed on her
behalf, astoundedthat Osborn would say such things.

 "What are you saying, Dad?"

 "Your mother was beautiful, too. They're all beautiful,until they're snarling after your trust fund like
raveningwolves. . . . "

 She wanted to crawl under the table, under the carpet.She wanted to die.

 Harry spoke in a stunned, almost hushed voice.'Dad . . . " he said, and he didn't sound as if he was
speaking with a great deal of conviction. "This girl's no . . . "

 Osborn interrupted his son. "A word to the not-so-wiseabout your little girlfriend. Do what you need to
with herand broom her fast." Then she heard his footsteps retreatingdown the hallway and, just like that,
he was gone, leaving hisson stammering behind him.

 Slowly, like a woman in a trance, Mary Jane rose from

 the table. Peter could barely even look at her, and May's expression was one of pity.

 That's what she was. An object of pity. She wanted to die,just crawl away and die.

 She headed for the closet just as Harry walked back intothe apartment. He stood there, transfixed, as
she grabbed hercoat and headed for the door. "Where are you going?" heasked, dumbfounded.

 The one she really wanted to lash out at was Norman. Butthe father was gone, and only the son
remained.

 "Thanks for sticking up for me, Harry," she said tightly."You heard?"

 She whirled on him, pointing to the hallway that Normanhad vacated. "Everyone could hear that creep!"

 And suddenly Harry's own anger boiled over. Perhaps he,too, was misplacing it, since his father was
gone, but he wasno less vehement in his defense.

 "That 'creep' is my father! All right? If I'm lucky, I'vegot the brains and the guts to become half of what
he is, so you keep your goddamn mouth shut about things you don'tunderstand!"

 "Harry Osborn!" said Aunt May, shocked."You're acting like somebody's father—mine!" MaryJane
said. She was so furious, she started to shove the wrongarm into the sleeve of her coat. She wrestled
with it, chagrined, twisted her torso around, got it to fit properly.

 "I'm sorry, Aunt May," she said, and then she stormed outof the apartment, slamming the door behind
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her.

 Well, the danger's gone . . .

 That was the one bright spot that Peter was able to drawfrom the entire debacle. He stood there in
stupefied silenceas Mary Jane walked out the door.

 "Harry, go after her!" he said finally.

 To his astonishment, Harry replied with quiet certainty,"I don't think so."

 He stepped toward his friend, shaking him as if trying torouse a dreamer from his sleep. "Harry, come
on!"

 "No. I can't," he said again, with greater conviction thanbefore, as if he knew that doing nothing was the
rightcourse. With bitter sarcasm, he turned to Aunt May and said,"Welcome to an Osborn
Thanksgiving."

 Then he stormed into his own bedroom, slamming thedoor behind him with as much force as M. J. had
used on thefront door.

 A pall fell over the apartment, and Peter knew he couldn'tjust stand by. That he had to do something.
The thing was, Harry wasn't going anywhere. Maybe something could still be salvaged of all this.

 He had to face facts. He wanted Mary Jane, wanted hischance at her . . . but not like this. If M. J. and
Harry had arelationship that ran its course and they parted, that was onething. But this . . . this was an
abortion. A total disaster. Hewasn't out to play Cupid, God knew, but he had to do some thing to try
and stitch some fabric of the relationship backtogether, for all their sakes.

 "Sorry, Aunt May. It looked great," he assured her, as hegrabbed his jacket from the closet and bolted
for the door.

 Behind him, Aunt May surveyed the wreckage of good sentiments gone bad and called, just before he
was out thedoor, "We didn't even get to say grace!"

 Peter sped down the stairs, vaulting them four, five at atime, since no one was around to watch. He
made it down to street level, ran out into the cold night air and looked aroundfrantically to see if he could
spot where M. J. had gotten offto. It turned out not to be one of his greater challenges. M. J.was seated
on the stoop of the next building over, sobbingpiteously. Then the chauffeur-driven Bentley rolled past,
and

  

 Peter nearly laughed when M. J. showed enough spunk and presence of mind to flip the luxury car an
obscene gesture.

 He walked over to her and just stood there, hands folded in front of him. Mary Jane snuffled a bit more,
then looked up at him. Her mascara was all over the place. Peter pulledout a handkerchief and held it out
to her. When she hesitated,just staring at it as if it might be a hand grenade, he waved itslightly and said,
"Take it."
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 She nodded and took it from him, blowing her noseloudly into it. Then she looked at him apologetically
for having messed it up. He shrugged. "Keep it," he said with aready smile. "It's yours. Got a million of
'em from AuntMay, a dozen every Christmas."

 She laughed through her tears, blew her nose again, andthis time made a very loud and pronounced
"honk" that onlyprovided louder laughter. Then, to Peter's surprise, herlaughter swung back over to
crying. Her shoulders trembled,then sagged, and it was as if every miserable moment in her existence had
boiled down to this instant, and she was in theprocess of crying out a lifetime of tears.

 He sat next to her, put an arm around her, literally givingher a shoulder to cry on. "That's okay. Good
cry."

 Between sniffles, she managed to get out, "I'm sorry Iacted like that . . . but . . . but I couldn't stay there.
Being treated that way . . . brings back bad stuff. I hate beingthought of as if I'm not worth anything."

 "I understand," Peter said with conviction. And that wasno exaggeration. Not with newspapers coming
out every daythat questioned his actions, no matter how heroic.

 "I know you do," she told him, and there was something in the way she said it that made him wonder.
But then hermind was elsewhere. "Your poor Aunt May," she moaned,and it was reasonable to feel sorry
for her, considering theamount of work she must have put into making the turkey."But I can't go back in
there," she said apologetically, frus-

 trated over what she no doubt perceived as her own weakness.

 Peter shrugged. "She'll be okay. She's tough." The stairsweren't the cushiest place to be, so he shifted to
try and makehimself more comfortable. It brought him closer to Mary Jane.She didn't seem to mind, so
he didn't pull away. "I've neverseen Mr. Osborn act like that," he said in bewilderment. "I'venever seen
either of them act like that before." He paused and then said the toughest words he knew he was going to
have tosay that evening. "But I know Harry really loves you."

 "Sometimes I wonder why I ever went out with him in thefirst place. I guess because he liked me." She
looked downat her ensemble. "Dumb black dress," she snapped bitterly.

 "However, you do look extremely beautiful in it," he assured her.

 She smiled at him then. "Thank you. You look very handsome yourself tonight."

 She had sounded so tentative when she said it, but it seemed sincere, and now he was extremely aware
of justhow close he was to her. He realized that it wouldn't takemuch for him to lean over and kiss her.
He was more in lovewith her than ever. He gazed into her eyes.

 And did nothing.

 Because he didn't want to pressure her. Because he didn'twant to kick Harry when he was down.
Because of a lot ofreasons, really, but ultimately, because he didn't think itwould be right.

 She put an arm around his shoulder, and they sat there,holding each other close, and that was all they
did . . .

  . . . which was more than enough for Harry Osborn, looking down at them from the window of the
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apartment andglowering in the night . . .

 "This changes everything. . ."

 Norman Osborn felt as if his head was splitting in two.

 He lay on the floor of his study, curled up, trembling, cowering in a pool of light from the end of the
hallway. In hisquivering hands he held the mask he wore as the Green Goblin, except he was doing
everything within his power at thatmoment to convince himself that the Goblin was someoneelse entirely .
. . not Norman himself . . .

  . . . not Norman, who was no murderer . . .

  . . . who wouldn't even consider what the Goblin wascontemplating . . .

 "Spider-Man is all but invincible,"hissed the mask, "but Parker. . . Parker is flesh and blood. . . we can
destroy

 him . . . "

 "I can't!" Osborn was gibbering now, saying anythingthat came to mind. "I've been like a father to that
boy. He'sa good son . . . "

 "Which is exactly what he wanted!"the mask snarled athim, clearly holding Osborn in contempt.
Osborn's entirebody was shaking now, his shirt soaked through with sweat, his lower jaw twitching
spasmodically. "He came to you, the greedy, open-mouthed scheming little orphan . . . "

 "He did," Osborn admitted slowly, as if puzzle pieceswere being assembled in his mind.

 "Plucked your heartstrings like a master. Connived his way into your heart, leaving no room for Harry,
your trueson and heir . . . "

 Of course. Of course! How could he have been so foolishas to not be able to see it?"It's true . . . oh,
God . . . "

 "And now,"said the Goblin, moving in for the emotionalkill, "after everything you've done for Peter
Parker, after everything you've taught him, this is how he repays you? "

 Years and years of guilt piled upon Osborn as he criedout, "What have I done to Harry?! What have I
done to myown son!"

 "Betrayal must not be countenanced . . . Parker must be . . . educated . . ."

 Osborn sat partway up, propping himself on his elbow. Inhis dementia, he didn't think it remotely odd
that he shouldbe carrying on a chat with a mask. "What do I do?" he askedfirmly.

 "Instruct him in the matters of loss and pain. Watch him suffer, make him wish he were dead. . . ."

 "Yes!"

 "And then grant his wish!"
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 "But how?" demanded Osborn.

 "The cunning warrior attacks neither body nor mind."

 Instantly Osborn was furious. He didn't need cryptichints at this point. He needed solid guidance. "Tell
me how!"he fairly bellowed.

 The mask was silent for a moment, and when it spoke again, it said, "The heart, Osborn . . . first . . . 
we attack hisheart."

 Ben Parker's mother had hated her.

 That's what I should have said to her,Aunt May realizedas she readied herself for bed. She did so in the
same meticulous manner, with the exact same routine, that she had followed for more than a half
century. It was so drilled into herthat she gave it no conscious consideration, because hermind was
elsewhere, dwelling on the poor, mortified MaryJane Watson.

 As she fluffed her pillow—three times, not two—andmoved back the sheet the precise length—eighteen
inches—that would allow her to easily climb into bed, she shivered slightly in her flannel pajamas. It was
Thursday; Thursday, not Friday, was flannel pajamas. And she recalled a day—many years gone—when
the debonair Benjamin Parker hadbrought a scared young woman named May Reilly home to

 meet his folks. Ben's father had been indifferent, and hismother had been positively scathing, critiquing
everything from May's clothing to her hairstyle to her interest in Ben.May had tried to take it all, but
eventually she had succumbed to her misery and bolted from the house, convinced she would never
seen Ben Parker again.

 Well, obviously it hadn't worked out that way, but she wished that she'd thought to say that to Mary
Jane. Granted, tonight had been a disaster, and Osborn's behavior had beenjust abominable. But many
relationships had hit similarrocks and managed to keep on sailing, just the same.

 Thoughts of Ben affected her in that melancholy waythey always did. She touched a framed photo of him
that sat on the bedside table. The telephone answering machine was next to it. His voice was still on the
answering machine. Allthese months he'd been gone, and she still couldn't find it within herself to change
it. Every so often, she would playthe message while staring wistfully at the photograph. "Hi, we're not
around to take your call," his photo would "say,"and she'd sigh heavily and wish that either he was still
around . . .  or that she was with him.

 But there was no point dwelling on such things.

 The good Lord had decided that she was to remainaround for a while longer, that was all, and if He was
inclined to reveal His purpose in these apparently capriciousmatters, then He would do so. In the
meantime, she would simply deal with the hand she'd been dealt.

 May knelt next to the bed, moaning softly as her kneescreaked beneath her. Blasted arthritis was getting
worse. Oh, for the youthful suppleness of the muscles she had once possessed. She had a young mind,
she felt. What sort of perversity captured such a young mind in such an old and limitedshell?

 Well, the kind of perverse mind that would take Ben violently from her in a most untimely manner. Then
May de-
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 cided that further musings along those lines would mostsurely be blasphemy, and she didn't pursue them.
Instead sherested her elbow on the bed, folded her hands and closed hereyes.

 "Our Father, who art in heaven," she said with easebrought by long practice. "Hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Giveus this day our daily bread, and
forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. Lead us not intotemptation, but . .
. "

 At that moment the wall behind her exploded. For a splitsecond May thought she was back in World
War II, back asa field nurse in that foolhardy, mad endeavor she'd never toldPeter about, lest he
consider it carte blanche to do somethingstupid himself. She thought that she was being shelled by the
Germans or something. She hit the floor, plaster and glass flying over her head, and then she managed to
gather together her scattered wits.

 She turned toward the source of the crazed entrance, andwas stunned. Floating a short distance away,
the sound of histurbine engines roaring, was that ghastly creature the newspapers had dubbed the Green
Goblin. She pulled bits of broken glass out of her hair as she gaped in confusion, watchingas the
costumed madman peered in through the hole he'djust created.

 Green vapor was spewing out of his glider, filling theroom. Then his face suddenly seemed to widen and
widen, until it became impossibly distorted and filled the room,reaching from one side to the other. Those
yellow eyes of hiswere glowing in the relative dimness of the bedroom. He letout one loud, demented
laugh, and Aunt May tried to flee.Instead she fell to the ground, putting up her hands, trying toward him
off as she stammered, "But . . . but . . . but . . . "over and over again.

 "Finish it! Finish it!"howled the Green Goblin.

 She clutched at her chest, unsure of what "it" the Goblinmeant, unless the monster was referring to her
time on earth.But then she understood, and she cried out in terror, ".. . de liver us from evil!"and
suddenly there was a feeling like amassive vise across her chest, knocking the breath, the verylife from
her. Her back arched, tensed, and then she wentlimp as a sack of rice. Her eyes closed, her head
slumping toone side, and the last thing she heard as the darknessclaimed her was, "Amen, sister!"
accompanied by a lunatic and very self-satisfied chortling.

  

 XXIV.

 THE YELLOW EYES

  

 Peter sprinted down the hospital corridor, out of his mind with worry. Nurses and orderlies scrambled to
get out of hisway. He almost collided with an old man just emerging fromhis room, pulling an IV on a
rolling stand. But Peter dartedaround him with ease, so quickly that the elderly patient wasn't quite sure
whether someone had just gone past himor not.

 He reached the last room on the right, ducked inside, andstopped in his tracks. Despite the fact that he
was in a hospital room, despite the fact that trained medical personnelwere working with the frenzy of
worker bees hauling ass toplease the queen, still all he could do was flash back to that horrible moment
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that was Uncle Ben's last.

 God, don't let her die . . . it would be like being orphanedtwice . . .

 If God was operating through the hands of the doctors,then He was working overtime. May Parker lay
in a hospitalbed, hooked up to so many machines that she looked as ifshe was ready to be fired into
orbit. Her face was ashen, andalthough her eyes were wide open, it was unclear to Peter whether she
was even capable of communicating. A major shock . . . triggered an episode, he'd been told. But the
circumstances of May's collapse were maddeningly vague, andit was that lack of information that was
threatening to drivehim over the edge.

 "Aunt May!" Peter called.

 At first he didn't think she was going to respond. But thenher eyes focused on him, and he was so
overjoyed that hisheart skipped a beat, figuratively speaking. UnfortunatelyAunt May's heart also
skipped a beat, but it was rather more literal, and she started to twitch in great agitation.

 "What happened?! Is she going to be okay?!" Peter cried

 out.

 "Sir, please!" said one of the nurses with a commandingvoice. "Let the doctors work!"

 Peter started to head toward his aunt, but the nurse—a stout woman who was to bedside warmth what
wind shear was to airplane safety records—hooked an arm around hiselbow and propelled him toward
the door. Naturally, Peter could have lifted her over his head, slam-dunked her, usedher as beach ball if
he was so inclined. Instead, his attentionfixed upon Aunt May's face, Peter allowed himself to be led out
of the room, frantically looking over his shoulder repeatedly for a last glimpse of her. And that was when
heheard her cry out, "Those eyes . . . those horrible yellow

 eyes!"

 Those words meant nothing to the doctors and nurseswho were attending her, trying to calm her. They
undoubtedly figured she was experiencing some sort of delusion, a fevered and terrifying nightmare.

 But for Peter . . .

 At first his mind just locked up, hearing those wordswithout fully grasping them.

 And then he saw the face of the Green Goblin.

 In his imagining, the Goblin's face— with those blazing yellow orbs filled with hatred— was on an
upright domino. The domino was wavering slightly, and then it fell over . . . and struck another domino
with Aunt May's face on it, which struck a final domino that had Peter's face on it. But it had
Spider-Man's face as well. It was split right down the mid-

 dle, vertically, and it wavered and toppled, falling, falling as the Goblin's hysterical laughter floated
through the air . . .

 "The Goblin . . . " whispered Peter, standing in the hospital corridor.
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 All around him people lay in rooms with tubes attachedto every possible part of their body, fighting for
their lives,and here Peter's life was in mortal jeopardy, yet he was juststanding there.

 "He knows . . . oh God . . . he knows who I am . . . "

 He bolted down the hall and dashed up the stairway,springing up each staircase as if he were on strings.
He burstout onto the hospital roof and, as rain poured down uponhim, let out a scream of mortal terror
such as never had ex ploded from his chest before.

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 All my efforts to make up for letting Uncle Ben down have come to this: Not only is my own life in
danger . . . which was mine to risk . . . but so is the life of the woman who committed the cardinal sin of
lov ing me.

 I haven't made things better. I've made them worse than they ever were.

 I feel like I'm watching from a distance, like I'm outside my body, and my whole life is about to be
flushed away.

 What am I going to do? God in heaven, what am I going to do?

 He'd brought a picture to set at her bedside: a lovely shotof a young Peter with a smiling Uncle Ben and
Aunt May standing on either side of him.

 And Peter Parker sat there, like a statue. He could havebeen there for hours or days. He'd often read
the phrase"time had lost all meaning," in books and such, but the concept had never really meant
anything to him until now. Heknew it was night, since a glance out the window told him

 so. But for all he knew, he'd been sitting there for days onend. He really hadn't been paying attention.

 The rain had soaked him up on the roof, but he'd driedoff.

 He stared at the picture that he himself had brought.Uncle Ben, dead . . . because of him. Aunt May,
hospitalized, in mortal danger, because of him. This bizarre "gift" he had received came with too high a
price tag, as far as he was concerned.

 He leaned forward, kissed Aunt May on the forehead ashe blinked back tears. "I'm sorry," he
whispered.

 He brought textbooks to keep current with his studies,but they sat in the backpack near his feet. He
knew he'd getaround to them, eventually, but at this point he was afraid to take his eyes off Aunt May,
lest she somehow slip away intooblivion while he turned away even for a moment. At the endof visiting
hours, the nurse who ran the ward tried to get himto leave. He ignored her. He simply sat in the chair, not
moving. She could have been addressing a department store mannequin for all the luck she was having.

 The nurse, annoyed, called the doctor, who came and toldPeter much the same thing. He had to leave,
visiting hourswere over, his aunt's condition had stabilized, and he wasn'tgoing to accomplish anything by
taking up room. Besides, itwas hospital policy, that was all, and such policy was wellknown, carved in
granite and not to be trifled with underpain of. . . well . . . Very Bad Things.
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 Peter didn't acknowledge him, didn't even glance at him.

 He.

 Just.

 Sat.

 Annoyed, the doctor summoned a burly orderly, who endeavored to pick Peter up bodily. Peter
ignored him, too. Hedidn't fight back; didn't have to. He simply didn't budgewhen the orderly, who
outweighed him by a good hundred

  

 pounds, tried to move him. Annoyed, the orderly tried to liftPeter's chair clean up, and was stunned
when he had no moresuccess at this than he'd had at his earlier attempts. He didnot, of course, see the
small globs of webbing Peter hadtaken the precaution of using on the bottoms of the chairlegs.

 So the orderly and the nurse and the doctor put theirheads together and thought about calling the police.
The orderly observed that the little guy was stronger than helooked, and if the cops started getting
physical, things couldget real ugly, real fast. The doctor asked if Peter was hurtinganyone, the nurse
admitted that he wasn't. That he wasn't aburden at all, and indeed, if not for the fact that they were
making all this fuss, his presence would go completely un noticed and unremarked upon.

 The doctor shrugged, said "Keep an eye on things," and walked away. And that was pretty much that.

 Peter hadn't realized that he'd drifted off to sleep, but before he knew it he was blinking away sunlight in
his eyes.His shirt was soaked completely through with sweat. Hedidn't care.

 He went downstairs, grabbed some snacks from a machine, went back to May's room and started
reading the textbooks. He did this for a time, nodding to the nurses whocame in every so often to check
on his aunt. They'd stoppedworrying about him, apparently choosing to think of him as one of the
fixtures, no different than a chair or a bedpan. Perhaps they even thought it was kind of sweet.

 Just after 9:30a.m. Peter realized that May's eyes wereopen and fixed on him, the edges crinkling gently
in that wayshe had when she was happy to see him. She murmured hisname, and he didn't want to hug
her for fear he'd break her.Quickly, Peter summoned the doctor, who checked Mayover, and a look of
relief settled on his face. He asked hersome questions while he jotted down readings from the

 machines that were monitoring her and seemed satisfiedwith the answers. When he asked if she knew
what had happened, she just stared at him blankly.

 Peter stayed with her as she drifted back to sleep. He was still tense and nervous, but the doctor
seemed cautiously optimistic. Yes, that's what they always called it: Cautiously Optimistic. He informed
Peter that he could go home now,and Peter just stared at him as if he'd sprouted a third arm,so the
doctor rolled his eyes and walked away.

 Since Peter's sleep during the night had been minimal, tosay nothing of uncomfortable, he eventually fell
back tosleep. He was awakened by a rapping, a gentle tapping, uponthe chamber door. For a moment
he was confused as towhere he was. He looked up, licking his lips, his mouth feeling as if it was filled
with cotton.
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 Mary Jane was standing there, a tentative smile on herface. She was holding a bouquet of flowers under
her arm."Can I come in?" she asked.

 Immediately Peter felt rejuvenated. How can one person have that much of an effect on another?he
wondered as hegot to his feet. He popped a breath mint into his mouth asM. J. entered the room
tentatively, casting a sad look uponAunt May's unconscious form. Then, still holding the flow ers, M. J.
went to Peter and delicately put her arms aroundhis shoulders. She drew him close in a comforting hug,
and Peter let out a low breath that he felt like he'd been holdingforever.

 "I'm so sorry. I just heard about it," she whispered. Henodded, drinking in the closeness of her, and it
was all hecould do to hold himself together, rather than break down onher shoulder.

 They stayed that way for a long moment, and then sheturned toward the bed. Moving closer to Aunt
May, she laythe flowers on the bedside table, gently touching the wizenedwoman's forehead. "Will she be
okay?"

 "We think so," Peter told her, shoving his hands in his pockets. "She finally woke up this morning. For a
while. Thanks for coming."

 "Who would do this to her?" asked a puzzled Mary Jane.

 Peter's head snapped around. "How did you know thatsomebody 'did' something?"

 She looked at him, surprised. "Peter . . . who do youthink found your aunt? Called the ambulance? It
was mymom. She heard your aunt screaming and howling, thenoise. It was so unusual for your house that
she went over tocheck on her. She found your aunt's bedroom wrecked, and there were burn marks, like
someone had been trying to setthe place on fire. . . . "

 The glider,Peter thought grimly. The turbos and thrusters would certainly leave burns on the carpet, on
the wall. The monster. . .

 Mary Jane was shaking her head. "Your Aunt May . . .she's so loving, so giving. Why would anyone
want to hurther? Do you know who did it?" She said it skeptically,clearly not thinking that Peter would
have an answer.

 He wasn't going to tell her, but he blurted it out just the same. "It was the Green Goblin."

 M. J. paled. "But . . . why?" she said when she found hervoice. "Why would he need to attack her?" He
didn't answer.What could he say? The truth? Oh, like that was going tohappen. "I'm sorry, Peter. I know
you've asked yourself these questions . . . "

 "It's okay," he shrugged, trying to look bewildered whenhe, in fact, knew more than he wanted to think
about. Turning it around, he said, "How about you? Are you all rightabout the other night?"

 She looked down, obviously chagrined. "I'm sorry about that. Makes things worse for everybody."

 "You were fine. Have you talked to Harry?"

 M. J. shook her head, still not looking up at him. "He
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 called me. I haven't called him back." Then she turned herback to him completely, focusing on the
sleeping Aunt May.She tucked in the bed sheet. 'The fact is," she continued, still presenting her back,
"I'm in love with somebody else." Peter thought his head was going to explode. He clearedhis throat.
"You are?"

 "At least. . . I think I am." Then she did turn back andlook at him. "This isn't the time to talk about this."

 "No, go on," he said urgently. Fighting to remain nonchalant, he took a step closer to her, closing the
distance between them. "Would I know his name? This guy?""You'll think I'm a stupid little girl with a
crush."With as much fervency as he could muster, he said,"Trust me."

 She looked into his eyes, long and hard, and suddenly shelaughed as if tremendously embarrassed over
having beencaught at something. "I'm, like, head over heels!" she exclaimed. "It's whacked!""Who is
he?"

 "It's funny. He saved my life twice, and I've never seenhis face."

 It was all Peter could do to suppress a smile. Granted,he'd been hoping that M. J. would say that it was
himself . . . except under the mask, it was. In a way, he was competingwith himself. The absurdity of the
situation struck him asamusing."Oh. Him."

 She swiped at his shoulder in mock annoyance. "You're laughing at me!"

 "No, I understand. He is extremely cool." If I do say so

 myself. . .

 "But do you think it's true, the terrible things they say

 about him?"

 "No way," he said immediately. "That isn't Spider-Man,not a chance in the world." Then he realized he'd
said it with

 a bit too much intensity to sound natural, and she was looking at him oddly, as if waiting for an
explanation. "I. . .know him a little bit. I'm sort of his," and he lowered hisvoice to sound very entre
nous, "unofficial photographer."

 "How do you always manage to find him?"

 He shrugged. "Wrong place, right time, I guess."

 M. J. looked him up and down, and suddenly he felt uncomfortable. As if he had opened a door he
really didn'twant to walk through. But it was too late to retreat as MaryJane asked, "You ever . . . talk to
him?"

 "Sometimes," he said uneasily.

 "Does he ever talk about me?"

 "Uh . . . yeah. Once. Once he asked what I thought ofyou."
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 She drew a sharp intake of breath. She rested a hand onhis arm as if wanting to touch someone who had
once shaken hands with Elvis. "What did he say?"

 He didn't have the faintest idea what to say. And then hereached deep, deep into his imagination, and he
lookedacross the room into a mirror on the wall. There was Spider-Man, reflected at him, looking at him
with his masked face,and maybe he was laughing under it, or frowning . . . it wasimpossible to tell.

 He saw his own image reflected in the mirrors of Spider-Man's eyes, and he said, "I said . . . I said,
Spider-Man, I saidthe great thing about M. J. is when . . . when you look in her eyes, and she's looking
back in yours and smiling, well . . .everything feels . . . not quite normal because you feel . . .stronger.
And weaker at the same time, and you feel excitedand at the same time, terrified." He pulled his gaze
away from the mirror to look at Mary Jane, and her eyes weremoist. Peter was suddenly brimming with
confidence; she was hanging on his every word.

 "Spidey—I call him Spidey sometimes—the truth is,"and he looked back to his reflection, saw the
webslinger in

 the mirror, waiting to hear the "truth," "you don't know whatyou feel, except you know the kind of man
you want to beand what it is, is . . . "

 His confidence started to waver. He was getting tangledup in his mouth, in his thoughts. Now it was
Peter whowasn't able to look into Mary Jane's eyes as he completedtelling her the conversation that he
had, indeed, had a hundred times with Spider-Man . . . in his head.

 "It's as if, when you're with her, it's as if you've reached . . . the unreachable . . . and you weren't ready
for it."

 Oh my God, that sounded horrible . . . like some half- baked Don Quixote thing . . .

 He looked back up at her and was dumbfounded to see that tears were welling in her eyes.

 "You said that . . . ?" she said with a choking sound in herthroat.

 And suddenly Peter felt guilty and small. What he had done was voice his innermost thoughts, true, but
he knewthat he'd misrepresented himself. However he didn't havethe faintest idea how to go about fixing
it. "Uh . . .um. . .sssomething like that." Then guilt spilled over into embar rassment, for he knew he had
said too much. In pretendingto speak to Spider-Man, he had really, truly told M. J. how he felt, and she
had to know it.

 To his surprise, Mary Jane reached out and took his hand.Hers was warm and delicate in his, and
suddenly he felt asif anything were possible. He couldn't take his eyes off her, and he was suddenly
completely convinced that she was in the same predicament, unable to look away from him. Hestarted to
speak, with absolutely no idea what he was goingto say."Hello."

 That wasn't even remotely what he'd intended to say. On the other hand, it wasn't his voice. It was the
voice of Harry

 Osborn, who was standing in the doorway of the hospital room, staring at them with a smile that did not
in any waytouch his eyes.
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 Immediately, acting like two people caught at something,they withdrew their hands. But the damage was
done, andPeter knew it. . . knew it all too well.

 Harry, who had come in response to a phone messagefrom Peter, remembered almost nothing of his
visit to thehospital.

 He made small talk, he tried to be polite. But the imageof Peter and Mary Jane holding hands seared
itself into his mind, obliterating everything else.

 Had Peter set him up? Informed him of May Parker's condition just so he could show up and find the
two of them looking at each other, like they were ready to get a room oftheir own . . . and he didn't mean
a hospital room . . . ?

 He felt as if he was incapable of containing the fury thatwelled up within him. He stayed for a few
minutes, butquickly made his excuses, and the moment he departed, he expunged everything from his
recollection except for thatmental snapshot of those hands, those damnable hands.

 Harry spent the rest of the day walking, just walking endlessly. And slowly, as the time passed, the
anger burned less brightly, for it was impossible to sustain that level of white-hot rage.

 But he didn't want to go back to his apartment and seePeter waiting there, fumbling with excuses, trying
to determine what to say and what not to say. So instead he went to the place he'd come to think of
simply as his father's home, even though he himself had lived in the townhouse for aslong as he could
remember.

 It was night when he used the key to let himself inthrough the front door. A full moon cast its shadow on
thedoorway. Harry felt he could sympathize with the moon.

 After all, did it not bask in reflected glory? Same with Harry Osborn, someone who could only trade on
the surname builtup by his father, or pass classes with the help of a friend whohad stolen his girlfriend.

 "Dad?" he called out as he stepped into the front hall.

 There was no answer, but light was spilling from thestaircase that led to the upstairs hall. Harry stood at
the bottom of the stairs, and he could faintly hear voices. They were so soft from where he was standing
that they were little morethan murmurs, but the vehemence and anger in the toneswas unmistakeable.
There were two men, and he was rea sonably sure that one of them was his father. "Dad? Is that

 you?"

 The voices abruptly stopped. A moment later, his fatherappeared at the top of the stairs. He didn't move
from thespot, though, appearing to his son like a great, dark shadow. "What is it?" he called down.

 Harry took a deep breath. He was about to say the mostdifficult words he had ever uttered, and he
wondered if hisfather would ever have any appreciation over how hardit was for him to say it. "You were
right about M. J. Youwere . . . you were right about everything. She's in love withPeter."

 He had no idea how his father was going to react. He expected laughter, perhaps, or sneers, or all
manner of unbridled contempt. But instead there was simply a thoughtfulpause, and then: "Parker?"

 That was all, with no more emotion than a computerbeing fed a new bit of data.
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 No, Peter Piper. She's really into pickled peppers.But heheld back the flip response that would be
formed more bybitterness than wisdom. "Yeah," Harry said.

 Osborn started to move down the stairs toward him, one leisurely step at a time. As he would walk, one
foot wouldhang off the step a moment, as if even his feet were involved

 in deep thought, before he would descend to the next stepdown. "And . .. how does he feel about her?"

 "Are you kidding?" Harry snorted. "He's loved her sincethe fourth grade. He just acts like he doesn't.
But there's nobody Peter cares about more."

 Surprisingly, he heard—of all things—a soft chucklecoming from his father. How in the world could any
of this be remotely funny? But then, sounding extremely sincere, Norman Osborn said, "I'm sorry. I. . . 
haven't always been there for you, have I?"

 Harry couldn't believe it. He'd never heard his fathersound this sympathetic about . . . about anything.
"Well . . .you're busy," he said. "You're an important man. I understand that."

 "It's no excuse," said Osborn firmly, drawing closer. "I'mproud of you. And I lost sight of that
somewhere. But I'm going to make it up to you. I'm going to rectify certain . . .inequities."

 I'm dreaming . . . oh, lord, I'm dreaming. Maybe it's not my dad, maybe it's an impostor . . .

 The shadowed individual drew into the light, and it was indeed Norman Osborn as he threw his arms
around his son and—hugging him so tightly that one would have thought he'd almost lost him—Norman
said, "I love you."

 And from that angle, steeped in the joy and wonder of a scene that Harry imagined so many times, he
was almostcertain he'd lost his mind altogether. Hidden in all of thatwere eyes that burned with inner
dementia, and lips thatwere pulled back in a wolflike sneer. It was the look of someone who understood
love only in the context of thepower it gave him over others. Power that he was more thanwilling to
exploit . . . through whatever means necessary.

 It was a pleasant dream Peter was having . . . he was webswinging through the concrete jungles of New
York, but

 he was unmasked. Let the world know who Spider-Man is, because the world is a good and safe place
where good peo ple remain good and bad people don't exist.

 Then he heard a voice, calling him from a very great dis tance, saying, "Peter? Peter . . . "

 Peter woke up instantly, looking around in momentaryconfusion even as he sat up and knocked over the
textbooksthat had been lying in his lap. They lay on the floor, forgotten. Instead what he was gaping at
was Aunt May, this time fully awake and looking far more lucid than she had earlier."You're awake!" he
said, cunningly going straight for the obvious. "That's good! Good. You okay?"

 "I'm okay," she said with certainty, and immediatelyswitched over into overly concerned mother figure.
"But I think you should go home and get some sleep."

 He shook his head vehemently. "I don't like to leave you."He didn't want to add, because then I can't
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protect you. "I'm safe here," she said dismissively. "I should have been there."

 Aunt May stared at him blankly, unable to determinewhat he might possibly be talking about. Then, of
course,she realized: "there" meaning "with her." She shook herhead. "You didn't know." When she saw
that he looked no more mollified than before, she took his hand and held ittightly, with surprising strength.
"Peter, the struggles we face in life are not ours to question. They're God's will." "I know, but I could've
done something. . . . "Naturally she had no idea that the conversation was happening on two levels. No
idea that her nephew meant that—asSpider-Man—he could have squared off against the GreenGoblin,
and possibly brought this madness to an end. Insteadshe chuckled at what she perceived as the pure
absurdity of thenotion. "Done something? You do too much! College, a job, allthis time with me . . . 
you're not Superman, you know."That comment, of course, prompted an involuntary smile.

 How could it not? Not realizing the source of the humor, shewas encouraged. "A smile! Finally. Haven't
seen one ofthose on your face since Mary Jane was here."

 He raised an eyebrow. "Hey! You were supposed to beasleep. What did you hear?"

 Smiling enigmatically, she said, "You know . . . you wereabout six years old when her family moved next
door. Andwhen she got out of the car and you saw her for the first time,you grabbed my hand and said,
'Aunt May! Aunt May! Isthat an angel?' "

 Peter had only heard that story a hundred times. Nevertheless he put on an affected gosh-wow attitude
and said,"Gee, Aunt May, did I really say that?"

 "You sure did," she said, missing—deliberately or otherwise—the sarcasm. Then she lowered her voice
and told himgently, "She'd like to know that, don't you think?"

 Peter had been sitting on the edge of the bed. Now hestood and turned away, his hands draped behind
his back."Harry's in love with her. She's still his girl."

 "Isn't that up to her?" she asked, blinking owlishly.

 "She doesn't . . . really know me. She never will."

 Aunt May had been lying back in bed, but now she pulledherself fully to sitting, and she spoke with such
vehemence that it surprised him. "Because you won't let her! You're somysterious all the time. More than
ever lately." She blew airout through her lips in irritation as she rearranged the blanket around her legs,
apparently quite frustrated with hernephew but not exactly sure where to start in letting himknow just
exactly how annoyed she was.

 "Don't be so complicated," she said finally. "And don't letany more time go by. The one thing Mary Jane
needs toknow, the only thing she needs to know," and she waggled abony finger, "is how you feel. Tell
me, Peter . . . would it beso dangerous to let Mary Jane know how much you care?It's not as if everyone
doesn't already know you love her."

 He found himself nodding in mute agreement . . . andthat was when the other dime dropped noisily in his
head.He'd been so focused on Aunt May and her being targeted bythe Goblin, that the full scope, the full
horror of the situationhadn't been evident to him . . .

  . . . until now.
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 He forced a smile, trying not to panic. "You know . . . Ithink you're right, Aunt May. I think I'll . . . I'll
give her acall right now . . . tell her . . . try to, uh . . . make things

 right."

 "How nice!" She pointed at the phone near her bed. "You

 can use that one right th—"

 "No, I, uh . . . " He was stammering, backing toward thedoor. "There's a pay phone in the hall . . . I'll
just, uh . . .privacy, you know . . . " and without another word he turned and ran out of the room.

 Aunt May smiled, her heart soaring. "Ah, young love,"

 she said.

 Peter, meantime, was in the corridor, near the solariumwhere nervous family members were waiting to
hear abouttheir respective loved ones. He dialed the number, and as he listened to the phone ring,
repeatedly, he felt as if he were one of them . . . except there was no doctor involved. The health of one
of his loved ones depended entirely upon thewhims of a lunatic.

 "Answer the phone, answer it!" he muttered.

 There was a click and his heart jumped, but then her answering machine kicked in. "Hi, it's me! Sing
your song at

 the beep."

 He waited impatiently. She had one of those phones that took ages to get around to the tone, and when
it did he spoke so fast and with such urgency that he had to force himself toslow down part way through.

 "M. J., it's Peter. Are you there? Just checking on you. Imean, making sure you're safe and sound. Give
me a call

 when you get in. I'll give you an update on Aunt May. Hey,where are you? Okay, then, take care. Don't
go up any darkalleys." He tried to make it sound light, but he knew therewas no way he could leave
"You're in terrible danger from a flying maniac" on a phone message.

 Then, just as he was about to hang up, he heard another click on the other end. She'd picked up. "Oh,
great, you'rethere!"

 No answer.

 "Hello?" he said tentatively.

 And then a demented cackle sounded, and Peter almostcrushed the receiver in his hand. All the blood
drained fromhis face as a singsong voice inquired, "Can Spider-Mancome out to play?"

 "Where is she?" he demanded tersely. Some passing orderlies glanced at him. He half turned and
squared his shoulders, so his agitated state would be less conspicuous.
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 "Be of love a little more careful, Spider-Man," recited theGoblin.

 "I have better things to do than listen to you mangle e. e. cummings," Peter said, choking back his fury.

 "An educated man," the Goblin laughed again. "Thenagain, a little knowledge . . . can be a dangerous
thing. Butthere are so many dangerous things in the world, aren'tthere."

 "Where . . . is . . . she?"

 "She's having a little bridge work." And then he laughedagain, and his cackling carried and carried, and
Peter feltthose yellow eyes burning into his soul. . . .

  

 XXV.

 THE CHOICE

  

 It was the cold that caused Mary Jane to waken.The cold seeped into her bones, needling her awake,
and she felt incredibly heavy and clumsy as a result. She didn'tknow where the chill was coming from, at
first, and then her mind processed the information—thanks to the steady howl ing—that it was the wind
causing her to feel this way. The wind was blowing constantly, and that in and of itself was bad enough,
but she also felt some degree of exposure that she couldn't quite understand. Exposure, vulnerability . . .
perhaps she was dreaming. That could make sense.

 She was wrapped in darkness, and then she realized thatit was because her eyes were closed. But when
she openedthem, things didn't improve. She still couldn't make out much of anything. It was night, that
much was certain.

 Slowly she hauled herself to standing, disoriented, holding her head in pain. She remembered walking
into herapartment, smelling something sickly sweet, wondering ifshe'd left the gas on . . . and then nothing.
A haze of confu sion had settled over her mind like a cloud.

 She took a step backward, and suddenly, for no reasonshe could understand, she felt as if she were
overbalanced.Instinctively she windmilled her arms, yanked herself forward with considerable upper
body effort, and looked down.She gasped as, hundreds of feet below her, headlightsfrom cars became
visible as unknowing drivers crossed the span of the Queensboro Bridge.

 Years ago, the songwriting team of Simon and Garfunkelhad been stuck in traffic on the selfsame bridge,
and hadused the opportunity to pen a song called "Feelin' Groovy."Mary Jane had always liked that
song.

 At that moment it plummeted to the bottom of her list,and only by falling to her knees did she avoid
plummeting,as well, off what she now realized was the western tower of the bridge.

 I'm losing my mind, I'm losing my mind, it's some sort of dream, everything's going to be okay,she kept
telling herself, right up until the point that a familiar whine of an engine informed her that she was a
damned sight far awayfrom being "okay."
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 The Green Goblin arced past her, turbos roaring, and he tossed off a delirious little wave before angling
away. Butthis wasn't just a flyby; he was heading somewhere, with apurpose. She watched him as he
angled toward the Roo sevelt Island tram station, leaving a trail of smoke behind him across the night
sky as he headed down, down, toward a red tram that was halfway to the station. It was the cablecar
that carried passengers from Manhattan to the manyapartment complexes on Roosevelt Island, there in
the middle of the East River. Even from where she was, on herhands and knees, she could see that it
was crammed withkids. The kids and their fathers were pointing at the armored green creature that was
zipping toward them, anamber angel of death. She was too far away to hear whatthey were saying. Were
they screaming? Laughing? Yellingat him to stay away?

 And that was when a rocket launcher exploded to lifefrom beneath the glider, hurling a missile toward
the station.An instant later, the rocket barreled into the tram station, obliterating it in a massive ball of
flame and smoke. Huge chunks of debris rained down onto the roadway below her.Cars screeched to a
halt, many crashing into one another

 as the flaming chunks of the station plummeted from thenight sky like death-laden stars.

 Even from where she was, Mary Jane could feel the heatrolling over her, and she knew that all the
prayers in theworld weren't going to transform this experience into a simple nightmare. She wouldn't be
waking up. This was real,this was happening, and those kids and their dads in the gondola were going to
die, and she was going to die, and therewas nothing, nothing that anyone could possibly do about it.

 And then, in the glow of the fireball that lit up the night likea newly risen sun, she saw the familiar outline
of a blue-and-red masked figure, crouched on a rooftop in the distance.

 Her heart raced, and she was astounded that the first thingto go through her mind was a mental plea to
the costumedhero: Get away from here . . .  save yourself . . .

 Funny . . . she'd never thought of herself as selfless before . . .

 Too late. You 're too late again . . .

 Watching the carnage from behind the reflective eyes of his mask, Peter pushed that thinking far, far
away. He didn't need to be bogged down by tons of guilt. Instead he fired aweb line that hit one of the
cables on the bridge, and arced toward the span as fast as he could.

 It wasn't fast enough.

 The sound of the first cables snapping was truly horrifying. A whip crack, the cries of terrified children,
and suddenly the gondola was dropping like a stone, plummetingtoward the water below. There was no
way that Spider-Man could possibly get to it in time.

 His entire focus was on the tram, even as he reachedmidswing, so he was startled and confused when he
saw the car jerk to a halt. He thought it was a miracle.

 He thought wrong.

 Mary Jane couldn't believe it.

 Just as the cable car had begun its plummet, the crazed monster that had condemned the tram and its
passengers todeath swooped down and snagged the trailing wire. The carstopped in midair, dangling
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from the cables, as the GreenGoblin—displaying strength she could only imagine—soared upward
effortlessly while holding on to the cable.

 She could hear the children crying in terror, hear the fathers shouting to them that everything was going
to be allright, in that way parents had when they were lying throughtheir teeth as loudly as possible.

 And suddenly the Goblin was there, right up on thebridge with her, and he wrapped one of his cold,
armoredhands around her. She tried to push him away, but a handthat was capable of supporting a cable
car wasn't going tohave a great deal of difficulty restraining a strugglingeighteen-year-old. In the other
hand, he still gripped the cable that was the only thing supporting the tram.

 "Spider-Man!" he bellowed from behind his distortedmask, and that was when Mary Jane spotted the
wallcrawleragain. He had just landed on one of the suspender cables andwas now in the process of
clambering up toward the maincable that led to the tower. He backflipped upward as if gravity were a
concept that didn't apply him, and landed on the main cable. But froze when the Goblin spoke.

 "This is why only fools are heroes!" called the Goblin."Because you never know when some lunatic will
comealong with a sadistic choice."

 Mary Jane's frozen mind couldn't even grasp what hemeant, but then she understood as the Goblin
shoved her forward. Her toes went over the edge, and she almost lost herbalance. Hundreds of feet
below, cars were still trying tocope with the fallen debris. Within moments they might wellbe driving
around the small bits of whatever was left of her,as well.

 And all the fear she'd ever felt at her father's hands, all theabuse she had endured, that had made her feel
small andworthless and unworthy to live, abruptly fell into proper perspective. The Green Goblin set a
new gold standard forangst.

 Perched atop the main cable of the bridge, Peter hadnever been happier that he was wearing a mask,
because henever would have wanted the Goblin to see the expression ofpure horror on his face as the
lunatic crowed," . . . you never know when some lunatic will come along with a sadisticchoice! Let die
the woman you love . . . "

 Don't say that, you idiot! She'll figure it out, if she hasn't already . . . !

 And then the Goblin's right hand, the one holding thecable, abruptly relaxed. The cable snaked through
his glovedhand, the tram dropped with sickening speed, the childrenscreamed, and then in an instant, the
tram halted again in its plummet, as the Goblin's hand tightened once more.

 " . . . or suffer the little children," the Goblin continued,sounding almost conversational. It was as if they
were sitting on a couple of bar stools, knocking back brews and discussing the latest scores. And it was
at that point that Spider-Man realized how little it mattered whether or not M. J.knew his identity. Lord,
first the Goblin had quoted Cummings . . . and now he was quoting Jesus.

 Peter had no intention of allowing a tram full of innocentsto enter the Kingdom of Heaven before their
time . . .  butMary Jane, the girl he'd loved for years . . . And they were strangers, he'd hear their
screams in his head at night, yes,but at least M. J. would be curled up next to him . . . But there were,
what, eleven, a dozen of them, one of her, onelife against a dozen . . .

 "Make your choice, Spider-Man!" howled the Goblin,
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 "and see how a hero is rewarded! This is your doing! Youhave caused this! This is the life you have
chosen! Choose!"

 Peter looked left, right, left, and right again . . .

  . . . and the Goblin released them both.

 Insanely, the only thought that managed to penetrateM.J.'s frozen brain at that moment was that she
never got totell off her father.

 She plummeted, arms and legs pinwheeling, and suddenly Spider-Man was right there, tucking her
under hisright arm.

 "Hold on!" he shouted, even as he fired a web line that snagged the underside of the bridge's center
span, and MaryJane thought giddily, He chose me! right before she was overwhelmed with guilt over
the fate of the plunging cable car.

 But Spider-Man wasn't done, not remotely.

 Suddenly he released his web line, and there was thecable of the car whipping past them. She could
barely see it, but Spider-Man homed in on it as if he had radar. He shiftedMary Jane onto his back even
as he grabbed the trailingcable. She let out a scream as the two of them were yanked down, hard,
hopelessly at the mercy of the tram's weight.

 Then Spider-Man fired another web line at the undersideof the bridge, and the white substance snared it,
stickingwith unbreakable adhesion. There below the span, the gondola slammed to a halt, bouncing up
and down, kids anddads tumbling everywhere.

 Mary Jane heard faint cheers floating down toward them.People were gathering along the Queensboro
Bridge, alltraffic having come to a halt due to the debris. Applause, shouts of encouragement, it was all
very sweet, really, towitness such a gratifying show of public support.

 But none of it meant a damn, really, because Spider-Manwas hanging suspended in midair, his right hand
clutching

 the cable line, his left hand clutching the web line. MaryJane was hanging on his back, and every muscle
in his bodyhad to be screaming from the strain.

 Peter thought he was going to die.

 It might have been preferable.

 He gritted his teeth beneath his mask to avoid the shriekthat wanted to rip itself from his agonized body.
His armswere on fire, his muscles trembling. When he did speak, hisvoice was a strained, harsh whisper,
as he said to M. X,"Climb down. The cable to the tram . . . climb down . . . "

 Her voice quivering, she said, "I can't."

 "M. J., just do it."

 "I'm scared."
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 "Trust me," he said, in the exact same tone of voice he'dused back at the hospital.

 Mary Jane stared into his eyepiece, and it was as if shecould see right through the mask, into his heart. . .
 as if shewere seeing him in so many ways for the first time, andhe said again, "Trust me," keeping his
voice level despite the incredible strain.

 Without another word, M. J. eased herself down his bodyand wrapped her hands around the cable. She
started to descend, and Peter couldn't help but think that if the Goblinwanted to pick the worst possible
moment to show up, this was pretty much it.

 Then his spider sense kicked in.

 He barely had time to twist his head around before the Goblin zoomed in and slammed him in the jaw,
and thenrocketed away with only laughter floating behind him. Obviously he was in no hurry to finish
things, and equally obviously there was no reason for him to be. He had Peter cold,and they both knew
it.

 Mary Jane was almost thrown from the cable. She barelymanaged to hang on, when the Goblin slugged
Spider-Man with incredible force. The fact that the webslinger was stillconscious, much less maintaining
his grip, was nothingshort of miraculous.

 Nevertheless the tram dipped precipitously, again throwing around the kids and their fathers. Hold on,
God, please, hold on,she mentally begged.

 The Goblin swung around for another assault. He cackledas he extended his arm, exposing razor-sharp
blades thatadorned it. The webslinger watched, helpless, as the Goblindelivered a crushing blow to his
stomach. Pieces of flesh andcostume went flying, and that was it: He lost his grip on thecable.

 Mary Jane couldn't help it: She screamed as she and the tram plummeted toward the icy waters below.

 Spider-Man dangled from the web, grasping for the cablethat was racing past him. As the last of it
whizzed by,he lunged for it, catching it. And now it was Spider-Man'sturn to scream, in agony rather than
terror, as blood gushedfrom his hand. But the cable went taut again.

 Mary Jane lost her own grip and fell, landing on the trambelow. She raised her head and saw
Spider-Man, his headlolling to the side, finished, looking for all the world as ifhe'd been crucified with his
arms outstretched. And yet hewas still holding on, impossibly, miraculously, to the cable inone bleeding
hand and the web line in the other.

 Then she heard the glider's engine as the Green Goblincircled in for the final blow.

 But he stopped. He hovered in front of Spider-Man, looking at the hero whose body was stretched to
the limit and beyond, looking like a pitiful rag doll that had been thrown on a scrap heap after a lifetime
of service. For an instant, Mary Jane thought the Goblin was going to break off the assault.

  

  

 Spider-Man raised his head, looked at his oppenent.
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 And then the Goblin threw back his head, laughed, and roared toward Spider-Man, his glider on full
throttle.

 It ripped at Mary Jane's heart. Her last thoughts—or atleast what she believed her last thoughts were
going to be— weren't of her own death, or the deaths of the children andtheir fathers, but rather of how
ghastly and unfair it was thatSpider-Man had suffered to such a degree, gone to such Her culean efforts,
all for nothing.

 A huge chunk of asphalt slammed across the side of theGoblin's head.

 It sent him spiraling out of control, and he missed Spider-Man clean. He pulled himself out of the spiral,
lookedaround in confusion, and more asphalt hit him. And thenbottles, rocks, shoes, a virtual rainstorm of
garbage and debris.

 He craned his neck and looked upward, as did Mary Jane,and she was astounded to see
dozens—maybe hundreds—ofbystanders, lined up on the bridge, no longer satisfied withbeing sidelined
like simple cheerleaders. Instead, they werepelting the Goblin with anything and everything they could get
their hands on.

 The creature howled with frustration, shielding his facewith his arms, and angled down and away,
vanishing into thedarkness under the bridge, skimming near the surface of thewater.

 Peter was stunned, shocked beyond his ability to comprehend. His body was no less tired, his muscles
no less spent.But as he saw the support and adoration being voiced bythose most jaded of
people—New Yorkers—strength beganto flow through him, born of newfound confidence. Hedidn't
know how long this second wind—second . . . morelike fifth by that point—was going to last. But then
he saw,at the bottom of the tower leg, a massive amount of rock that

 spread from the support piling. If the tram had simply fallenonto it, everyone aboard would have been
crushed. That, however, was not going to happen.

 Gently angling the gondola in a pendulumlike swing, helowered it further and further until it touched down
onto therocks below. The moment it did, a new roar of approvalerupted from the crowd. He almost
passed out from relief ashe swung his torn and bleeding right hand around to clutch onto the web line with
both hands. He felt absolutely lightheaded; in fact, he felt as if he were floating in zero-G, hav ing gone
from supporting the weight of the tram to simplyhis own body weight.

 He saw Mary Jane, perched atop the cable car, looking upat him with concern, and more. Then
suddenly her expression shifted to fear at about the same time his spider sensewarned him of danger.

 A cable snaked around Peter's waist, and for a split second he thought it was from the tram car
somehow. Then theGoblin, holding the other end of the rope, swept past him.The cable went taut, and
Peter was yanked off his web, highinto the air, hauled behind the Goblin glider completely outof control.
He thrashed about, to no effect, and the glider angled down and around, back toward Roosevelt Island.

 The Goblin turned and cackled, clearly delighted at the costumed teen's struggles. Then, apparently
having seenenough, he held out his arm, once again exposing the bladeson it, and the blades sliced
through the rope. Peter crashed into the abandoned, hulking ruin of a condemned smallpox hospital at the
southern end of the island.
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 He staggered to his feet, and suddenly from everywherethey were coming at him: The bats. Razor sharp,
sweepingin from all around. He had no idea where the Goblin gotthem, no clue how they functioned, no
concept of anything except that they were ripping into him, shredding his costume, leaving glistening lines
of blood on his chest, his legs.

 Every time one struck him, pain exploded behind his eyes,to the point where there was so much that he
just wasn't feeling it anymore.

 "Enough!" bellowed the Goblin. But the bats, failing toheed their master's call, continued slicing at Peter
as he staggered across the dusty floor of the hospital. "I said enough!" the Goblin bellowed, and this
time some cybernetic circuit must have kicked in. The razor bats stopped their destruction, flying meekly
away.

 Peter didn't even realize he was on the ground, lying onhis back, until the bats departed. He rolled over,
leaving anoutline of blood marking his resting spot. He looked up atthe Goblin, who was hovering over
him, and tried to stand. His legs turned to jelly and he crashed to the ground.

 The Goblin, laughing, reached down onto his glider andpulled out a rod. At the top of the rod was a
button, whichhe pressed, and three blades popped out of the front, givingthe weapon the appearance of
a pitchfork.

 "Ahhh, misery, misery, misery," the Goblin said sadly, asif commiserating. "Again and again I've tried to
make mycase, but you won't oblige. Had you not been so determined, your sweetheart's death would
have been quick and painless. But now, now that you've really pissed me off, I'll see to itthat it's slow and
 . . . painful. Just . . . like . . . yours . . . "

 The Goblin reared back with the spear, bringing it downtoward Peter's chest. At the last moment, Peter
caught it, andas he looked at the Goblin, stared into the face of hate, his strength returned. He yanked the
spear out of his grip andsmashed it against the monster's armored head so hard thatit nearly decapitated
him. As it was, it knocked the Goblin clear off the glider, sending him flying back ten feet and crashing to
the ground.

 Peter staggered back from the exertion for a moment,went down to one knee, taking deep breaths.
There was

 blood everywhere, all his, and the Goblin, who had terrorized so many, who seemed to exist purely to
bedevil him,was lying on the floor moaning. The fact that such a monstrosity could exist filled him with a
nameless rage, and he felt as if everything he'd gone through had happened purelyto bring him to this
moment. To look into the face of evil andsay, Your day is done.

 It was Peter Parker who had been knocked to the floor,torn and bleeding, but it was the amazing
Spider-Man who got to his feet and snapped the pitchfork across his knee,tossing the parts to the side. It
was Spider-Man who grabbed the Goblin by the chest, pulled him up from the ground, and threw a
haymaker that would have dislocated the Goblin'sjaw had he not been protected by his armor, and came
damned close to doing so anyway.

 The Goblin went flying through a nearby wall. He rose,managed to advance a few steps, and then
Spider-Manstruck another devastating blow. The Goblin crumpledagainst a nearby stone wall, and his
voice was pathetic andpleading when he said, "Please . . . "

 Spider-Man didn't want to hear it, would not hear it. He picked the Goblin up yet again, and he wanted
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to crush hisopponent's face beneath his fist. Wanted to see the Goblin'sblood, for once.

 He ripped off the Goblin's mask, and the battered face of Norman Osborn looked up at him and
whispered, from between swelling lips, "Peter . . . "

 Spider-Man's fist remained cocked, but this wasn't theGoblin. This was Norman Osborn. It was . . . it
was some sort of trick, that had to be it. The Goblin had hypnotized him or. . . or Spider-Man was
hallucinating, that was it. Orit was a trick of light, or an android, or a clone . . . something . . . it couldn't
be . . .

 The fury within him ebbed as disbelief pushed it aside.

 Spider-Man pulled away his own tattered mask to make surehe was seeing what he thought he was
seeing. He released Osborn, who slumped to the floor, looking up pathetically.

 "Peter . . . thank God for you," Osborn said, as if waking from a dream.

 Still trembling with rage, shaken by the overwhelmingdesire to inflict violence upon the man he saw
before him,Peter said, "Can't be . . . you're a monster . . . "

 "Please . . . Peter . . . don't let it take me back," Osborn begged him. "I need your help. I'm not a
monster."

 "You killed those people on the balcony," Peter remindedhim sharply. "You could have killed your son. .
. . "

 Osborn was shaking his head furiously. "It killed. TheGoblin killed. I had nothing to do with it.. . . Please
. . .don't let it have me again. Protect me, I beg you. Talk to meabout this. . . . "

 Peter could barely comprehend. Protect Osborn . . . fromhimself? Madness! But . . . wasn't the Goblin
mad? Thatcertainly wasn't news. Maybe he really was the victim here.

 Maybe . . .

 Then Peter's heart hardened. "You tried to kill Aunt May.You wanted to kill Mary Jane."

 "But not you." Osborn was shaking his head desperately. "I would never hurt you. I knew from the
beginning, if anything happened to me, you were the one I could count on.You, Peter Parker, would
save me, and so you have. ThankGod for you."

 He had pulled himself to his feet. With his back against the wall, he held out a hand in pathetic
supplication.

 "Give me your hand. Believe in me, as I believed in you.I was like a father to you. Be a son to me now."

 "I had a father," Peter said tightly. "His name was BenParker."

 And then . . . Osborn began to laugh. It was the mostbizarre thing Peter had ever seen, as the tortured
face of Nor-

 man Osborn seemed to transform itself, and even though thetattered mask was on the floor, his face
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twisted into a semblance of the madness that the mask reflected.

 "Godspeed, Spider-Man," he said.

 That was when Peter realized that Osborn was manipulating, ever so subtly, an electronic pad on his
wrist. Heknew in a flash that Osborn had been doing it the entire time, and then his spider sense kicked
in, seeing all around him simultaneously. And behind him was the Goblin glider, making absolutely no
noise at all. It had risen up and was comingstraight toward his back. As it did so, a spear snapped into
place.

 Peter hurled himself to one side, twisting and bending,and the glider's turbines kicked in for extra speed
just as he leapt completely clear. It screamed through the air and ter ror suddenly creased Osborn's
face.

 He tried to get out of the way, tried to shut down the turbines, but it was too late. Momentum had
taken hold, and theglider slammed into Osborn, the spear punching throughhim with a hideous splutching
sound, like a sword through a watermelon.

 Osborn was lifted off his feet and slammed against the farwall, pinned there literally by the shaft that went
through hischest and out his back. His arms flailed about and hepounded on the glider, blood running
down the spear, downonto the glider, which only at that point sputtered to a halt.

 Osborn looked up at Peter with, at first, vague accusation . . . and then almost a sense of relief . . . 
before slumping over, the glider crashing onto the floor with him.

 Peter stood there, trembling, not knowing whether tolaugh or cry, and settled for both. In the distance,
he heardsirens, heading for the hulking ruin of a hospital, and his first inclination was to just get the hell out
of there.

 But in his head, he heard the words of Norman Osborn,heard him saying how Peter Parker was the only
one he

 could count on. It was the subterfuge of a madman, a cleverdodge, a means of confusing him. He
couldn't help but wonder, though, if that had been some aspect of the real NormanOsborn, making his
presence known in his final moments.

 Maybe there had been a germ of truth in what he'd said.

 And he thought of what it would be like for Harry, whose life would be ruined by the revelation of what
his father had become.

 Before he had time to think better of it, Peter removed thespear from Osborn's chest and lifted him up as
if he weighednothing. By the time the police arrived, he was gone . . . andso was the Green Goblin.

 Harry Osborn wandered aimlessly around the brown-stone with a feeling of unease he couldn't shake.
But this time, as he passed the door to his father's study, he felt asharp breeze wafting from underneath
the door. Perhaps hisdad had left unlocked the French doors that opened out ontothe balcony on the
other side, and they had blown open. Thatwas no good. He knew his dad kept important papersaround,
which could be scattered all over the place.

 For the first time in ages, things had been going well between him and his father. He didn't want to risk
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any backsliding, and he could almost hear his dad's voice saying,"You knew the French doors were
open and you did nothingabout it. What, were you afraid to go into my den? Whatkind of son are you?"

 He threw open the door, walked in, and froze.

 Harry Osborn had never before seen a dead body. But heknew immediately he was looking at one now,
and insanely,it took him a few more moments to realize it was his father, because his father was simply
bigger than death, and Harryhad never attached such a possibility to him.

 Norman Osborn lay on a bed. He was naked, but coveredby a blanket that was soaked through with
blood. His head

 was slumped to one side, and one eye was open, as if he waswinking.

 Standing two feet away, about to step back out through the French doors, was Spider-Man. His
costume was torn, his mask a bit ripped, but it was clearly him.

 "You . . . " Harry managed to get out.

 Spider-Man raised his hands, taking a step forward, andHarry retreated in fear. "No . . . " Spider-Man
started to say.

 But Harry wasn't listening. "Murderer!" he screamed,and he lunged for a table nearby where he knew
his fatherkept a gun. He yanked it out of a drawer, swung it around asfast as he could, only to find that
Spider-Man was gone, leaving behind curtains blowing in the wind, the corpse of his victim, and the
sobbing figure of a son.

  

 XXVI.

 GOOD-BYES

  

 Phil Watson opened the door of his home, blinkingagainst the morning sun, to see his daughter, Mary
Jane,clad in a simple black dress. She was standing there, just standing there, staring at him. She looked
a little sad.

 She didn't say hello. She just continued to stare. Therewas a taxi at curbside, which was obviously
waiting for her.

 "What, you need money? I hope you're not here askingfor money," he said.

 "No," she said, very calmly, as if she were addressing himfrom a very great height. "No, no money. It's
just that, I'm going to a funeral today, and I thought since I was dressedfor the occasion, I'd let you know
that your daughter isdead."

 He blinked at her. "What?"

 "The daughter you knew, yes." She drew herself up. "Theone who could be intimidated by your threats,
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by your bullying . . . "

 "Oh, for the love of—"

 Without hesitation, she continued, "The one who youmade feel like dirt, so that you could walk all over
her. She'sgone. She's dead. She's never coming back. Now me . . . I'veseen bullies and a face of evil that
would chew you up and spit you out before breakfast. I'm the new Mary Jane. I'm a damned interesting
person. And if you're inclined to get toknow me at some point, that's your choice. And if you'renot . . . 
that's your loss. Do we understand each other?"

 He stared at her blankly. "I haven't understood you ineighteen years; why should I start now? You're
being anidiot."

 "And you're pathetic."

 His temper flared, and he instinctively drew back a handto slap her.

 Mary Jane's eyes hardened, and a fiery warning flared inthem. Slowly, he lowered his hand without
being entirelysure why.

 "Good-bye, Dad," she said, and without another word she turned and walked away.

 A line of expensive cars was parked along the narrow,winding road. Peter walked a very quiet Harry
Osborn over toward the Bentley, trying to ignore his imagination that hadcackling laughter floating out of
the grave, even after Norman had been lowered into it and dirt had been thrown uponthe coffin.

 Aunt May and Mary Jane were standing a distance away,talking quietly to each other.

 "I'm so sorry, Harry," Peter said. "I know what it's like to lose a father."

 "I didn't lose him," Harry corrected him firmly. "He was stolen from me. And one day, Spider-Man will
pay." He stopped, turned, and faced Peter. "I swear, on my father'sgrave, Spider-Man will pay."

 Peter had no idea what to say . . .  and so said nothing.

 They reached the Bentley, and the chauffeur opened the door for Harry to step in. Harry paused before
doing so and said, "Look . . . about M.J. . . . I was just trying to please my dad." He spoke as if
admitting to a major felony. "I thoughthe'd be impressed. . . me with such a beautiful woman. I know she
was never right for me. I wanted to make him proud, that's all. Now I'll never be able to." He clutched
Peter's hand, shook it firmly. "Thank God for you, my friend.

 You're all the family I have left." He pulled Peter towardhim, embraced him once, then climbed into the
car.

 The chauffeur closed the door behind him, gave Peter a vaguely disdainful glance, then climbed into the
front anddrove off.

 Peter turned and looked toward M.J. and Aunt May onthe hill by Norman's gravesite. She turned
toward him andsmiled.

 No matter what I do, no matter how hard I try, the ones I love are always the ones who pay.
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 He turned away and walked toward another tombstone,the gravesite of his Uncle Ben.ben parker,
beloved husband and uncle, it read. As if half a dozen words could come close to summing him up.

 He stood there, hands folded, head lowered, and drew hiscoat closer around him as a chill breeze cut
through him."Hey." Mary Jane's voice came from behind him. He didn't turn to look at her, and in a
lowered voice she said, "Your aunt thought I'd find you here."

 "M.J.'s here, Uncle Ben," he said to the tombstone.

 She moved closer to him, putting her arm around hiselbow. "You must miss him so much."

 "He was a beautiful guy."

 They stood there for a short time, and then she tugged gently on his arm, indicating with a nod of her
head that itwas time to leave. He wanted to protest but instead allowed himself to be pulled along.

 Abruptly, she stopped.

 "There's something I've been wanting to tell you," shesaid. "I heard the message you left on my
answering machine."

 He tried to remember exactly what he'd said. He'd beenso caught up in the panic of the moment—trying
to warn herwithout tipping his identity—that the words were a blur tohim. "Uh, yeah . . . I uh . . . "

 "You didn't finish, but I know what you were going to say,and I want to say it first. When I was up
there, and I was sureI was going to die, there was only one person I was thinkingof, and it wasn't who I
thought it would be.

 "It was you." Peter started to tremble inwardly as she continued. "I kept thinking, I hope I make it
through this, so I can see Peter Parker's face one more time."

 "My face . . . ?" Meaning . . . with no mask . . . ? Did she know . . . ? She had to. That had to be
what she was dancing around . . . wasn't it?

 "Sometimes," she said softly, "what you want . . . youhave to go to the edge of your life to find out it was
right nextdoor. I've been so stupid for so long. There's only one manwho was ever there for me, who has
always been there forme. Who makes me believe that I'm . . . more than I everthought I was. That I'm
just me . . . and it's okay. The truthis . . . I love you. I really love you, Peter."

 And he could hear Spider-Man's voice in his head, shouting at him, Tell her you love her . . . tell her
who you are. . .

 She knew . . .

 She had to know . . .

 But maybe she didn't . . . and if she didn't, it mightsend her running in fright at the risks he had taken, and
would continue to take . . . maybe . . . maybe . . . so manymaybes . . .

 When he was in the middle of a fight, he knew what todo, immediately, instinctively. Faced with one
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youngwoman, he was stymied.

 "I. . . can't . . . " he said.

 "You can't what?" she asked, puzzled.

 "Tell you everything," and quickly he added, "I mean . . . there's so much to tell."

 "Yes. So much to tell . . . "

 "To tell the girl next door . . . "

 "But isn't that all I am?" she asked.

 "Oh, no, no," and he started to laugh, "you're the amazing girl next door. Mary Jane, the amazing,
amazing girl,and I want you to know that I will always be there for you, Iwill always be there to take care
of you. I promise you that.I wish I could give you more than that, but you mustknow . . . that you will
always be safe."

 She moved toward him, embraced him, and then kissedhim gently on the lips. Something seemed to
build withinhim, and he murmured " . . . can't . . . " even as she drew himclose once more. And this time
when she kissed him, it was like that other time, when he'd been upside down and onlythe lower half of
his face was visible. A kiss filled with pas sion and intensity and heat that he felt through every nerve
ending in his body. When their lips parted he could still feelhers on his, like a man who's lost an arm can
feel the limb as if it were still attached.

 She pressed her body against his, wanted more . . .

  . . . more than he was willing to give. More than he dared, for fear of what happened, could happen, to
his loved ones.

 He pulled away from her. Her eyes went wide. Slowly he shook his head. The wind was kicking up, and
he shoved hishands deep into the pockets of his coat, drawing it closely around him, and walked away as
quickly as he could, leaving M. J. standing by the gravesite.

 Because he knew it was the right thing to do.

 And he couldn't afford to stop doing the right thing . . .ever again.

 Several days later, J. Jonah Jameson sat in his office,chomping on his ever-present cigar, looking out the
windowat the people moving through the streets far below. Robbie was leaning against the doorway.

 "Spider-Man. I don't get it," Jameson said in frustration."First the town thinks he's trash, and now he's a
glamourboy."

 "He's a hero, J. J.," said Robbie, as if it should have beenself-evident.

 "Don't give me that line again," Jameson said, stabbing afinger at him. "I don't trust heroes. They're
nothing but criminals in disguise. Hoffman!" he shouted as Hoffmanwent past the door, and the nervous
little man stopped in histracks. "Where's Parker? I want some pictures."
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 "He just left," said Hoffman.

 "Left? He's always leaving."

 "He went to cover the hostage story."

 Jameson stalked his office, waving his arms in the air asif the world existed just to be a gross
inconvenience to him."Sure! Another hostage story! But where is he when theGreen Goblin busted
through my window? The Goblin andSpider-Man in front of our noses! A golden opportunity, andthe
photographer went to lunch!" He squinted at an officeboy heading in the other direction, holding an odd
bundle. "And what's that?"

 The office boy turned, held up a pair of trousers. "PeterParker's pants."

 "What?"

 "They were in the closet."

 "Parker's pants?" Jameson said slowly, trying to makesure he'd heard this right.

 "With his shirt and tie and shoes and socks," the officeboy said cheerfully.

 "What's going on here?!" demanded an increasingly befuddled Jameson. "Who's he think he is: Tarzan?
Where is he, running around the town naked? Or does he think our storage closet is his own personal
armoire? And who putflowers on my desk?!"

 Betty Brant stuck her head in. "I did, sir. It is your birthday."

 "What're you looking for, a raise? I don't want flowers, Iwant Peter Parker. Not his pants!" He grabbed
the bouquet

 and threw it in the trash. "I want pictures! I want to sell papers! I want Spider-Man!" He thumped
repeatedly on his desktop, sending everyone scattering until he was alone inhis office.

 Alone.

 And he knew that somewhere out there, Spider-Man waslikely speeding to help hostages. To help
people.

 Helping people. That's what he did.

 Jameson glanced at the motto of the Bugle, situated inblock lettering beneath the masthead, just as it had
been fordecades:the truth of the matter, was what it said.

 He stared out at the skyline and, as if Spider-Man could hear him, said softly, "That is what you do . . . 
isn't it. Helpthem. Unselfishly. With no thought of compensation. You'reeverything I can never be. And if
someone like you is considered a hero . . . what does that make me?

 "You're everything I aspired to be. . . and never canbe . . . because I'm too damned weak. And my
greatest weakness . . . is that I'm going to continue to try and drag you down, because . . . God help me .
. . I'm jealous of you."
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 At least he, Jameson, knew the truth.

 Even if it never saw print . . . ethics were satisfied.

 Dear Mom and Dad:

 Had a busy few hours.

 I swung by the cemetery late this evening to visit with Uncle Ben, and found some punks trying to trash
the place. I scared the hell out of them, then I just hung out and talked with Uncle ben until the sun came
up.

 Oh . . . I saw Mary Jane the other day. I know she was hurt a little by what happened after Norman
Osborn's funeral. She thinks I re jected her. Or maybe she knows the truth about me, and is willing to
wait until I'm ready to tell her . . . if ever. Man, I'd trade all these pow ers for the ability to read minds.

 You know . . . last night . . . when I was at the cemetery . . . I told Uncle

 Ben everything that was going on with me. The whole story. I mean, I've been writing to you guys, so
you've stayed in the loop, but Uncle Ben . . . well, I figured he deserved to know. So I brought him up to
speed.

 Wasn't an easy thing to do. And no one can say I didn't warn him. The story of my life isn't for the faint
of heart. Like the man said, it's hard to be a saint in the city. And whatever life holds in store for me, I
now accept: I will never forget these words again . . .

 "With great power comes great responsibility."

 This is my gift. It's my curse.

 Who am I?

 I'm Spider-Man.
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