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PROLOGUE


THE HUNTER lifted his rifle from its case. He turned it in his hands and tested its weight. Running a palm along the stock and tightening the barrel in his grip, the Hunter rested cool metal against his strong, calloused fingers, then lovingly placed the weapon on a nearby table with a reverence equivalent to mother and child. The rifle, a modified Remington, was one of a kind: handcrafted for the Hunter alone, built atop the bones of a classic Model 700. Its case was a coffin, lined with velvet and burnished with copper. It lay open and resting in the heart of his lair.


Sergei padded from the room, which was situated at the center of his compound—a private sanctuary containing an accumulated lifetime of artifacts and memories. He walked deliberately, placing weight on his toes like a jungle cat, moving silently through his modest quarters, away from the casket and the waiting rifle. Waiting to be used, waiting for the inevitable end of the affair.


But not just yet.


Dressed in a cobalt robe barely cinched at the



waist, Sergei moved to the rear of his townhouse, back where not even aides or servants dared tread. Here, in a secluded inner sanctum draped in exotic finery and littered with stuffed trophies—former adversaries dragged across land or sea in nets or cages, or draped over his shoulders, or ridden between his legs. Each had failed to best Sergei in his element, to defeat the Hunter in his prime. He’d faced them all, from proud Lion to mighty Elephant, terrible Tiger to sleek Jaguar. They’d bared claw and tooth, roared and pounced, and Sergei took them one by one, claiming skin and bones for his own. Every animal. Every beast. The Hunter had proved victorious against them all.


All but one.


Sergei drew the curtains, shutting out light, and shrugged aside his robe. Bare and alone, dressed only in Hunter’s skin, he circled the room and nodded to his enemies. His gaze landed on the midnight-blue of a fierce panther, jaws opened in a silent snarl. He padded past the looming figure of a mighty ape, arms raised as if to strike, but gave the imposing figure no notice. Arriving at a table in the back where waited an array of potions and candles hastily arranged on a small, silver tray, he moved through preparations with little fanfare, distracted as he was by plans and memories. Sergei lit incense, thin purple smoke rising from wicks to filter through the room, and swallowed several potions, the mixed herbs within serving to enhance his state of mind.


He turned to the animals, stepped into the circle



of beasts against which he’d proved his mettle and gained honor, and dropped to all fours. Sergei moved along the floor—the Hunter no more, now adopting the ways and instincts of the Beast, using the limbs provided to propel himself along…to crawl. The herbs and drugs altered his perception, turned aside the Hunter-as-man and allowed him to become the Hunter-as-beast—though as he stalked imaginary prey, crawling beneath Elephant and Rhino, Sergei knew he was more than that.


I am Kraven, he thought—the name echoing around his skull, across the room, off each trophy and every wall. I am Kraven, and I am the Beast. He twisted it into a mantra, wore it for a crown as he pounced toward the panther, barely visible as the purple fog enveloped its frame of blue and black. Sergei landed opposite the panther, opening his own mouth and growling in return. Then he cast his enemy aside, tossing the panther into a collection of ornate shields and carefully stacked spears. The taxidermic prize and deadly weapons fell to the ground, scattering in a heap.


Sergei turned—no, crawled away and stalked another foe: an ape, tall and proud, rising up to cast a shadow across the Hunter’s naked form. Sergei rose to meet the furred behemoth, lifting his arms to match the simian’s own; he drove his palm into the underside of the ape’s jaw, knocking head from body with a short, powerful blow and a primal, bloodcurdling scream of rage. The Hunter reached out, grabbed the ape’s body,



and lifted it above his head, sinewy muscles flexed taut and firm from rage and exertion.


Sergei smiled, cold and dangerous through gritted teeth. My mind is rage and glory, he thought. My heart: fire and pride. I am Kraven. My body is grace and power.


Bellowing like Elephant, rearing back with both arms, Sergei slammed the stuffed ape to the ground, shattering it and sending pieces out across the room, among the rest of the watching creatures. Breathing heavily, skin slick from sweat and smoke, he stumbled to the curtain and tore it aside, stopping only to retrieve his robe. The smoke filtered from the room and into the rest of the lair, following the Hunter as he strode down the hall toward the front of the compound.


Sergei paid the escaping smoke no mind, lost in thought and the mission at hand.


I am Kraven, the Beast, he reminded himself, but also Kravinoff, the man.


Securing the robe around his body, pulling arms back through the sleeves, Sergei cast the Beast aside—as he had the rifle—and walked on the flats of his feet, pushing through solid oaken doors to the thin warmth of the library. Surrounded by dog-eared books and faded maps, Sergei poured another drink— not a mind-altering potion this time, but a pleasant African red, aged to perfection in earthenware casks, and laced with hints of poppy and lion’s blood by master vintners. He decanted the wine into a heavy silver goblet, a remnant of a life he’d barely known, carried by his parents from Russia years before. He let



the wine breathe, casting a gaze around the room at the goblet’s cousins: items and heirlooms passed from Kravinoff to Kravinoff down through the years into his own undeserving, calloused hands.


“I am Kravinoff,” he repeated aloud to anyone who might be listening, man or beast. Kravinoff, Sergei knew, was a man—an old man, though few would believe it. Years had passed—long, hard, often fruitless years since he’d traveled overseas as a child, coming with his parents to this land of sheep and prey. He had been nothing more than a cub, a mewling pup riding the seas with his mother and wet nurse, traveling to the shores of a land without honor or dignity.


To look upon Sergei—his powerful form, his weathered face and jet-black hair—the average person might see a man of forty or younger. But the truth lay within the potions and herbs that Sergei imbibed. These herbs turned him from man to beast—from Hunter to predator—but they also allowed him to retain youth, agility, stamina, and strength. In truth, Sergei Kravinoff had stalked the Earth for nearly a century.


And he had learned much, Sergei thought as he idly swirled the wine within his goblet. This land was not alone in its lack of honor. There had been no more room in Russia for such things: for aristocrats or culture. For honor or human dignity. Once the Cossacks came, once man became prey, hunted by other men who were nothing more than beasts in human skin—once they came for Sergei’s family and fortune, it became necessary to seek new fortune in a new world called America.


But everything his parents had been forced to leave behind in their beautiful homeland—honor, dignity, pride—all of those things had been bred in Sergei’s bones long before the Trotskys and Lenins dragged Mother Russia into the pit. He carried them alone, inside his skin and within his cells, for the entire world seemed to have followed Russia’s sad example. Where can one find dignity today? Sergei wondered. He stood at the desk in the center of his study, lapping at the wine and allowing the blood-red liquid to dribble down his chin and onto his wide, muscled chest. Honor, he asked himself, where is such a quality now?


He reached across the desk to a small intercom and jabbed a flat button with a thick, insistent finger. A bookshelf slid aside, its volumes no more than clever facsimiles, and a pair of nondescript doors parted to reveal a dimly lit chapel lined with rows of ceremonial candles. Sergei walked around the desk— placing weight back on his toes again, unconsciously returning to an animal’s pace—and carried the goblet into the chapel. The doors slid closed behind.


I am Kravinoff, he thought once more, and were my father alive…were my mother alive…they would look upon this frightened, wounded animal called civilization without recognition and with great fear. Sergei nodded to himself and drank deeply, wine splashing over his chin. He absentmindedly wiped it away on the back of his hand and moved farther into the soft glow of candlelight, shadows lengthening on the walls and windows to either side.


With great fear, Sergei thought. And great disgust. He moved slowly to the center of the chapel, past rows of chairs and the dulled, prismatic colors of exquisitely designed stained-glass windows set into deeply niched walls. Finally, he returned to the coffin, waiting and resting on a platform before a larger window and a handful of silver candlesticks shaded to either side by lush, verdant floral arrangements imported from Madagascar, Moscow, and the Middle East. Sergei ascended the short staircase leading to the coffin and cast a brief glance at the modified Remington he’d laid on a nearby table. He set the goblet aside, resting it on the lip of the open coffin, and placed his hands to either side, staring up at the unlit candlesticks and impassive, decorative window beyond.


I am the man, he reflected. I am the Beast.


I am Kraven. The Hunter.


The Hunter had found dignity in this world, but not in cities. No, the Hunter had found it in jungles. He had seen honor not in the civilized, those who existed in a society that claimed to be honorable, but in the primal—in those who knew no law but that of tooth and fang, of kill or be killed. And as the Hunter, he had found morality, found meaning—not in culture or arts, or in anything a supposedly civilized society created in an effort to prove itself better than animals. No, Kraven had found meaning in the hunt. And he had given his life to it.


But Time, like all good predators, had finally



caught up with the Hunter. And soon, there could be no escape from its cage of flesh. Herbs, roots, potions—they could keep him alive, yes, as they had long beyond Sergei’s allotted time. But no potion could rejuvenate the Hunter’s dying spirit, and no herb would heal his heart, corrupted as it was by the weight of a corrupted age.


I was a child, Sergei thought, no more than a cub in his mother’s jaws, carried along from one jungle to another. And in many ways, Sergei believed, he still was. But the meaning of the hunt had begun to fade, and the Hunter’s failures weighed upon his soul. His eyes ticked away from the window to the side table, where lay the rifle.


I will die soon, Sergei thought. I must die soon.


He turned back toward the open casket and carefully ran his hand inside, caressing the velvet and what lay within. Sergei’s jaw set. He thought of Russia and his mother, of all the wrongs he had endured since coming to America. His fist clenched, grasping the object inside the coffin, and fingers entwined with the face of his enemy. With the skin of the Beast.


Slowly, Kraven lifted his hand and pulled a garment from the coffin—crimson and blue, emblazoned with the eight-legged sign of the Beast. He raised Spider-Man’s costume to his face and traced the mask’s wide, white eyes with a thick, coarse finger. Tears ran, unbidden, from the corners of Kraven’s own eyes as he contemplated the task before him and studied his prey. He stared deep into the unseeing eyes



of the Spider. He prepared for the hunt.


I will die soon, Kraven said to himself, using the mantra for focus like the steady beat of a jungle drum, echoing his earlier thoughts with fearful symmetry. I must die soon. He tightened his grip on the Spider’s mask.


But not yet.




PART ONE
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MOURNERS
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ONE


SIX men carried Ned Leeds’ body, at peace in a simple cherrywood coffin, through the rain to a waiting grave. A small crowd of silent mourners circled the plot, hands folded before them as a light drizzle pattered against their coats, their backs, the grass and trees. The pallbearers moved slowly, doing their best to avoid slipping in the mud. Heads bowed, they made their way through the sparse gathering of friends and family, and brought Ned’s casket to rest on a pair of thick straps laid across the yawning pit.


Peter Parker, eyes red and face drawn with grief, barely listened as the priest spoke to the bereaved. He was exhausted. Events of the preceding week had left him too weary to focus on anything but the woman to his left, one of his oldest friends in the world: the departed’s widow, Betty Brant Leeds. Quiet and composed, Betty closed her eyes and sighed as the priest finished his words of comfort. She clutched one hand in the other as a gentle wind fluttered the collar of her belted, navy topcoat. Peter placed a hand on her shoulder, doing his best to support her, to stand



by her side. In truth, Peter wanted to run screaming from the cemetery, to tear through the city and find something to hit—someone on whom he might release frustration in the guise of his alter ego, the infamous masked hero known as Spider-Man.


Peter resisted the urge, rooting himself to the spot—at Betty’s side, there for whatever she might need—and replayed the events of the last twenty-four hours in his mind. He was stunned to find himself attending the funeral of a reporter with whom he’d been on assignment only days before. A man he’d come to know over the last year as a friend, a confidant. And yet a man he’d discovered he barely knew at all.


Yesterday, Peter thought, Ned Leeds came home… well, at least his body did. Standing on the tarmac at JFK Airport, surrounded by a loose collection of friends and family, Peter had watched strangers unload his friend’s body as if the man were nothing more than lost luggage. Ned had been carted across the Atlantic alongside battered suitcases, weathered valises, and caged pets. Hardly dignified, Peter had thought at the time.


But then, death with dignity might just be the ultimate joke. There was never dignity, simply death. Peter had seen enough of it in his lifetime to understand that. So he stood in the falling rain beside friends, coworkers, and family, horrified to know that Ned Leeds was dead, and it was Peter Parker’s fault.


As a photographer, Peter found himself condensing the events of Ned’s death to a series of vivid, mental snapshots.


Click. Shot of J. Jonah Jameson, publisher of The Daily Bugle, sending Pete and Ned to Berlin on assignment to investigate the whereabouts of a Cold War-era spy.


Click. Shot of Peter as Spider-Man, finding the spy, putting his life in jeopardy to protect her.


Click. Shot of Peter returning to the hotel room, finding Ned bound to a chair, throat slit from ear to ear.


Click. Shot of Betty Brant Leeds, sobbing on the tarmac, Peter waiting nearby in a cloud of guilt, unable to cope with the fallout of his most recent failure.


But it was Ned who couldn’t cope, Peter thought. He couldn’t cope with the men who had undoubtedly been looking for Spider-Man and instead found Ned. They used him to send a message. Why else would Ned have been murdered? And why hadn’t Peter been there instead of out playing hero?


He could barely look at Betty. How could he? How could he face any of his friends, knowing that another person in his life was dead because he’d been cursed with Spider-Man’s powers and abilities? Gwen Stacy, Peter’s former girlfriend, murdered by Norman Osborn, the Green Goblin. Norman himself, killed in battle. The Goblin had taken both lives—but only thanks to Spider-Man’s presence.


And then there was Pete’s Uncle Ben. His surrogate father, dead at the hands of a burglar whom Spider-Man had refused to stop with his newfound powers, too full of himself and self-important to step in and lend a hand. Ben’s death weighed on Peter’s soul, instilling



within him a sworn purpose to use his abilities to save lives and make the world a better place.


Yesterday, Ned came home, Peter thought. Today, we’re putting him under the earth. Just like all the others I’ve killed…all the others whose lives have been lost due to their connection to Spider-Man.


Hoping the guilt hadn’t reached his eyes, Peter turned around and scanned the faces in the crowd. Standing at the back, her cheeks marked with tears, Mary Jane Watson caught his gaze. She touched a hand to her heart and mouthed the words “I love you.” He held back a smile, knowing that this was hardly the time. He wanted to go to MJ and take her in his arms, but there would be time enough later. Right now Peter needed to focus his attention on the bereaved widow at his side.


He turned to face Betty, offering an arm in support. Two men lowered Ned’s coffin, now strewn with flowers, down into the grave. Betty remained calm—almost unnaturally so—and Peter wondered how she might feel knowing that Spider-Man, the man responsible for her husband’s death, was standing by her side. She’d probably scream, he decided. I should know. I’m Spider-Man, and I want to scream.


The mourners drifted back, allowing the men to finish lowering Ned into the grave and giving them room to cover the coffin with dirt. Peter bent his head, whispering to Betty.


“Are you okay?”


She held two fingers to her lips, closing her eyes



once more. “Shhh. I’m listening,” she replied.


Peter cocked an eyebrow. “For what?”


Betty smiled—thin, blissful, and cold. “For Ned. I want to make sure there’s no sound of movement or breathing from the coffin. I’ve read stories about people buried alive; everyone thought that they were dead. Ned wouldn’t want to be buried alive.”


Peter felt his chest hitch, and he held a breath as he watched Betty open her eyes—her peaceful, calm, sky-blue eyes. She stepped away, moving toward the gravediggers, holding out a hand to get their attention.


“Excuse me, sir?” she asked. The diggers looked up from their shovels. “Excuse me, but would you mind opening the coffin, just to make sure he’s really dead?”


Horrified and heartbroken, Peter stepped toward Betty and took her arm. “Betty, let’s go. Please, we should go…”


Smiling, she stepped into his arms and gave him a comforting hug as her sister moved to join them. “Oh, Pete,” she said, a sigh contorting the single syllable of his name, “Pete, you know when Ned and I go dancing…” She wiped a tear from her eyes, and Peter realized that Betty wasn’t crying—she was laughing.


“…when Ned and I go dancing…Ned Leeds.” She stifled a giggle. “Hee hee hee…he Leeds, get it?”


Speechless, Peter allowed Betty’s sister to steer her away from the grave, out to the parking lot where a waiting limousine whisked her away from friends and family. Peter watched it go, standing in suit and tie amid the saddened mourners, with fists clenched at



his sides. He wished he had someone to hit, knowing that no one deserved to be hit more than Peter himself.


Two men stepped up behind Peter, joining him as he moved toward the parking lot. Sorrowful and calmer than Peter had seen him in years, J. Jonah Jameson turned to the second man, Bugle Editor in Chief Joseph “Robbie” Robertson, and quietly shook his head. “Oh, my Lord,” Jonah said, voice catching as he repeated it once again. “Oh, my Lord.”


Robbie clasped the other man’s shoulder. “You blame yourself, don’t you?”


Peter forced himself to stare at the departing limo, to stand and listen and not react. After a moment, he realized that Robbie’s remark had been directed to Jonah, and not to him.


Jonah harrumphed deep inside his chest. “Of course I blame myself, Joe. I’m the publisher. The buck stops here, and I’m responsible for that poor boy losing his life.”


Jonah gestured out toward the parking lot, where Betty’s car had disappeared into the rain. “I’m responsible for turning poor Betty, who’s worked for me for years, into a widow. I’ve lost good men before…but this has to be the worst.”


Peter turned around at that, facing his publisher as the older man slumped his shoulders in defeat. “I’ve destroyed a family,” Jonah continued, plain-faced and dejected, tears glistening beneath his eyes.


They stood there, the three of them, silently supporting one another and mourning a friend in the



gently falling rain. After a moment, Jonah wiped his face and started to walk. Robbie fell into step beside him, patting Peter’s shoulder as they passed. Their voices carried back.


“You know,” Jonah said, “it’s a shame. I’ve been able to blame so many things on that rotten wall-crawler in the past, both in print and in public…but this time I can’t place the blame anywhere except on my shoulders.”


Peter barely heard the gruff publisher’s final thoughts as the newspapermen reached the parking lot. “After all,” Jonah finished, “the web-slinger wasn’t within a thousand miles of Ned Leeds at the time of the man’s death. For once, Spider-Man’s hands are clean.”


Rooted to the spot, wracked with guilt and surrounded by tombstones both actual and metaphysical, Peter Parker—the spectacular Spider-Man—stood by the grave of his dead friend and let tears course down his cheeks, mingling with the operatic chorus of pattering, weeping raindrops.




TWO


TWO nights later, Mary Jane Watson sat at a table in the back of a Midtown coffeehouse, distractedly stirring a latte and waiting for Peter Parker to arrive. He’d called earlier, explaining that he’d need to stop by his apartment to change before joining her. She kept checking the door, prepared to spend the night discussing Ned and Betty, and ultimately drowning in their collective grief.


MJ was dressed in black—her mourning clothes. She rarely wore black, gravitating toward trendier, hipper colors set against her long auburn hair. But everything about this week—the funeral, the weather, her frame of mind—felt dark and moody. Huddled in the corner over a rapidly cooling latte, MJ hoped her dress might help her blend into the shadows so she could be left alone with her thoughts. Some of those thoughts were of Ned’s death and subsequent funeral, but most of them had to do with the bombshell Peter had dropped in her lap a few days before.


Though she and Peter were dating, Mary Jane had attended Ned’s service alone, allowing him to



focus on Betty’s needs. Pete and MJ’s history stretched back awhile—on again, off again, and now back on for good, she hoped—but Peter had known Betty even longer, and Mary Jane understood his need to be there for her in her hour of grief. There would be plenty of time for their relationship after. And truth be told, Mary Jane needed time alone to process the events of the preceding week.


Specifically, she needed time to process the fact that Peter Parker—perennial wallflower, a grown man who ate (and enjoyed!) his elderly aunt’s wheatcakes, a man who barely had two cents to rub together and had been coached through more fashion emergencies than MJ cared to recount, this wonderful man whom she loved without question—was an honest-to-god, red-black-and-true-blue hero.


Peter Parker is Spider-Man.


The night Peter had returned from Berlin, devastated by Ned’s death, he’d knocked on her door and crumbled into her arms—weary, weeping, unable to string two words together. Mary Jane had talked him down, consoled him as best she could. During the course of a long night of confession, Peter had tentatively revealed his secret: Years ago, during a high-school field trip, he’d been bitten by a radioactive spider; the bite had granted him the speed, agility, and proportional strength of a spider, as well as the ability to stick to walls—and, apparently, a string of relationships that came and went, due to Peter’s inability to put them before his new, noble lifestyle.


The webbing was Pete’s own invention, as was his masked persona—a necessity, he explained, to protect those he loved. Unfortunately, that hadn’t always gone as planned: Friendships had been abandoned, relationships ruined, careers and goals cast aside for the constant call of a city in danger, always in need of a friendly neighborhood Spider-Man.


Like a man with nothing to lose, Peter had confessed over a decade’s worth of secrets, burdens he’d carried since Ben Parker’s death. He’d allowed Mary Jane in, sharing his life as he had with no one else and finally answering every question she’d ever had about Peter Parker. She realized what the confession meant to Peter, and what it meant about them, and now she needed time to grapple with its magnitude and truly understand the implications.


“Peter Parker is Spider-Man.” She whispered it to herself, biting back a giggle, wondering whether anyone had overheard. MJ looked around at the other patrons, but her fellow coffee-goers were far too involved in personal dramas of their own. She toyed with her drink, smiling despite the butterflies in her stomach. MJ was secretly pleased to be the only person in New York (and perhaps the world) to know that her boyfriend—a polite, quiet, unhip science major with whom she’d been matched on an awkward blind date by their respective, well-meaning aunts—was in fact the coolest, hippest, most glamorous person that Mary Jane Watson knew. But what drew her to him, what made him the man she loved, was the fact



that he was the most upstanding, moral, responsible man she knew, as well. And more often than not, that meant he was constantly thinking about how his life affected those around him.


Ned’s death had obviously opened Peter’s eyes to his own mortality while serving as another example that no one close to him was ever truly safe. Perhaps Peter’s confession was his way of safeguarding Mary Jane, arming her with the knowledge needed to protect herself from Peter’s life—or from Peter himself? Maybe he realized how vulnerable she was to the danger all around him? They’d rekindled their relationship just as the spectre of Spider-Man touched someone within their circle of friends. Could Ned’s death have Peter picturing MJ tossed over a bridge like poor Gwen?


No. She shook her head, refusing to believe it. Pete’s confession hadn’t felt like he wanted to close a door, or use his secret as an excuse for ending things. If that had been the case, if he’d really wanted to bring their relationship to a halt, he’d have used his oldest trick: disengaging in a cloud of mystery and walking away from all the good things in his life, a frustrating maneuver MJ once dubbed the “Parker Shuffle.” Instead, Peter had opened up—truly opened up to her, for the first time in his life—and that, to Mary Jane, felt like he hoped to embrace what they shared, to arm her with the information she needed to handle being Spider-Man’s girlfriend.


The only question was, could she handle it?


That’s why Mary Jane had arrived early, to give



herself time to process it all and figure out what she planned to say. The coffee had gone cold, and she set it aside while craning to see the door. Peter Parker is Spider-Man, she said to herself once more. How strange. How wonderful. How perfect.


As if summoned by her thoughts, Peter was suddenly there, distractedly pushing his way through the crowd and stumbling toward the table. At a glance, MJ could tell that something was wrong—his face was white, his clothes disheveled. He dropped into the opposite chair and wiped a hand across his face.


“Pete? You okay?”


Peter looked up with red, defeated eyes and let both palms fall to the table, jostling the coffee and startling nearby patrons. Mary Jane took his hands in her own, gently caressing them.


She flipped back her hair, lowered her voice, and searched his eyes. “Peter, tell me what’s happened.”


Peter started to speak, but his voice cracked. Then he cleared his throat and whispered across the table. “Ned—”


“What about Ned?”


“He…” Peter closed his eyes, as if the words pained him. He grabbed her mug, took a drink, grimaced at the taste, and set it aside. “I found out last night. It...”


Peter looked up and met her eyes. “Ned Leeds was the Hobgoblin.”


Mary Jane’s heart went cold. She stood up, barely letting a moment lapse, and pulled Peter back to his



feet. “Come on,” she said. “Not here.”


Twenty minutes later, huddled together on MJ’s bed, Peter related the events of the past few days. He’d learned through informants that Ned, like Peter, had been living a double life: donning a costume he’d bought and altered—one that had previously belonged to the Green Goblin. Spider-Man, like many heroes fighting crime around the world, boasted a fairly extensive rogues’ gallery. Though Mary Jane hadn’t always paid attention to the detailed histories of Spider-Man’s enemies, she’d lived in New York long enough to familiarize herself with colors and costumes, garish or otherwise. Electro, he of the ridiculous lightning-bolt headgear. Doctor Octopus, the eight-armed dweeb with a bowl cut. The Rhino. The Lizard.


And recently, terrorizing New York with exploding pumpkin bombs, instigating a deadly gang war and citywide bloodbath behind a yellow fright mask and Halloween-orange cape, the deadly fiend known as the Hobgoblin. Or, as she now knew, stalwart Bugle reporter and recently deceased husband to one of her closest friends, the late Ned Leeds.


“To think,” Peter said, head gripped between his hands, “to think how guilty I felt that Ned was killed because I was Spider-Man, because we happened to be sharing a room. Because we happened to be working together, and he happened to marry my best friend. I mean, that was bad enough.”


He turned to Mary Jane, tears sliding down his cheeks, coming to rest in a soft growth of two-day



stubble. “But this? Ned wore the mask of my greatest enemy. He dedicated his life to ending mine and nearly killed me at least three times this year. Maybe because he knew who I was, maybe because I was simply in his way. I…I…I just…”


MJ rubbed Pete’s back, rested a hand on his arm and tried to calm his nerves. “Relax. Just let it out.”


Peter exhaled, deep breath rattling in his chest. “I feel like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. I’m relieved to know that I’m not responsible for Ned’s death, not in any way that Betty or anyone might think, and I want to hunt down and bring to justice those men that are. But…”


“But you feel like Ned’s connection to Spider-Man, how intertwined he was in your life, as your friend and enemy…”


“…it’s like Spider-Man had a hand in his death, anyway.”


Peter’s bare-faced statement silenced their conversation for a while, words hanging between them like a death sentence. Mary Jane flashed back to moments spent on double dates with Betty and Ned, drinks and dinners, parties and laughs. Not once could she have imagined a vicious killer was hiding behind Ned’s eyes, sometimes cold but often kindly. Nothing about the man—a standup guy, an ace reporter—had indicated he might be hiding a secret so huge and awful that it could explode within their midst like a deadly pumpkin bomb. Nothing made her think that he was hiding a monster in his closet.


But then, before this week, nothing about Peter Parker had made her think he might be hiding a hero beneath his rumpled shirt and biting wit.


She remembered Betty’s face at the cemetery, solemn and drawn in the rain, holding back whatever secrets she possessed beneath her quiet, mournful demeanor. The memory of Betty’s grief gave MJ pause, made her wonder how much the poor woman knew—how much Ned had forced Betty to deal with before finding himself at the wrong end of a murder weapon. And if Betty didn’t know, if Ned hadn’t shared his secret with her as Peter had with Mary Jane, what would the truth do to that fragile façade when it finally came out?


“Will you tell Betty?” she asked Peter.


He shook his head. “Even if I could do that without giving away my identity, what good would come of it?” He closed his eyes and dropped his head between his hands. They sat in silence for a moment, and then MJ lifted Pete’s chin, forcing him to meet her gaze.
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