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Book One


THE DARKEST HOURS


by Jim Butcher




ONE


MY name is Peter Parker and I’m the sort of person who occasionally gets in a little over his head.


“The most important thing,” said the man in the dark hood, walking down the hall next to me, “is not to show them any fear. If you hesitate, or look like you don’t know what you’re doing, even for a second, they’ll sense the weakness. They’ll eat you alive.”


“No fear,” I said. “No getting eaten. Check.”


“I’m serious. You’re outnumbered. They’re faster, most of them are stronger, they can run you into the ground, and if you’re going to keep it under control, you’re going to have to win the battle here.” He touched a finger to his forehead. “You get me?”


“Mind war,” I said. “Wax on. Wax off.”


The man in the dark hood stopped, frowned at me, and said, “You aren’t taking this seriously.”


“People always think that about me,” I said. “I’m not sure why.”


“See, that’s what I mean,” Coach Kyle said. He tucked his hands into the pockets of his workout jacket and shook his head. “You go joking around with them like that, and that’s it. You’ve lost control.”


“It’s a basketball practice,” I said. “Not a prison riot.”


Coach Kyle was about six feet tall, with a slender build. Dark skin, and dark hair which apparently hadn’t started to go gray, though he had to have been in his late forties. He wore thick glasses with black plastic Marine-issue, birth-control rims. He’d been a Hoosier, starting guard, back in the day. He hadn’t made the cut to the pros. “I see,” he said with a snort. “You’re upset because you were the one who got stuck with running the team.”




“Well,” I hedged, “I wasn’t much for sports when I was in school.”


“This was settled at last week’s faculty meeting,” he told me cheerfully. “If you hadn’t been the last one to arrive at this meeting, you’d be halfway home by now.”


“I know.” I sighed.


“Guess you had something more important come up?”


I’d been crawling around about two hundred and fifty berjillion freight-train-sized shipping containers at the piers, looking for the one the mob was using to ship out illegal immigrants for sale on the slave market. Officially speaking, they weren’t people, since they hadn’t filled out the right paperwork and learned the secret American handshake from the INS. Unofficially speaking, scum who target people who can’t defend themselves incite me to creative outrage. By the time I had the last of them webbed to the side of their slave container in the shape of the word “LOSERS” I’d been five minutes late to the faculty meeting already.


But that’s not the kind of thing you can use as an excuse.


“The dog ate my homework,” I said instead.


Coach Kyle shook his head, grinning, and we stopped outside the door to the gym. “Look. Your big worry is the tallest kid there. Samuel. Best strong center I ever had, and he could go all the way. Problem is he knows it, and he doesn’t play well with others.”


“The fiend,” I said. “This is a job for Superman.”


Coach Kyle sighed. “Peter. Samuel’s mom works three jobs to make enough to feed him and his three little brothers and sisters. Their block isn’t such a good one. He had an older brother who was a gangbanger— that is, until he got stabbed to death a few years back. That’s when Samuel took over as man of the house. Looking out for the little ones.”


I sighed, and dialed down my snark projector. “Go on.”


“Boy’s got a real chance of turning into a top-rate athlete, and if he can make it into a college, he can help out his whole family. Problem is that he’s a good kid, at the core.”


“That’s a problem?”


“Yes. Because if he doesn’t get himself under control and make it into a good school, he’ll graduate and try to support his family.”




I nodded my head, getting it. “And wind up in the same place as his brother.”


Coach Kyle nodded. “He’s big, tough, and can make good money in a gang. And it isn’t as if he’s going to have employers kicking down his door to get to him.”


“I see.” I glanced through the narrow window in the door to the gym. A lot of young people were running and screaming. Shoes squeaked on the floor. Many, many basketballs thudded onto the court in a rhythm that could only have been duplicated by a drunken, clog-dancing centipede. “What do you need me to do?”


“Right now, the kid is his own worst enemy. If he doesn’t learn to work with his team, to lead on the court, no university will even look at him.”


“But he hasn’t realized that yet,” I guessed.


Coach Kyle nodded. “I just want you to understand, Peter. Coaching the basketball team isn’t just a chore that needs doing. It isn’t only a game. The team might be this kid’s only chance. Same goes for the others, to a lesser degree. The team keeps them off the streets, out of some of the trouble.”


I watched the kids playing and nodded. “I hear you. I’ll take it seriously.” I met his eyes and said, “Promise.”


“Thank you,” Coach Kyle said, and offered me his hand. “To tell you the truth, I was hoping you’d be the one to keep an eye on them for me. I see you with some of the other kids. You do good work.”


I traded grips with him and grinned. “Well, I’m so childish myself.”


“Heh,” he said. “Maybe I should come in with you for a minute. Just to help you get started.”


“It’s okay,” I said. “I can handle it myself. Have fun getting lasered in the eyes.”


He tapped his ugly glasses with one finger. “See you next week,” he said. Then he headed out.


I sighed and opened the door to the gymnasium. After all, it wasn’t like I’d never been outnumbered before. I’d gone up against the Sinister Six versions one through fifty or sixty, and the Sinister Syndicate, and those bozos in the Wrecking Crew, and . . . the X-Men? No, that couldn’t be right. I hadn’t ever taken on the X-Men and thrashed them, I was sure. But those others, yes. And if I could handle them, surely I could handle a bunch of kids playing basketball.


Which only goes to show that just because I happen to be a fairly sharp scientist, the Amazing Spider-Man, and a snappy dancer, I don’t know everything.




TWO


THERE’S something about gymnasiums. Maybe it’s the fluorescent lighting. Maybe it’s the acoustics, the way that squeaking shoes echo off the walls, the way thudding basketballs sound on the floor, or rattling against the rim, or the way “bricks” slam into the backboard and make the whole thing shudder. Maybe it’s the smell—one part sweat and friction-warmed rubber to many parts disinfectant and floor polish. I’m not sure.


All I know is that every time I walk into a gymnasium, I get hit with a rush of memories from my own days of high school. Some people call that phenomenon “nostalgia.” I call it “nausea.”


Unless, of course, nostalgia is supposed to make you feel abruptly shunned, unpopular, and inadequate—in which case, I suppose that gymnasiums are nostalgic as all get-out for me.


The gym was full of young men in shorts, athletic socks and shoes, T-shirts and tank tops. The color schemes and fabrics employed were slightly different, but other than that they looked pretty much exactly like the b-ball players had when I’d gone to school here. That made me feel pretty nostalgic, too.


I hadn’t had a very easy time of it in high school, particularly with the sports-oriented crowd who hung around in the gym. A radioactive spider bite had more than taken care of any physical inadequacies—but my memories of that time in my life weren’t about fact. They were about old feelings that still had power.


Fine, so I had one or two lingering issues from high school. Who doesn’t?


I also had Coach Kyle’s whistle, his clipboard, and his practice schedule, complete with warm-ups, drills, and all the other activities which constituted a training session. Plus, I was an adult now. A teacher. I had the wisdom and experience of age—well, compared to a teenager, anyway. I was the one with the authority, the one who would command respect. I was not a big-brained high school nerd anymore. No one was going to give me a wedgie or a swirlie or stuff me into a locker.


Even if most of them did seem to be awfully tall.


I shook my head and grinned at my reaction to all those memories. These days, I’d have to work hard to be sure not to hurt any of them if they tried it, but the emotional reflexes were still there. You can take the nerd out of the school . . .


I stepped out onto the court and blew a short, loud blast on the whistle and rotated my hand in the air above my head. “Bring it in, guys, right here.”


A couple of the kids immediately turned and shuffled over to me. Most of them never even slowed down, being involved in a game of seven-on-one against Samuel.


They probably just hadn’t heard the whistle. Yeah, right. No fear, Peter. No fear.


I blew the whistle again, louder, and for as long as I could keep blowing, maybe twenty or thirty seconds of pure, warbling authority. Most of the stragglers came over after ten seconds or so.


Samuel, who was big enough and strong enough to dunk, slammed the ball in one more time after everyone else had come over, recovered it, and took a three-point shot for nothing but net. He finally turned to walk over about half a second before I ran out of wind.


“Afternoon, guys,” I said. “I’m Mister Parker, and I’m a science teacher, in case you didn’t know. I’m going to be standing in for Coach Kyle for a few days, until he’s back on the job. The coach has left me a schedule of what he wants you to be doing so—”


“Shoot,” said Samuel, with a disgusted exhale. He didn’t say “shoot,” exactly, but I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt.


“You have a question, Mister . . .” I checked Kyle’s clipboard. “Larkin?”


“Yeah,” he said. “Where you played ball?” His expression was sullen and skeptical. The kid was ridiculously tall, and not just for his age. He would have been ridiculously tall at any age.




“I haven’t lately,” I told him.


“College?” he asked.


“No.”


“High school?”


“No,” I said.


“Shoot,” he didn’t say. “You don’t know nothing about ball.”


I didn’t let it rattle me. “Those who can’t do, teach,” I told him. Then I held up the clipboard. “But I figure Coach Kyle knows what he’s doing, so we’re just going to stick to his plan, starting with a ten-minute warm-up run and stretching.” I tucked the clipboard under my arm and tried to pretend I was a drill sergeant. I blew the whistle once, clapped my hands, and said, “Let’s go!”


And they went. Slowly, reluctantly, and Samuel was still standing there glowering at me when the first of his teammates had finished the first lap, but then he shambled off to join them. Good-looking kid, very strong features, skin almost as dark as his eyes, and his voice held authority well. His teammates would look up to him, literally and figuratively.


Once the run was finished, I told Samuel to lead the team through stretching, which he did without batting an eye. He’d done it for Coach Kyle before, I supposed. I could see what the coach meant when he said the kid was a natural leader.


When the stretching was done, Kyle’s plan called for passing drills, and that was when I saw what the coach meant about Samuel’s bad attitude.


The team groaned when I said “Drill,” and Samuel shook his head. “Screw that. That isn’t what the team needs right now.” He looked around. “Okay, we’ll go half court twice. Starters against me on this end; Darnell, you take the rest to that end and split into four-on-four.”


The kids went into motion at once.


Good thing I had that whistle. I blew another blast on it and called, “The coach wants you running passing drills. You are darn well going to run passing drills.”


“Hey,” Samuel said, “shredded wheat.” He shot me a hard, swift pass that should have bounced the ball off the back of my head—but my spider sense, that inexplicable yet extremely cool sixth sense that warns me of danger, alerted me to the incoming basketball. I turned and caught it flat against my right hand, then gripped onto it with the old wall-crawling cling, so that it looked like I had caught it and perfectly palmed it to boot.


Samuel hadn’t expected that—but it didn’t faze him, either. “You’re pretty fast for an old man.”


“Thanks,” I said, and flicked the ball back at him, making sure I didn’t break his ribs with it out of annoyance. “Now line them up and run the drills.”


“Screw you, Mister Science,” Samuel said. “The team needs real practice.”


I frowned at him. “The coach—”


“Ain’t here,” Samuel said, his tone harsh. “He’s off on vacation, ain’t he.”


“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re running drills. We’ve got twenty minutes of full-court five-on-five at the end of the day.”


The team groaned, and Samuel grinned at me. “Full-court five-on-five? Might as well send everyone else home and let me practice shots. ’Cause that’s all that is gonna happen. My way, everybody gets to play.”


“You aren’t the coach,” I said.


He shrugged. “Neither are you.”


“I am today.”


“Tell you what, Mister Science,” Samuel said. “You come out here on the floor with me. We can go half-court one-on-one to five. You get even one past me before I hit five, or if I foul you even once, we’ll do it your way. Otherwise you let someone who knows what he’s doing run the practice.”


I was tempted, but only for a second. Hammering my point through the kid’s thick skull wasn’t going to do him any good. “We’re going to practice,” I told him. “If you don’t want to practice, that’s cool. You can leave whenever you like.”


Samuel just stared at me. Then he burst out into a rolling belly laugh, and most of the other kids followed along.


Clearly, the whistle’s power was finite. The clipboard’s additional failure was sadly disappointing. I was on the verge of trying my luck with pure alpha-male bellowing, when someone behind me cleared her throat, a prim little sound.


I turned to find my professional nemesis standing behind me.


Julie from Administration.


She was fortyish, fake blonde, slender as a reed, and wore a lavender business suit. She had a diamond the size of a baby elephant on her wedding ring, a thick pink clipboard in her hands, and was entirely innocent of original thought.


“Excuse me, Coach Kyle,” Julie said without looking up. “I needed you to sign this report.”


“I’m not Coach Kyle,” I said. “Coach Kyle is a little taller than me. And he’s black.”


She looked up from the papers on her board and frowned severely. “Coach Kyle coaches the basketball team.”


“Hence ‘Coach.’ Yes.”


“Then what are you doing here?”


“He’s on a medical leave.”


Julie frowned. “I did not see the paperwork for it.”


I sighed. “No paperwork? Clearly, Western civilization is on the brink of collapse.”


She frowned at me. “What?”


Insulting Julie from Administration is like throwing rocks into the ocean. There’s a little ripple, and the ocean never even notices it happened. “I’m standing in for him,” I said. “Maybe I can help you.”


Behind me, the kids had broken up into two half-court games as soon as my back was turned, just as I told them not to do. Gee, thanks, Julie.


“It’s about Mister Larkin,” she said. “His immunization record still hasn’t been completed, and if he doesn’t get his shots we’ll have to suspend him until he does. I need you to sign here to show that you’ve been notified.”


“That happens,” I allowed, as she offered me the pink clipboard. I signed by the X. “How long does he have to get the shots?”


“Until Monday,” she said. “If he doesn’t have them Monday morning, he’ll have to go into suspension.”


I blinked at her. “It’s Friday,” I said.


“And I’m working late,” Julie replied. “Because unlike some people who work at this school, I find it important to put in extra effort, instead of calling in sick every six-point-two-nine days. Like some people I could mention.”


“Oh,” I said, in a tone of sudden revelation. “You’re talking about me.”


Grrr.


“Yes,” she said. “I only hope your attitude doesn’t affect Coach Kyle’s job performance.”




Grrr.


“You missed my point, though,” I said as politely as I could. “There’s no way to get him into a city clinic before Monday morning. They aren’t open before then.”


“Well,” she said, exasperated, “his parents will just have to convince their family doctor to help.”


“Parent,” I said. “Single parent, working three jobs to support the family. I promise you, they use the clinic, not a private practitioner.”


She sniffed. “Then they should have gotten him to the clinic sooner.”


I gritted my teeth. “Have you notified him or his mother?”


“No,” she said, as if I was a moron. “I required the signature of one of his teachers before I could run through all the forms, and you’re the only one left in the building. You didn’t sign for it until just now. Which makes it all your fault, really.”


The ironic thing is that Julie is an enormous Spider-Man fangirl.


Deep breaths, Parker. Nice, deep breaths.


“But he didn’t know he needed the shots.” I blinked. “Still doesn’t know, in fact.”


“Letters were sent to all students’ parents last July,” she said firmly. “He should have had them before school even started.”


“But you’re only telling him today? When it’s already too late?”


“It was a low organizational priority,” she said. “More pressing matters have kept administration”—which was always Julie plus someone who was going to quit within two weeks—“far too busy to waste time doing Mister Larkin’s parents’ job.”


I rubbed at my forehead. “Look, Julie. If this kid gets suspended, he’ll be off the team—and it would make it more difficult for him to be accepted into a university.”


Julie gave me a bewildered stare, as though I’d begun speaking in tongues. “University?”


I wondered if I’d get strange looks if I threw myself down and started chewing at the floorboards. “The point is that if he gets suspended over something like this, it’s going to be all kinds of bad for him.”


She waved a hand. “Well. Perhaps Mr. and Mrs. Larkin will be more careful about following immunization procedures next time,” she said, and jerked her clipboard back. She tore off a pink copy of the form I’d signed and said, “This is for Mr. and Mrs. Larkin.”


“Julie,” I said. “Have a heart here. The kid needs some help.”


She sniffed in contempt at the very idea. “I am only following the policy, rules, and law of the New York educational system.”


“Right. Just following orders,” I said.


“Precisely.” She turned on a heel and goose-stepped out of the gymnasium.


My God, the woman was pure evil.


I glanced back at Samuel, who was currently playing four-on-one and winning handily. He wasn’t talking smack to them, though. He was focused, intent, moving in his natural element. The kid was a stiff-necked loudmouth, insulting, arrogant, and he reminded me way too much of people who beat me up for lunch money when I’d been in school.


But no one deserved Julie from Administration.


And since Coach Kyle wasn’t around to do it, this looked like a job for Spider-Man.




THREE


“TALK about disasters,” I said, as Mary Jane came through the front door of our apartment. “It’s like they could smell the high school nerd on my clothes. Mister Science. They called me Mister Science. And shredded wheat. Just did whatever they wanted. And the worst one, this Samuel kid, he challenged me to a round of one-on-one. Told me if I won, they would run the practice my way.”


I might have sounded just a bit sulky. My wife got the look she gets when she’s trying really hard to keep from laughing at me. “The basketball practice?” she asked.


“Yes.” I scowled down at the stack of papers I was grading. “It was like herding manic-obsessive cats. I can’t remember the last time I felt so stupid.”


“Why didn’t you play the kid?” MJ asked. “I mean, you could have beaten him, right?”


“Oh, sure. If I didn’t mind the kids finding out that Mister Science has a two-hundred-and-eighty-inch vertical leap.” I put my pen down and set the papers aside. “Besides. That isn’t what the kid needs. I’m supposed to teach him to be a team player. If the first thing I do is go mano-a-mano with him to prove who’s best, it might undermine that.”


“Just a bit,” Mary Jane conceded. “I thought you were going to go to the faculty meeting early so you wouldn’t get saddled with coaching the team.”


“I was,” I glowered. “Something came up.”


“Who could have foreseen that,” she said tartly, and walked into our little kitchen and set down the brown grocery bag she was holding. If you’d asked my opinion when I was Samuel’s age, I’d have said she looked like a million bucks. Since then, though, there’s been inflation, and now I figure she looks like at least a billion.


But as we grew closer, I saw other things when I looked at her. I saw the woman who was willing to stand beside me through thick and thin, despite a mountain of reasons not to, despite the fact that just being a part of my life sometimes put her in danger. I saw the woman who was willing to spend many nights—far too many nights—alone while I ran around town doing everything a spider can, and leaving her to wonder when I’d be back.


Or even if I’d be back.


I might have been able to juggle compact cars, but I wasn’t strong enough to do what she did, to be who she was. She was the one who had faith in me, the one who believed in me, the one who I knew, absolutely knew, would always listen, always help, always care. The longer I looked at her, the more beautiful she got, and the more thoroughly I understood how insanely lucky I was to have her beside me.


It was enough to disintegrate my frustration, at least for the moment. Honestly, if a man gets to come home to a woman like that at the end of the day, how bad can things be?


“Sorry, MJ.” I sighed. “I ambushed you the second you walked in the door.”


She arched a brow and teased, “I’ll let it go. This time.”


I started helping her with the bag. Not because she needed the help, but because it gave me a great excuse to stand behind her and reach both arms around her to handle the groceries. I liked the way her hair smelled.


She leaned back against me for a second, then gave me a playful nudge with one hip. “You really want to make it up to me? Cook.”


I lifted both eyebrows. I cook almost as well as Ben Grimm embroiders, and MJ knew it. “Living dangerously tonight, are we?”


“Statistically speaking, you’re bound to make something that tastes good eventually,” she said. She took a frozen pizza out of the bag and passed it over her shoulder to me. “Back in a minute, master chef.”


“Bork, bork, bork,” I confirmed. She slipped off to the bedroom. I flipped the pizza box and went over the instructions. Looked simple enough. I followed the directions carefully while Mary Jane ran the shower.




She came back out in time to see me crouched on the ceiling, trying to get the stupid smoke alarm to shut up. She got that I’m-not-laughing face again and went to the oven to see what she could salvage.


I finally pulled the battery out of the smoke alarm and opened a window. “Hey,” I said. “Are you all right?”


“Of course,” she said. “Why would you ask that?”


“My husband sense is tingling.” I frowned at her, then hit the side of my head with the heel of my hand. “The audition. It was this morning, right?”


She hesitated for a second, and then nodded.


Oh, right, I got it. She’d been bothered by something about it, but I’d been quicker on the draw in the gunfight at the co-dependent corral, and she didn’t want to lay it on me when I’d been stressed myself.


Like I said. I’m a lucky guy.


“How’d it go?” I asked her. We got dinner (such as it was), a couple of drinks, and sat down on the couch together.


“That’s the problem,” she said quietly. “I got the part.”


I lifted my eyebrows. “What? That’s fantastic! Who’d they cast you as?”


“Lady Macbeth.”


“Well of course they did!” I burbled at her. “You’ve got red hair. Redheads are naturally evil. Did I mention that this was fantastic?”


“It isn’t, Pete.”


“It isn’t?”


“It isn’t.”


“But I thought you said it was a serious company. That working with them would give you some major street cred for acting.”


“Yes.”


“Oh,” I said. I blew on my slice of pizza. “Why?”


“Because it’s showing in Atlantic City.”


“Ugh. Jersey.”


She rolled her eyes. “The point being that I’m going to have to get over there several times every week.”


“No problem,” I said. “We can swing the train fare, I’m sure.”


“That’s just it,” Mary Jane said. “I can’t trust the train, Peter. Too many things could happen. If it’s delayed, if I’m late, if it takes off a couple of minutes early, and I don’t show up, that’s it: I can kiss my career goodbye. I’ve got to have a car.”


I scratched my head, frowning. “Does it have to be a nice car?”


“It just has to work,” she said.


“Well,” I said. “It’s more expensive, but we might be able to—”


“I bought a car, too.”


I looked down at the suddenly too-expensive pizza on my plate. MJ’s career as a model had been high-profile, but not necessarily high-paying. I was a part-time science teacher, and the paycheck isn’t nearly as glamorous and enormous as everyone thinks. We weren’t exactly dirt poor, but it costs a lot of money to own and operate a car in New York City. “Oh.”


“It didn’t cost very much. It’s old, but it goes when you push the pedal.”


“That’s good,” I said. “Um. Maybe you should have talked to me first?”


“There wasn’t time,” she said apologetically. “I had to get it today because rehearsal starts Monday afternoon, and I still had to take my test and get my license and . . .” She broke off, swallowing, and I swear, she almost started crying. “And I failed the stupid test,” she said. “I mean, I thought it would be simple, but I failed it. I’ve got a chance to finally show people that I can really act, that I’m not some stupid magazine bimbo who can’t do anything but look good in a bikini in movies about Lobsterman, and I failed the stupid driver’s test.”


“Hey,” I said quietly, setting dinner aside so that I could put my arms around her. “Come here.”


She leaned against me and let out a miserable little sigh. “It was humiliating.”


I tightened my arms around her. “But you can take the test again tomorrow, right?”


She nodded. “But Pete, I . . . I got nothing on the test. I mean, nothing. Zero. If there’d been a score lower than zero I would have gotten that, but they stop at zero. It isn’t fair. I’ve lived my whole life in New York. I’m not supposed to know how to drive.”


I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t. “It isn’t a big deal,” I told her. “Look, I can help you out, you’ll take the test tomorrow, get your license, and then we can plan your outfit for the Academy Awards.”




“Really?” she said, looking up at me, those devastating green eyes wide and uncertain. “You can help?”


“Trust me,” I told her. “I spent years as a full-time underclassman while spending my nights creeping around rooftops and alleys looking for trouble. If there’s one thing I know, it’s how to pass a test you haven’t had much time to study for.”


She laughed a little and laid her head against my chest. “Thank you.” She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to go all neurotic on you.”


“See there? You’re becoming more like the great actresses by the minute.” I kissed her hair. “Anytime.”


I heard a low, faint rumbling sound, and glanced out the window. I didn’t see anything, but it took only sixty seconds for the sirens to start howling—police as well as fire department, a dozen of them at least.


“Trouble?” Mary Jane asked quietly.


I grabbed the remote and clicked on the TV. Not a minute later, my regular programming was interrupted by a news broadcast. The news crew camera was still jiggling as the cameraman stumbled out of a van, but I got enough to see what was going on: a panic, hundreds of people running, the bright light and hollow boom of an explosion and clouds of black smoke rising up in the background—Times Square.


“Trouble,” Mary Jane said.


“Looks that way,” I said. “Sorry.”


“Don’t be.” She looked up and laid a swift kiss against my lips. “All right, tiger. Get a move on.” She rose and gave me a wicked little smile. “I’ll keep something warm for you.”




FOUR


AH, New York on an autumn evening. Summer’s heat had passed by, and let me tell you, there’s nothing quite as miserable as webbing around the old town when it’s so hot that my suit is soaked with sweat. It clings to and abrades things which ought not be clung to or abraded. My enhanced physique runs a little hotter than your average human being’s, too—the price of having muscles that can bench-press more than any two X-Men, and reflexes that make Speedy González look like Aesop’s Tortoise.


Autumn, though, is different. Once the sun starts setting and the air cools off, it feels just about perfect. There’s usually a brisk wind that somehow smells of wood smoke, a golden scent, somewhere on the far side of eau de New York, that heralds the end of summer. Sometimes, I can stand on one of the many lofty rooftops around town, watching the moon track across the sky, listening to the passage of geese heading down to Florida, and letting the traffic-sounds, the ship-sounds, the plane-sounds of New York provide the musical score. Nights like that have their own kind of delicate beauty, where the whole city feels like one enormous, quietly aware entity, and though the sun was still providing a lingering autumn twilight, tonight was going to be one of those times.


Assuming, of course, that whatever had caused a third column of smoke to start rolling up through the evening air didn’t spoil it for me.


I was making pretty good time through Manhattan when that twitchy little sensation of intuition I’d dubbed my “spider sense” (because I was fifteen at the time) let me know that I wasn’t alone.


I managed to catch a blur in the corner of my vision, moving along a window ledge on a building parallel to my course, above and behind me, staying in the shadows cast by the buildings in the fading light, and rapidly catching up with me. If I continued in my current line of motion, my pursuer would be in a perfect position to ambush me as I crossed the next street—one of those midair impacts, when I was at the top of a ballistic arch and least able to get out of the way. The Vulture loved those, and so had the various Goblins. If I had a chiropractor, he’d love them too, on account of every one of them would make him money.


Me, I’m not so fond of them.


So at the very last second, just as I would have flung myself into the air, I turned around instead, hit the building my chaser was on with a webline, and hung on. The line stretched and recoiled, flinging me back toward the would-be attacker, and I added all of my own oomph to it and shot at my pursuer like a cannonball.


Whoever it was reacted swiftly. He immediately changed direction, leaping off a ledge and soaring through the air by swinging on some kind of matte black, nonreflective cable to a lower rooftop. He hit the roof rolling, and I had to flick out a strand of webbing to reverse direction again. He might have been fast, but not that fast. I hit him around the waist with a flying tackle and pinned him against the roof.


At which point I realized that I had pinned her to the roof.


“Well,” drawled a languidly amused woman’s voice. “This evening is turning out even better than I thought it would.”


“Felicia?” I said.


She turned her head enough to let me see the smirk on her mouth and said, “This is hardly a dignified position for a married man. What if some nerdy freelance photographer for the Bugle came along and took our picture? Can you imagine the headlines? Two Swingers Caught in Flagrante Delicto on Roof.”


“I doubt that the Human Flattop would use that term,” I replied. But she had a point. I read somewhere that full-body pins are not a proper greeting for an ex-girlfriend from a married man, so I got off of her in a hurry.


Felicia Hardy rolled over, leaned back on her elbows, and regarded me for a moment from her lounging position. She’d given her Black Cat costume a minor makeover, losing the white puffs at her calves and wrists. Maybe they’d been harder to find since Cats closed. She still wore the catsuit, but this new suit was made out of some supple, odd-looking black material I’d never seen before, and it managed to give me the impression that it was some kind of body armor. Her hair was shorter than the last time I’d seen her, and she wore a black visor that covered her eyes, until she tipped it down enough to give me a wicked-eyed smile over the visor’s rim, and extended her arm up to me. “Give me a hand?”


Part of me was happy to see Felicia again. There aren’t a lot of people I’m comfortable fighting beside, but Felicia is one of them. Admittedly, we’d gotten off to a bad start, since she had been a professional burglar at the time, but eventually the bad first impressions became spilt milk under the bridge. She’d reformed—more or less. And she’d helped me out a couple of times when I really needed it.


We became involved during that time, and the romance had been . . . eventful. Tempestuous. On occasion, it had resembled pay-per-view professional wrestling. It had ended amicably, more or less, but I’d still been worried that she might go back to what she was doing before she met me. Apparently, however, her reform had been sincere, and she was, as far as I knew, on the straight and narrow these days.


I pulled her to her feet. “What are you doing here?”


“I needed to talk to you,” she said, rising. She put her hands on the small of her back, winced a little, and stretched again. “Mmmm. I always did like it when you played rough, Spider.”


“I could have killed you,” I said. “What do you think you’re doing, stalking me like that?”


“I was going to knock on your door,” she said, “but I saw you leaving. I had to get your attention somehow.”


“You know what gets my attention?” I said. “When someone shouts my name and says that they want to talk to me. One time, they even used this magical device called a telephone.”


“You don’t get it—” she began.


Another enormous crunching, crashing sound from Times Square, only a few hundred yards off, interrupted her.


“No, you don’t get it,” I said, and turned to go. “I don’t have time for this right now, Cat. I’m on the clock.”




“Wait,” she said. “You can’t!”


I ground my teeth under the mask and paused, webline in hand. “Five words or less, why not?”


Felicia put her hands on her hips, eyes narrowed, and said, holding up a finger with each word, “It is a trap.” She considered and stuck out her thumb, too. “Dummy.”


“A trap?” I said. “Whose?”


“That’s just it,” she said. “I’m not sure.”


“You just know it’s a trap.”


“If you’ll give me a second to explain—”


Down the street, a police car tumbled across the road, end over end, bouncing along like a child’s toy, lights flashing. It knocked over a fire hydrant, sending a cascade of water into the air, then crashed through the front window of an adult bookstore.


“You’ve got to admit,” she said. “It isn’t hard for someone to get a rise out of you if they want to draw you out. That’s what Morlun did.”


I had been about to swing off, but her words stopped me cold.


Morlun.


Ugh.


Morlun had been . . . bad. A creature, some kind of entity that fed upon the life energy of vessels of totemistic power. That’s mystic gobbledygook for superheroes who draw their powers from—or at least compare them to— some kind of animal. Say, for example, your friendly, neighborhood Spider-Man. He was an ultra-ancient being who only looked human, who devoured the life energy of his victims to sustain his own apparent immortality.


Morlun had asked me to dinner, and not as a guest. The invitation had come in the form of a rampage in the fine tradition begun by the Hulk. I sent him a two-fisted RSVP. As brawls go, it had been a long one. Days long. I can’t remember anyone who’s made me feel more physical pain, offhand. Morlun was strong. Really, really strong. And he took everything I could throw at him without blinking. Or talking. Which cheesed me off. How am I supposed to uphold snappy superhero banter when the other guy won’t carry his end of the conversational load?


He almost killed me. God help me, I almost let him. I almost gave up. I’d just been that hurt, that tired—that alone. Morlun showed up in my nightmares for a good long while afterward, temporarily supplanting my subconscious’s favorite bogeyman, Norman Osborne.


I came out on top in the end, but only by injecting myself with material from the core of a nuclear reactor, so that when he tried to eat me, Morlun got a big old mouthful of gamma-ray energy instead. After that, Morlun’s day went down-hill pretty fast.


Here’s the kicker, though.


I hadn’t told anyone about Morlun.


Not Aunt May.


Not Mary Jane.


Nobody.


As far as I knew, the only one, other than me, who had known what was going on was a guy named Ezekiel. A man who had, somehow, acquired powers remarkably similar to my own, and who had tried to warn me about Morlun—and who had eventually helped me defeat him, nearly at the cost of his own life.


So how had Felicia found out about Morlun?


“Hey,” I said. “How did you find out about Morlun?”


“I’ve turned over a new leaf, remember?” she said. “I’m a security consultant and investigator now. I investigate things, and some of what I turned up indicates that there’s someone here to call you out.” She slipped off the visor and met my eyes, her expression worried. “The details will take me a while to give you, but the short version is that you’re in danger, Peter.”


An ambulance siren added its wail to that of the police cars and fire trucks. I could see people running from the area, underneath one of the big flashing signs for the New Amsterdam Theater, where they were performing The Lion King.


“No,” I said. “They’re the ones who are in danger.”


“But I already told you—”


“It’s a trap, I know. But the longer I stay away from it, the more noise whoever is over there is going to make. I’m going.”


“Don’t,” she said, touching my arm. “Don’t be stupid. It’s not as if there aren’t a couple of other folks around New York who will show up to a disturbance this public.”




“No,” I said. “I can’t let other people do my chores for me. If I wait for the FF to show up, or the Avengers, he’ll scamper and do it all again another day.” I felt myself getting a little angry, talking about it.


Like I said: I have issues with people who pick on those who can’t protect themselves.


“I’m taking this guy down,” I said. “Thank you for the warning. But I’m going.”


Felicia didn’t look happy with me as she jammed the visor back onto her face. “You stiff-necked . . .” She shook her head. “Go on. Go. Be careful.”


I nodded once, dove off on my line, and flung myself from building to building down the street. I swung around the last corner, rapidly gathering momentum, and found a scene of pure chaos. Emergency units were trying to cordon off the square. Fires burned. Smoke rolled. Several police cars had been flattened—literally flattened—by blows of superhuman strength. Many of the lights were either out or flickering wildly, giving the place that crazed, techno dance club look. Broken glass lay everywhere. Car alarms and fire alarms beeped and wooped and ah-oohgahed. The air stank of burning plastic and motor oil. People shouted, screamed, and ran.


“It’s like the mayor’s office in an election year,” I muttered.


At the center of it all, in the thick plume of black smoke, stood a single, hulking figure. I altered my course, spat a new line from my web shooters, and swung down to give whoever it was a big old double-heeled mule-kick greeting on behalf of the citizens of New York.


Did I mention that I have a tendency to get in over my head?




FIVE


I hollered, “Boot to the head!” as I swung through the black smoke and slammed into Newtonian physics.


Newton. Isaac Newton. You remember him. White wig, apple tree. Played poker with Einstein, Hawking, and Data in an episode of Star Trek. You can’t really say he discovered the laws of physics, since they’d pretty much been there already, but he was one of the first to actually stop and look at them and get them written down. And while the next several centuries of scientific advancement proved that in certain circumstances he had dropped the ball—bah-dump-bump-ching!—he did a good enough job that it took the computer revolution to knock him off his pedestal a bit. Even then, pretty much anywhere on the planet (for example, Times Square), for pretty much everything you might bump into (for example, rampaging bad guys), Newton’s material is a darned good rule of thumb.


One of them applied here: For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.


I came swooping down and delivered my double-heeled kick all right. Right into the Rhino’s breadbasket.


Granted, I’m smarter than most, and I always have something pithy to say, and I can just be a gosh-darned wonderful person when I put my mind to it. But all of that fits into a pretty small package. I’m not big. I’m not heavily built. I weigh about one sixty-five, soaking wet.


The Rhino, now, he’s built like a brick gulag. He’s huge. Huge tall, huge across, huge through. Not only that, but whatever process was used to ramp up his strength, it mucked about with his cellular makeup somehow, because he weighs on the heavy side of eight hundred pounds. I’m sure some of that can be accounted for by the stupid Rhino hat he wears, but bottom line, he’s an enormous gray block of muscle and bone, and even with my oh-so-stylish spider strength, I wasn’t really set for this kick. Super strength is all well and good, but if you don’t have yourself braced—like if you’re swinging on a webline—you’re at Sir Isaac’s mercy.


But my Aunt May always taught me to make the best of things, so I let him have it.


The kick took the Rhino off guard, even with me shouting and all. Granted, he isn’t exactly the shiniest nail in the box, and there were all kinds of bright colors and sounds around to distract him, but still. I think I might have caught him on the inhale, because the kick made his face turn green and threw him fifteen or twenty feet back and smashed him into a storefront.


Of course, the same amount of force came back at me. And since the Rhino weighs four or five or six times as much as me, I got flung a lot farther than fifteen or twenty feet. Then again, I’m the Amazing Spider-Man. Flying around in the air is what I do. So I hit a streetlamp with a webline as I flew by, hung on to be whipped around in a circle twice, arched up into a tumble, and came down in a crouch on top of an abandoned taxi about sixty feet away—where I could see the Rhino, enjoyed a clear field of view around me, and had plenty of room to move.


Felicia is no dummy. If she said that this was a trap, she probably had a good reason to think so.


“Well, well, well,” I said. “The Rhino. Again. I thought maybe poachers might have shot you and ground you up to sell as medicine on the Chinese black market by now. They’re doing that for all the other rhinos.”


The Rhino lumbered back to his feet. Lots and lots of broken glass slid off of his suit and tinkled to the concrete. Rhino wore his usual—the thick gray bodysuit made out of some kind of advanced ballistic materials that I’d heard could blow off armor piercing rounds from antitank guns. I can understand the insecurity. I mean, when your own skin can only handle heavy explosive rounds, you want a little insurance in case some enterprising mugger comes along packing discarding sabot shells.


He had on the hat, too. It was made of the same heavy material, encasing his head in armor and leaving only a comparatively small, square area of his small, square face vulnerable. The horn on it was heavy, tough, and sharp enough that when he put his weight and muscle behind it, he could blow through brick walls like they were linen curtains. All of which is imposing.


But at the end of the day, the hat still looks like a Rhino’s head. Good Lord, I keep hoping the NFL will approve a start-up team called “The Rhinos,” because then he’ll actually look like a comedic team mascot. I wondered if the Chicken could take him.


“Spider-Man,” growled the Rhino, presumably after taking a few moments to collect his thought. His consonants were clipped, the vowels guttural, Slavic, though if he really was a Russian, he spoke English pretty well. “We meet again.”


“Rhino.” I sighed. “You have got to get some better writers for these high-profile events. How are people ever going to take you seriously if you go around spouting that kind of hackneyed dialogue? What you do reflects on me, too, you know. I’ve got an image to think about.”


His face flushed and started turning purple. It’s almost too easy to handle this guy. “It will be pleasure to squash you, little bug man,” he growled. He seized a mailbox, ripped it up out of the concrete, and threw it at my head.


I moved my head, webbed the mailbox as it went by, and slung it around in a circle, using the elastic strength of the webline to send it back at him twice as hard. The impact made him stagger back a step. “Whoa there, big fella,” I told him. “Throwing down with me is one thing. But you do not want to tick off the Post Office. They don’t goof around.”


“I will shut your mouth!” he bellowed. He rolled forward at me, and to give the guy some credit, he moves better than you’d expect from someone who weighs eight hundred pounds. He swung fists the size of plastic milk jugs at me, a quick boxer’s combination, jab, jab, cross, but I was fighting my kind of fight and he never touched me. Instead, he pressed harder, throwing heavier blows as he did. I popped him in the kisser a few times, just to keep him honest, and he grew angrier by the second.


Finally, I wound up with my back against an abandoned SUV, and let the Rhino’s next punch zoom past my noggin and right through the SUV’s door. I hopped around to his rear, and he swung his other hand at me, sinking it into the engine block of another car, and briefly binding his hands.


I popped up in front of him, held up the first two fingers of my right hand in a V shape, poked him in the eyes, and said, “Doink. Nyuk, nyuk, nyuk.”


That last bit was too much for him. Something in him snapped and he let out a roar that shook the street beneath me, his anger driving him wild. He flung the cars hard enough to free his hands, sending each of them flying with one arm, inflicting more collateral damage, and charged me with murder in his eyes.


Like I said: He almost makes it too easy.


When you get right down to it, that’s how I beat the Rhino every single time. His anger gets the better of him, makes him charge ahead, makes him clumsy, makes him blind to anything but the need to engage in violence. He’s stronger than me, grossly so, in fact, and he isn’t a bad fighter. If he were to keep his head and play to his own strengths—overwhelming power and endurance—he could take me out pretty quick. That kind of thinking is hard to manage, though, once the rubble starts flying, and he’s never learned to control his temper. If he could do it, if he could work out how to force me into close quarters where my agility would be less effective, he’d leave me in bits and pieces. He just can’t keep his cool, though, and it’s always just a matter of time before he blows his top.


Maybe it’s the hat.


I evaded the Rhino’s charge, and he kept coming at me. I let him, leading him into the street and as far away from the buildings and storefronts as I could—some of them would still be occupied, and I didn’t want the fracas to set them on fire or knock them down. Once the Rhino goes . . . well, rhino, it’s possible to turn his own strength against him, but it takes an awful lot of judo to put the man down.


He batted aside a car between us, just as I Frisbeed a manhole cover into his neck. He flung a motorcycle at me with one hand. I ducked, zapped a blob of sticky webbing into his eyes, and hit him twenty or thirty times while he ripped it off of his face. He clipped me with a wild haymaker, and I briefly experienced combat astronomy.


He chased me around like that while the police got everyone out of the immediate vicinity. Give it up for the NYPD. They might not always like it that they need guys like me to handle guys like the Rhino, but they have their priorities straight.




I led the Rhino in a circle until one of his thick legs plunged into the open manhole and he staggered.


Then I let him have it. Hard. Fast. Maybe I’m not in the Rhino’s weight class, but I’ve torn apart buildings with my bare hands a time or two, and I didn’t get the scars on my knuckles in a tragic cheese grating accident. I went to town on him, never stopping, never easing up, and the sound of my fists hitting him resembled something you’d hear played on a snare drum.


Once he was dazed, I picked up the manhole cover and finished him off with half a dozen more whacks to the top of his pointed head, and the Rhino fell over backward, the impact sending a fresh network of fractures running through the road’s surface.


I bent the manhole cover more or less back into shape over one knee, nudged the unconscious Rhino’s leg out of the manhole, and replaced the cover. My Aunt May taught me to clean up my messes. I checked the Rhino again, and then gave the nearest group of cops a thumbs-up.


That was when the trap sprang.


My spider sense is an early warning system hard-wired into my brain. It can somehow distinguish between all sorts of different dangers, warning me of them in time for me to get clear. A few times, my spider sense has become a liability, though. I was so used to its warnings that when I went up against something that didn’t trigger it, for whatever reason, it made me feel crippled, almost blind.


When Morlun had come after me, my spider sense did something new—it went into overdrive. Terror, terror so pure and unadulterated that it completely wiped out my ability to reason, had come screaming into my thoughts. It almost felt like my spider sense was screaming “HIDE!” at me, burned in ten-foot letters upon my brain. It had been one of the more terrifying and weird things that had ever happened to me.


It happened again now.


Only worse.


The terror came, my instincts howling in utter dread, and the sudden shock of sensation made me clutch at my head and drop to one knee.


Hide.


Hide!


HIDEHIDEHIDEHIDEHIDE!




“Move, Spidey,” I growled to myself. “It’s fear. That’s all it is. Get up.”


I managed to lift my head. I heard myself making small, pained, frightened sounds. Danger. It couldn’t be Morlun. It couldn’t be. I saw him die. I saw him turn to dust.


They came out of the New Amsterdam, where The Lion King was rolling onstage. Maybe they’d been watching the fight from the lobby. They came walking toward me, their postures, expressions, motions all totally calm amidst the chaos. Two men. One in a gray Armani suit, the other in Italian leather pants and a silk poet’s shirt. Both men were tall and pale. Both had straight, fine black hair and wore expressions of perpetual ennui and disdain.


And both of them bore a strong resemblance to Morlun.


The third was a woman. She wore a designer suit of black silk and had on black riding boots set off by a bloodred cravat. She too was pale, her black-cobweb hair worn up in a Chinese-style bun.


She, too, looked a bit like Morlun—especially through the eyes. She had pale eyes, soulless eyes, eyes that neither knew nor cared what it was to be human.


She came over and stopped about five feet from me, her hands on her hips. She tilted her head and stared at me the way one might examine a messy roadkill in an effort to determine what it had been before it was squashed.


“You are he,” she said in a low, emotionless voice. “The spider.”


“Uh,” I said.


I found myself at a loss for words.


She narrowed her eyes, and they flickered with cold, cold anger— and inhuman hate, something that could roll on through a thousand years without ever abating. “You are the one who killed our brother.” Her eyes widened then, and a terrible hunger came into them as the two men stepped up to stand on either side of her.


She pointed a finger at me and said, “Kill him.”




SIX


IT dimly occurred to me that at this point, if I was Han Solo, faced with a genuine threat to my life, I would officially have moral license to shoot first.


The thought flashed through my mind as swiftly and lightly as a wood chip passing over the surface of a rushing river, but it gave me something to grasp toward, and I was able to get my head above the surface of my instinctive terror long enough to grab on to another thought:


If one of them touched me, just touched me, I was as good as dead.


Right then. Don’t let them touch me.


Tweedle-Loom and Tweedle-Doom stalked forward with a predator’s economic grace, but I didn’t want to give them time to shift gears when I scampered. I waited until the last second to pop them both in the face with bursts of webbing and jump back out of reach. A quick hop landed me twenty feet above the road on an enormous billboard, and I crawled up it, turning to study them. If they were anything like Morlun, they’d be walking tanks with nearly limitless endurance—but not a lot swifter, on foot, than anyone else.


As it turned out, the boys were apparently a lot like Morlun. They tore off the webbing with about as much distress as I would feel wiping off shaving cream, gave me dirty looks, and continued stalking toward me.


The woman had evidently stood in a different line when they were handing out superpowers. She hit the spot where I’d been standing with one foot and leapt—with grace and élan—up to the top of the sign I was scaling. She crouched there, her head still tilted at that odd angle. “You must know this is pointless,” she said dispassionately. “You cannot stop us. You cannot save yourself.”




My spider sense was still gibbering at me, but enough of my voice had come back for me to say, “Now let me think. Where have I heard someone like you say something like that before? Hmm.”


A cold little smile touched her mouth. “Little Morlun was one. We are three.”


Little Morlun? That wasn’t encouraging. “I don’t suppose it matters to you that I didn’t kill him,” I told her.


Her lips twitched a little. “He hunted you?”


“Yes.”


“He died.”


“Yes.”


“You saw it. You allowed it.”


“I . . .” I swallowed. When it came down to the wire, I’d had him at my mercy. I knew full well that if I’d let him live, he’d only come back another day. I hesitated. And before I could go through with it, Dex, Morlun’s demented little attaché, had emptied a Glock into him from ten feet away and blew him to dust.


I’d like to think that if I’d been aware of Dex and his gun I would have stopped him. Part of me is sure I would have. But more honest parts of me aren’t so sure.


“I did,” I told her quietly.


“Then for his sake, you die.”


“What if I’d tried to stop it?”


She smiled a cold little smile, showing me very white teeth. “Then you would die for mine. I am hungry, spider. I will devour you.”


“Gosh, that’s kinda intimate,” I said. “We haven’t even been introduced.”


She lifted her chin a bit, and then inclined her head to me. “Mortia.” She moved a hand in a simple gesture to indicate the other two. “Thanis in the suit. Malos in the silk.”


“Spider-Man,” I said. “I’m the one standing in the shoes which are going to kick all three of you back to wherever it is weirdos like you come from.”


Mortia threw back her head and actually laughed a cold little laugh. “Such defiance.” Her eyes widened, showing the whites all the way around. “And it makes you smell sweet.”


“Well,” I said, “they tell me my deodorant is strong enough for a man—”




She flung herself at me in mid-quip. She was fast, as fast as anyone I’ve ever seen. As fast as me—and my spider sense, already howling at maximum intensity about how much danger I already knew I was in, gave me no warning at all.


I moved, barely ahead of her—and if I hadn’t been watching her, ready for it, I would have been too slow. I never thought I’d actually have a reason to be glad that that symbiotic maniac Venom had obsessed over me and done his best to make my life a living hell between bursts of attempted arachnocide. My spider sense never registered him, either, and it had forced me to learn how to bob and weave the old-fashioned way, using only five senses.


Her hand flashed out toward me as she passed by, and missed me by less than an inch. I hit the ground moving. Tweedle-Loom threw a television set at me, while Tweedle-Doom went with a classic and flung a rock with such power that the projectile actually went supersonic in a sudden clap of thunder, like a gunshot. I did not oblige either of them by behaving like a good target.


Besides, they were just distractions, and they knew it. For the time being, the woman was the real threat, and she was hot on my trail. She got better air than me, but she didn’t have handy-dandy weblines to play with, and I was able to stay ahead of her—barely. I went bouncing around Times Square like a racquetball, playing a lunatic version of tag with the mystery lady while I struggled to come up with a plan. It was harder than usual. Normally, between my reflexes and my spider sense, things just sort of flow by, and it feels like I have all the time in the world to think. That’s how I’m able to be all funny and insulting while duking it out with the bad guys. It feels like I’ve had hours to come up with the material.


This time, my spider sense had ceased to be an asset, and my speed was only just sufficient to stay ahead of the three of them. It took all of my attention to avoid her, plus dodging the occasional portion of landscape her homeys pitched after me—complicated by the fact that if I led them out of Times Square, which the Rhino’s efforts had already cleared of most civilians, bystanders would get hurt. Morlun hadn’t blinked an eye at the notion of murder, and I didn’t think these three would be any more safety-conscious than he was.




It’s hard to gauge passing time in circumstances like that, but I gradually got the impression that maybe the reason I couldn’t think of a plan of action was that there wasn’t one. I’d taken Morlun out with the aid of material from the core of a nuclear reactor, and I didn’t see one of those around Times Square. The only Plan B I could come up with was for me to keep doing what I was doing until some of the other New York hero types turned on the TV, found out what was going on, and showed up to lend a hand.


Although “hope someone rescues me” was a pathetically flawed Plan B. I mean, I’m supposed to be a superhero. I’m the one doing the rescuing.


Thanis took the decision out of my hands. He threw something heavy that hit the car I’d landed on and knocked it cleanly out from under me. I dropped to the ground unsteadily and looked up to find that Mortia had anticipated her brother’s action. She was already two-thirds of the way through the pounce that would pin me to the ground and kill me. Thanis’s distraction hadn’t cost me much, maybe half a second.


It was enough.


As fast as I was, I still wasn’t going to be fast enough to get out of her way.




SEVEN


ONCE in a while, plan B actually works out.


As Mortia came down at me, there was a phoont sound of expanding compressed air, and a small, metallic grappling hook flew over my head and hit her right on the end of her upturned nose, trailing a line of fine, black cable. The instant it touched her, there was a flickering of blue-white light, and Mortia’s body convulsed, hit by what I assumed was a hefty amount of electricity. She went into an uncontrolled tumble, and I got out of the way in a hurry.


“That’s new,” I said, hopping to my feet—which I happened to plant ten feet up a handy streetlight, so that I could be sure to keep an eye on Clan Goth.


“I went legitimate,” Felicia replied tartly. She landed in a crouch on the streetlight’s arm, above me, pushed a button on a small baton, and the cord and grapple reeled swiftly back in. “I never said anything about not finding new toys to play with.”


Mortia came to her feet slowly, looking down at the concrete dust clinging to her suit with undisguised annoyance. She traded a look with Thanis and Malos, and then all three of them turned to stare at me.


Absolutely no one moved. The only motion in all of Times Square came from rising smoke and the whirling bulbs on the police cars. The only sound came from a few stubborn car alarms that had survived the fracas (evidently Thanis and Malos found them as annoying as I did), and the harsh clicks and buzzes of transmissions on distant police radios. Nothing happened for a long minute.


What the heck. Every tableau’s got to be broken by something.




“What we need,” I drawled to the Black Cat, “is a couple of tumbleweeds. Maybe a rattlesnake Foley effect.”


“Grow up,” she sneered, watching Mortia and her brothers as carefully as I did. “What we need is the Avengers.”


“Only because we didn’t bring them,” I said. “If we had, we wouldn’t need them.”


“Well, better to have them and not need them than—”


“Do I criticize your equipment list?” I asked. “And, oh. Don’t let one of them touch you.”


“We aren’t dating anymore,” she said archly.


I grinned, underneath my mask. “Very funny. Just don’t do it.”


“Why not?”


“Because once they do, they can track you down. Follow you anywhere. Find you anywhere.”


She pursed her lips, the expression made tough to read by the visor, and said, “Got it. We should leave now, then.”


I hesitated.


It wasn’t a macho thing. I had no idea what Mortia and company might try if I left the fight. In a bid to keep me close enough to kill, Morlun had promptly started brutalizing whoever was handy when I tried to break contact with him for more than a minute or two. That was why I was hesitant to leave.


It wasn’t because I didn’t want to tuck my webs between my legs and run in front of half of New York and my ex-girlfriend. It wasn’t that. At all. Not even a little.


Of course, dying in front of half of New York and my ex-girlfriend didn’t sound like much fun, either.


A news chopper came whipping down the street, lower than the level of the buildings; someone was going to get a royal chewing-out from the FAA and whoever else screams and rants about such things. It kicked up a lot of dust and debris in the Square.


Mortia saw it and made a disgusted little noise. “Mortals. So gauche.” She glanced at her brothers, then turned to me and said, “We are introduced, Spider. And after all, a multicourse dinner calls for a more . . .”—she gave me an acknowledging nod of the head and another wintry smile—“. . . intimate setting. Fear not. We shall be reunited.”


“Won’t that be ducky,” I said.


She flicked her wrist, dismissive. “You and the aperitif may flee, Spider.”


“What?” Felicia said, indignant. “What did she call me?”


“Come on, bonbon,” I told her. “Let’s git while the gittin’ is good.”


Mortia turned to walk away, then paused to consider the fallen Rhino. “Bring the brute,” she told her brothers. “He may yet be of use to us.”


The two men each took one of the unconscious Rhino’s arms, lifted all of him without so much as a grunt of effort, and dragged him along like a giant, armored rag doll in a goofy hat toward the nearest subway entrance.


There was a stir at one of the police control points, and I spat out a breath as I saw the SWAT van roll up. “Come on. Something we have to do.”


“What?” Felicia called after me as I swung over to the control point.


I landed on the street next to the police lines. A couple of beat cops stared at me. One of them laid his hand on the baton at his belt. That was actually a pretty good reaction, for me. Usually, the hands go right to the guns.


“Hey, guys,” I said. “Who is in charge of this scene?”


“None of your business,” one of the cops said. “You ain’t the sheriff of this town. You ain’t the one that makes the calls.”


A spotter had his field glasses focused on the retreating shapes of Mortia and company and was speaking cool instructions into his headset’s mike as the SWAT team locked and loaded.


“Guys, you’ve got to trust me on this one,” I told them. “Leave those three alone.”


“Look, buddy,” the cop said, his face turning red. “You’re lucky they aren’t getting ready to come after you, you freakin’ nutball.”


“Gosh, officer. Don’t be afraid to tell me what you really think.”


“Jesus, Frank,” the second cop said with a sigh, rolling his eyes. “There’s no harm hearing him out.”


Frank folded his arms. “He’s probably in this with those four, somehow.”


The older cop stared at him for a second, blinked his eyes, and, through what looked like a nearly miraculous effort of self-control, did not whack him upside the head. Then he looked at me and said, “Why?”


“Because these people are bad news,” I told him.




“Big, bad news. They’re willing to walk away without a fight, and they don’t have any reason to hurt anyone but me, unless you force them to defend themselves. Your men can’t stop them. If they try it, they’ll die. For nothing.”


“But you think you can handle them,” he said.


“Not sure. But when I hit them again, I can at least do it someplace without all the civilian bystanders.”


He squinted at me for a moment, then looked at the DMZ that had, until recently, been Times Square. He grunted. “You got anyone on the force will speak for you?”


“Lamont,” I said promptly. “Fourteenth Precinct.”


His thumb tapped thoughtfully on the handle of his baton. “Sourpuss? Cheap suit? Drinks a lot of coffee?”


“That’s him.”


The cop grunted. “Sit tight.” He stepped a few feet away and spoke into his radio. Maybe five minutes went by, and the SWAT team broke into a measured jog, setting off to pursue the retreating weirdos.


“Ahem,” I said. “Time is getting to be a factor, officer.”


He glanced back at me, then at SWAT, then went on talking. A moment later, he said, “Check.” Then he walked over to the spotter, who was evidently some kind of authority figure with a rear-echelon command style, and passed him the radio.


I couldn’t hear the conversation, but it didn’t take much more than a minute for the SWAT guy’s face to go carefully, professionally blank. He tossed the radio back at the officer, spoke into his headset, and a minute later the SWAT team reappeared. I let out a slow breath in pure relief.


The officer ambled back over to his post, and I said, “Thanks.”


He shrugged a shoulder. “I got an auntie I like. She told me you saved her from a mugger. Don’t mean I like you.”


“Good enough for me,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”


There might have been the ghost of a smile on his lips. “Stick around. Lamont wants to talk to you. He’ll be here in five.”


“Anything to help the fine men and women of law enforcement,” I said.


It didn’t take the whole five minutes for Lamont to get there. He looked like Lamont usually looked: rumpled, tired, grumpy, and tough as old boot leather. His hair was the color of iron. He was a career New York cop who had been unlucky enough to retain his conscience and his concern for the citizens he protected. His hair had gone gray early. His eyes had perpetual bags beneath them, despite the large, steaming Styrofoam coffee cup in his hand. He wore a long black overcoat, his cheap suit and his hair were rumpled, he needed a shave, and his beady eyes glinted with intelligence.


He really didn’t like me very much.


“Hey,” Lamont said. “Let’s walk.”


We turned down the street and walked away from the police lines, passing in front of a long row of shops and stores, until we were far enough away to avoid being overheard.


He stopped and squinted at me. “You’re doing that just to annoy me.”


I shrugged. I was standing with the soles of my feet on a rail of the awning above us, looking at him upside down. “Come on, Lamont. Would I do something like that?”


He grunted and chose to ignore me. “So what happened here?”


I gave him the Cliff’s Notes version of the evening’s events and their players.


Lamont scratched at his head. “So these weirdos are here for you?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“So that sort of makes it your fault, I guess.” He sipped his coffee, eyes narrowed. It was as close as I’d ever seen him get to smiling. He nodded at the destruction surrounding us and said, “Where do we send the bill?”


“Call my accountant,” I said. “You can reach him at 1–800-in-your-freaking-dreams.”


He gave me a bland look, sipped some more coffee, and said, “Judging from the outfit, you wouldn’t be good for it anyway.”


“Look who’s talking.”


Lamont stared down at his cup, then up at the bright lights of Times Square. “You say these people are strong. Like the Frankenstein gangster?”


“I took him in a straight fight,” I said. “He was from the farm team. These three are major league. Like Rhino, or the Hulk.”


“The Hulk, huh.”


“Pretty close,” I said. “But they don’t go in for mass destruction with the same kind of glee.”




“So this isn’t mass destruction,” he said. He coughed as a stray breeze blew some black smoke our way. “That’s good.”


“Rhino did most of this,” I growled. “Probably to get my attention.”


“Draw you out in the open, huh.”


“Yeah.”


Lamont looked around some more, sipped some more coffee, and gave me a shrewd look. “You’re in trouble.”


I was quiet for a minute, then said, “Maybe. It could get really messy. These things don’t care, Lamont. They could kill every man, woman, and child in New York and sip cappuccinos over the corpses.”


“Christ.” Lamont grunted. His face twisted up abruptly, as if he’d suddenly started sucking on a lemon spiked with jalapeño. “How can I help?”


“You having a stroke, Lamont? Your face is twitching.”


“I might be,” he said darkly. “Helping out one of the maniacs in tights. I might puke. Maybe on you.”


I looked down at him from my upside-down position. “That would be difficult, considering.”


“I’d manage. I’m crafty.”


“Don’t know if there’s much you can do,” I said. “Except for making sure you aren’t putting pressure on the Addams Family. If you start a fight, they’ll take you up on it.”


“Good plan,” Lamont said. “I solve most of my problems by standing around hoping they’ll go away.”


“If I could give you a better one, I would,” I said. “Let me handle this one my way; give me some room to breathe. I’ll take the fight to somewhere safe.” I glanced at the square. “Well. Safer than this, anyway.”


Lamont grunted again. “I’ll see what I can do. No promises. And if something like this happens again, all bets are off.”


“You try to take these guys down, cops are going to die.”


He was stone-still for a moment. Then he murmured, “I know. So you damn well better take them out before it comes to that.”


Trust is something precious and fragile. Once it begins to fracture, it isn’t ever going to be strong again. Lamont didn’t like me, I knew. But I hadn’t realized that he trusted me. It was an enormous gesture, especially for him.




“I’ll handle it,” I told him, voice serious.


He finished the coffee, crushed the cup in a frustrated fist, and then pitched it down into the rest of the wreckage. “Right. Move along, then, citizen. Nothing to see here.”


He was right, thank God. There wasn’t.


Yet.




EIGHT


I found Felicia waiting on the same rooftop where I’d tackled her a little while before. Full night had come on, but in New York, that means little. Even up high where we were, there was enough ambient light to see by, easily. In spots, you could read by it. But when night’s curtain is drawn over the azure face of the sky, the light takes on a sourceless, nebulous quality. It stretches shadows, gleams on metal and glass, and emphasizes the brooding shapes of gargoyles and statues and carvings on many of New York’s architectural wonders. The sounds of the city come up, but lightly, as though they were little more than remembrances of their makers, no louder than the voice of the wind. It’s a kind of fairyland, and it always makes me feel as if I am the only real, tangible object in the world. It’s beautiful, in its own way, and peaceful.


I figured the next day or three might be real short on peace. So I sat down next to the Black Cat for a minute and soaked it up while I still could.


“Hey,” she said after a moment of silence. “You’re trembling.”


“Am I?”


“Yes.”


I shook my head.


She stared at me for a second. Then she took off the visor again. Her eyes were worried. “Peter?”


“I’m all right. It’s what happens when I’m scared.”


Her silver blonde eyebrows went up. “What?”


“Scared. Frightened. Afraid. Having the wiggins.”


“That doesn’t sound like you,” she said.


I shrugged.




“How bad are these people?” she asked quietly.


“They aren’t people,” I said. “They look like us, but they aren’t. I studied Morlun’s blood. Their genetics are . . . almost an amalgam of hundreds of different species. Maybe thousands.”


“What’s so bad about them?”


“They feed on life energy,” I said quietly. “The way I hear it, they’re from the mystical end of the universe. They devour the life energy of totemic vessels.”


“Totemic what?”


“People,” I explained, “who have chosen to use an animal as a personal totem. Who, in some sense or fashion, draw power from that association.” I pointed at the spider on my chest. “Like Spider-Man.” I chewed over an unpleasant thought. “Or like the Black Cat.”


She blinked. “Just because of my name? What if I were . . . I don’t know. The Black Diamond or something.”


I shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”


She frowned. “So, this Morlun. He tried to eat you?”


“Nearly did,” I said. “He was . . . the Hulk’s opening shot was kind of soft, compared to Morlun’s. He was strong. Really strong. And he just kept coming. I fought him for about two days, almost nonstop.” I glanced at her. “I hit him with everything I had, Felicia. He just kept coming.” I shuddered. “Like the Terminator, only relentless. He could follow me everywhere. And every time I tried to bail, he’d start hurting people until I came back.”


She grimaced. “How’d you beat him?” she asked quietly.


“I injected myself with radioactive material from a nuclear reactor. When he tried to feed on me, he got that instead. It dazed him, weakened him. I beat Morlun down. He had this little Renfield clone named Dex with him. When Morlun went down, Dex snapped and Wormtongued him.”


“He what?”


“Doesn’t anyone read anymore?” I asked. “Dex killed Morlun.”


“Injected yourself with . . .” She shook her head. “That’s insane.”


“I was getting a little punchy when I came up with it,” I said, agreeing.


“Still. They can’t be all that tough. They turned tail and ran once enough people showed up.” She frowned. “Right?”


I stared down at the city. “Morlun . . . he was just so old. He’d seen everything. He said he only fed once in a while. That I would have sated him for a century. But the hunt was something that was nearly a ritual with him, something that he had to get right. The only time I got him off me was when I blew up a building with him in it. He came out without a scratch, but his clothes had been incinerated. He called a time-out to go get dressed again, because he knew he had all the time in the world. He knew that I wasn’t going to be able to stop him.”


“And that’s why Mortia stopped?”


“I think that she wants to be able to take her time, when she gets me. She wants to be able to do it right.”


Felicia shuddered. “She’s insane.”


“No. Just inhuman. Though I suppose it amounts to the same thing.” I glanced up at her. “Which reminds me. How in the world did you know about Morlun? And about these three?”


“I think that ‘know’ is probably too strong a word,” she said. “Look, I told you I’ve been working in the private security sector, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, I’ve been doing some private investigation on the side. A couple of years ago, I get hired by a man who wants me to find out the exact time of Spider-Man’s first appearance in New York, and every time he has appeared in foreign cities.”


I blinked. “What?”


She spread her hands. “Exactly. So I play this guy along, trying to find out more about him, why he’s asking these questions like he did. I figure he was trying to figure out who Spider-Man really was. Who you were. Like, maybe he was looking for puzzle pieces, and he just wanted me to find one of them.” She shook her head. “No clue why he’d do that. I tried to find out more about him, but the paper trails and money trails all ran into dead ends. Zip, nothing, like the guy didn’t exist. All I got was his first name. Ezekiel.”


I blew out a breath. “Wow. Ezekiel. He told me he had hired several investigators to find out pieces of my background. He kept them ignorant of each other so that none of them would realize who I was. He was protecting my identity.”


Felicia looked even more surprised. “You know this character?”


“I did,” I said quietly. “He’s dead.”




My tone did not convey the sense that further questions along this line were welcome.


Felicia, being Felicia, feared my wrath about as much as she would a bubble bath and a glass of chardonnay. “What did he want?”


I kept my temper and answered as calmly as I could. “To protect me from Morlun,” I said. “To hide me in some big expensive life-support unit he built, so that Morlun wouldn’t find me and kill me.”


“That was nice of him,” she said.


“Heh,” I said. “He was only doing it so he could feed me to something else, later. Something that had been coming for him.” I clenched my teeth on my bitter tone and forced myself to lower my volume. “In the end, he didn’t do it. Maybe he really did want to help. Maybe he didn’t really know what he wanted. I don’t know. Never had the chance to talk to him about it.”


Felicia shook her head. “A few months later, I get another job. This time, someone wants to know about the recent appearances in New York of a missing family member named Morlun. Specifically, if he was ever seen in an altercation with the Amazing Spider-Man, and if so where. I dig, and find out that the description I’ve got matches this loser in a cravat who was seen trying to pound Spider-Man’s face in.”


“Made you suspicious, eh?”


“I’m always suspicious. You know that.”


“True. What did you do?”


She ran her fingers back through her hair and let a cool wind play with the strands, her eyes distant in thought. “I fed them a little good information, a lot of false information, and played them along while I tried to find out everything I could about them.” She shook her head. “I thought they belonged to some kind of secret society—like the Hellfire Club or something.”


“Ah,” I said fondly. “The Hellfire Club. What did you find out?”


“They’re loaded,” she said. “Seriously rich, managed through all kinds of law firms and accountants and hidden under enough red tape to choke a senator. They referred to themselves as ‘The Ancients.’ Like I said, it sounded like a club or something.”


“The Ancients.” I sighed. “You’d think they’d pick something a little less done to death.”




“Maybe they had it first,” she said. “I did some more digging and I managed to find several references to the Ancients—and eventually a picture of Mortia.” She dipped a hand into the suit and drew out a slender PDA. It lit up, made a couple of beeps, and then she held up the visor. “Here. See for yourself.”


I put the visor on, and was treated to an infrared display of New York. “Whoa,” I said. “Predator-cam.”


She touched a button on the side of the visor, and it cleared away to a light-enhanced image of the Big Apple, mostly black and white, the colors all oddly muted. I could see the bad toupee on a passing pedestrian thirty-five stories below. Then, an image appeared in front of me, as if on a projection screen—a newspaper clipping.


“It’s from a microfiche archive I found at the University of Oklahoma,” she said. “An article from the Dust Bowl era.”


I read the article. It detailed the disappearance of a number of individuals from a traveling circus that had been passing through Tulsa, including a snake charmer, a lion tamer who was purported to actually wrestle the beasts, and the self-proclaimed world’s greatest equestrian. They had last been seen in the company of a woman who generally matched Mortia’s description. The article included an artist’s rendering of the suspect as described by witnesses. It wasn’t a perfect sketch, but it bore Mortia enough likeness to get the job done. “How did that connect you to the Ancients?”


“The owner of the circus attempted to bring a suit against the company that owned the hotel his people had been in when they disappeared. It was one of the properties owned by the Ancients.” She was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “I also found this. A friend of mine got it out of the archives of the Texas Rangers, early fifties.” Her PDA beeped again, and I saw another image—this time simply a photograph.


I took it for a photograph of a dry creek bed for a second. Then I made out the shapes in the picture. They were dried, desiccated human remains. Nothing was left except for the skin, stretched drum-tight over bones. Dead faces were locked in silent screams. Hair still clung to scalps, but other than their desiccated condition, there was not a mark on the bodies, as if even the animals and insects had refused to touch them.


“Two men, one woman,” Felicia said quietly. “One of the men wore a gold wedding ring with an inscription that matched that of a ring owned by the lion tamer who disappeared from Tulsa.”


I swallowed, staring hard at the wasted remains of what had once been human beings. This was what was waiting for me, if the Ancients had their way. This is what they had been doing to people for thousands, maybe tens of thousands of years.


I took the visor off, and the image of the wasted remains was replaced with Felicia’s worried face. “Is this what they want to do to . . .”—she swallowed—“to us?”


“Looks that way,” I said.


She shook her head. “I got this two days ago, and wanted to get a better look, so I tracked down the contact the Ancients had been using to speak with me, so that I could see him when I called him back with the information. It was an office building in Chicago. Mortia was there with him.” She took a deep breath. “That’s when the client starts asking me some of the same questions Ezekiel did.”


I sat up straight. “What?”


She nodded. “I fed them some false information, and came to warn you, Pete. I told you, these folks were rich. And if Ezekiel can spend enough money to find out who Spider-Man is . . .”


“The Ancients can too,” I breathed. “Mary Jane. If they find out about me, they find out about her.”


“I’m sorry, Peter,” Felicia said. “I didn’t realize how serious it was or I’d have contacted you sooner.”


“You did good,” I said quietly. “Thank you.”


She tried a smile. “You want to get home, I suppose? Make sure they aren’t there?”


“They aren’t,” I said. I focused on my spider sense and peered around. “They’re . . . on the other side of town somewhere.”


She frowned. “How do you know that?”


“Mortia didn’t manage to touch me,” I said. “But I flicked one of my spider tracers into her pocket.”


Felicia blinked at me. Then she said, “Gosh, and here I was going to feel all smug that I’d marked her with an isotope paste I put on the end of my grapple. I can track it from maybe three or four hundred yards out.”




“Great minds,” I said.


“We always did make a pretty good team.”


I grinned at her, beneath the mask. Felicia couldn’t see it, but she’d hear it in my voice. “Yeah. We work well together.”


“What’s the plan?” she asked.


I thought about it for a minute. Then I said, “I’m going to head back to the apartment. I’ll know if the tracer gets within half a mile or so. I’ll get on the net, see what I can find out about these things.”


She nodded. “Let me get in touch with Oliver.”


“Who’s Oliver?”


“He works with me at the company,” she said. “Mostly skip tracing, but he’s a demon for research, too. He’s good. If anyone can find out more about the Ancients, he can.”


I mused. “See what he can get on the Rhino.”


She gave me a skeptical look. “The Rhino?”


“He’s a mercenary,” I said. “Maybe we can find a way to make them default on their payment or something. I’ve got enough on my plate without fighting him, too.”


“Are you kidding?” she teased. “You clean his clock every other week.”


“Not that often,” I said. “I’ve got his number, one-on-one, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t dangerous. If the Ancients had come after me before he went down, instead of after, I’d look like those poor circus folks right now.”


Felicia slipped the visor back on, adjusted its controls, and said, “I’ll see what I can do.” She got out her baton and said, “We can handle this, Pete. Right?”


“Sure,” I said cheerfully. “We’re the good guys.”


I’m fairly sure the Black Cat didn’t believe me.


I’m fairly sure I didn’t, either.




NINE


MARY JANE was in the living room when I came home. She was sitting there with the manual she’d gotten from the DMV, trying to look like she’d been studying. I had seen the lights of the television, though, when I came down the wall from the roof.


She got up from the couch when I came in. She was wearing one of my T-shirts and a pair of my socks. “I saw . . . I was watching it on the news. They said something about the Rhino, but the clips were all of these men throwing things. They were throwing cars at you.”


I went to her and held her, very gently. “Did they get me from my good side?”


She hugged me back very hard. “The cameramen couldn’t even find you. They just kept circling these blurs on slow-motion replay and saying it was you.”


“My grade school pictures are like that too,” I said. “I fidgeted. I was a fidgeter.”


We stood there like that for a long time. Mary Jane shuddered once, then exhaled and leaned against me.


“I don’t like this part,” she said. “The part where I have to worry about people throwing cars at you. Cars, Peter. I must have seen twenty cars crushed up like beer cans.” She let out a half-hysterical little laugh. “How much do you want to bet all three of those bullies have a driver’s license?”


I just held her. “Well. They can throw whatever they want. They aren’t going to hit me, so it doesn’t much matter.”


She finally looked up at me, and her eyes were clear and steady. “Tell me all of it.”




I exhaled slowly, then nodded. I didn’t want to scare her, but Mary Jane had earned the right to know what was happening—and bitter experience has taught me that keeping secrets from the ones close to you is just not a great idea, in the long term.


I got a glass of water, stripped out of my tights, and sat down with my wife on the couch. MJ settled herself under one of my arms and pressed against my side, which I liked enough to make it a little difficult to speak coherently, but I persevered. I’m brave like that. I gave her the whole story, starting with Morlun. She knew me well enough that I got the feeling she understood more than just the words I was saying.


“God, Peter,” she said. “You never told me about that thing.”


“Well. You weren’t here at the time.” We’d been in a rough patch, one we’d since left behind us. “And when you came back, we had enough on our plates already.”


She let out a quiet laugh at the understatement. “I suppose we did.” She spread the fingers of one hand out over my chest. “But Peter. I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you.” She frowned. “No. That’s not exactly right. I needed the space. The time to think.”


“We both did,” I said, nodding.


She looked up at me. “I’m sorry you had to hurt alone.”


“I’m over it,” I said, quietly. “Started getting better when you came back.”


Her eyes searched mine for a long time and then she said, “You aren’t over it. You’re afraid.”


I nodded.


She watched me for a second more. Then she said, a faint smile on her mouth, “But you’re not afraid of them. These Ancients.”


“Oh, believe me. I’m afraid of them. They are not reasonable people.”


She shook her head. “But you’re not afraid of what they might do to you. You’re afraid of what you might have to do to them.”


People rarely expect a beautiful woman to have a brilliant mind. My wife is smarter than almost everyone gives her credit for. She’d just realized something I hadn’t consciously admitted to myself yet.


“They play hardball,” I said. “They’ll kill people without losing a second’s sleep. Even if I can beat them, if they walk away, they’re going to find someone else to eat. Someone else will suffer instead of me.”




She laid one hand over my heart, listening.


“I can’t let that happen,” I said quietly. “I don’t know . . . what other choice I have. I know they can be killed. It might be the only way I can stop them.” I looked up at her. “I’m just not a killer, MJ. And I don’t want to be one.”


“What can I do to help?” she asked quietly.


I shook my head. “Nothing I can think of.”


She sat up and said quietly, her voice growing brittle, “But Felicia. She can help you.”


I sighed. “MJ . . .”


“She’s got all the kung fu and criminal training, after all. Maybe even some actual superpowers, unless she’s just been lying about that all along. Plus she’s got a costume.” She walked away from me, over to the window I’d just come in. “But I’m only your wife. I’m not useful.”


“Hey, hey, hey . . . ,” I said, trying to keep my voice quiet and calm. “Where did this come from? Felicia and I are over. You know that.”


Her shoulders stiffened, as did her voice. “Yes, Peter, I know that.”


“Then what gives?” I asked her. “Why are you being like this?”


She turned around, green eyes hard and fierce and wet. “You are my husband. And I . . .” The tears fell from her eyes and she said, in a very quiet voice, “And I hate it that I can’t be the one to help you.”


She looked small and frail. Lost. Vulnerable. If I hadn’t gone over to her and held her, I think something in my chest would have broken open. She leaned against me again. Her shoulders shook a little, but she didn’t let me see her face when she cried.


“I want to help you,” she said. “Instead, here I am crying on you. For the second time today. God, that ticks me off.”


“What does?”


“Adding to your burden. Being extra weight.”


I kissed her hair. Then I put my hand on her shoulder and lifted her chin with a finger, so that her eyes met mine. “MJ, there’s more to it than costumes. You’ve got to understand that. Maybe you don’t throw punches for me or blast people with cosmic rays, but you do more for me than you know. Having you in my life makes me stronger. Better. Don’t think that you aren’t helping me. Don’t think that you’re a burden. Not for a second.”




She didn’t look convinced. But I hugged her again, and she hugged back, a tacit, temporary agreement to disagree. “So,” she said. “What’s the plan?”


“Research online,” I said. “And I’m going to call some people.”


“For help?”


I hedged. “For information,” I said after a moment. “These three are here because of me. I can’t ask someone else to fight my battles for me. But maybe someone will know something about them. How to beat them some way other than . . .”


“Killing them,” she said.


“Killing them.” I looked at the clock and said, “Okay, tell you what. How about we spend a little while getting you ready for your test, huh?”


She looked up at me, blinking. “Are you kidding?”


“Not even a little,” I said. “MJ, this is just another freak of the week. It isn’t the first time someone’s come gunning for me, and it won’t be the last. If we start calling a halt to life every time some psycho with a bone to pick walks into town, we’ll be spinning our wheels until we retire.”


“I’m going to assume you meant that to sound encouraging,” she told me, arching an eyebrow.


“I’m trying,” I said, nodding. “Look at it like this. Next week, this is going to be over, and I’ll be making wisecracks about it to you while you drop me off at school and tell me how your rehearsal is going. Unless we let the latest set of bozos scare us out of living our life and you don’t get the license and don’t get your part. So. Give me the manual and we’ll get you set for the test. We can even go out to the car and I can coach you a little if you like. You can get to bed early, I’ll stay up and research things for a while—it’ll be fun.”


“Fun,” she said, her tone flat—but there was, at least, a flicker of life in her eyes again, something that might eventually grow into a smile.


“Studying is fun,” I said.


“Once a nerd,” she said, sighing, “always a nerd.”


“You want to skip the written and go to the car instead?”


She folded her arms. “What if I do?”


“Give me a minute, and I’ll go borrow a crash helmet and make sure my life insurance premium is paid up.”


She gave me an arch look.




“Does the car have air bags?” I asked. “Because if it doesn’t, I can web us in nice and safe.”


Mary Jane rolled her eyes heavenward. “Now he gets creative with the webbing.”


* * * 


“THIS is the car you bought?” I asked her. My voice echoed in the parking garage. The acoustics magnified my skepticism.


“I was kind of in a rush,” she said. “And there wasn’t much of a selection.”


“And this is the car you bought?” I asked. “A lime green and rust red Gremlin?”


“Actually,” she said, “it’s just a lime-green Gremlin.”


I leaned closer and flicked a finger at the car’s fender. The rust red paint was, in fact, simply rust.


“I got a really good deal on it,” she said.


“No air bags,” I noted, walking around the car. “Too old for them.”


“It’s also all metal,” she responded. “Being a really heavy car is really the next best thing.”


I snorted. “Well,” I said. “You can obviously drive. After a fashion, anyway. You took the car to the test, right?”


She raked some fingers through her hair. “Well. Yes. Though we stopped at the written. I was going to tell them my husband had driven me to the DMV, then went for coffee.”


“Mistress of deception, huh?”


“Give me a break. I was working under pressure,” she said. “And yes, I can drive. I mean, more or less. I didn’t smash into anything on the way home, anyway. But everyone kept honking at me whenever I even came close. People in cars can be really rude.”


I tried to imagine this scene, and had to keep myself from wincing. “Okay then. Let’s get in and start with signals and right-of-way.”


“Signals?” she asked. “Right-of-way?”


I couldn’t help it. My lips twitched. “I’m not laughing at you,” I said. “I’m laughing with you.”


She gave me a very stern look.




I held up my hands. “All right, all right. I’ll be nice. Get in the car, and we’ll go one step at a time.”


We got in, but she didn’t put her key in the ignition. “You’re a good man, Peter Parker,” she said quietly. “I love you.”


I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.


“You know,” she said. “We never made out in a car when we were teenagers.”


“We didn’t have a car,” I pointed out. “Plus we weren’t dating.”


“All the same,” she said. “I feel cheated.”


She leaned over, pulled my mouth gently to hers, and gave me a kiss that rendered me unable to speak and gave me doubts about my ability to walk.


We got to the driving lesson.


Eventually.




TEN


I clicked the print button and my printer wheezed to life—though at this point, I doubted the dissertation on magical systems of power that it was currently reproducing would be helpful except maybe in an analytical retrospective, long after the fact. I muttered under my breath, and tried the next batch of Web sites, looking for more information, as I had been since Mary Jane went to bed.


There was a sudden, heavenly aroma, and I looked down to find a cup of hot coffee sitting next to my keyboard.


“Morning,” Mary Jane said, leaning over to kiss my head. “I thought you weren’t going to stay up all night.”


“Marry me,” I said, and picked up the coffee.


She was wearing my T-shirt, and I could not, offhand, think of anyone who made it look better. “We’ll see,” she said playfully. “I’m baking cookies for Mister Liebowitz down the hall for his birthday, so I might get a better offer.”


“I always knew you’d leave me for an older man.” I sipped the coffee and sighed. Then I glowered at the stack of useless information by the printer.


“How’d it go?” she asked.


I made a growling sound and sipped more coffee.


“Peter,” she said, “I know that in your head, you just said something that conveyed actual information. But when it got to your mouth, it grew fur, beat its chest, and started howling at the moon.”


“That’s right,” I said, as if reminded. “You’re a girl.”


That got me a rather sly look over the shoulder. Doubtless, it was the fresh, steaming coffee that made my face feel warm.


“I take it your research didn’t go well?” she said, walking into the kitchen.




“It’s this magical crap,” I said, waving a hand at the computer. I got up from my chair, grabbed my coffee, and followed her. “It’s such hogwash.”


“Oh?”


“Yes. It’s like we’re reverting to the Dark Ages here. Which you’re not actually supposed to say anymore, because it’s not like it was a global dark age, and to talk about it like the whole world was in a dark age is Eurocentrically biased.” I sat at the kitchen table. “And that’s pretty much what I learned.”


“You’re kidding,” she said.


“No. Eurocentrically biased. It’s actually a phrase.”


“You’re funny.” She opened the refrigerator door. “Seriously, nothing useful? Not even in the Wikipedia?”


“Zip. I mean, there’s all kinds of magical creatures on the net, God knows. But how do you tell the difference between something that’s pure make-believe, something that’s been mistakenly identified as something magical, something that’s part of somebody’s religious mythos which may or may not have a basis in life, and something that’s real?” I shook my head. “The only thing I found that was even close to these Ancients turned out to be an excerpt from a Dungeons and Dragons manual. Though I did run across a couple of things that led me to some interesting thoughts.”


Mary Jane continued on, making breakfast and listening. I wasn’t sure how she did that. Heck, I had to turn off the television or radio to be able to focus on a phone call. “Like what?” she asked.


“Well. These Ancients might have superpowers and such, but they still have the same demands as any other predator. They have to eat, right? And they’re thousands and thousands of years old.”


She nodded, then frowned. “But I thought that the super-powered types only started showing up kind of recently. I mean, fighting Nazis in World War Two, that kind of thing.”


I shrugged. “Maybe. But maybe not, too. I mean, most of the super-powered folks who have shown up are mutants. I’ve heard some theories that it was nuclear weapons testing that triggered an explosion—”


“So to speak,” Mary Jane injected.


“—in the mutant population, but that doesn’t make much sense to me. I mean, the planet gets more solar radiation in a day than every nuke that’s ever gone off. It doesn’t make sense that a fractional increase due to nuclear weapons tests would trigger the emergence of superpowers.”


“Worked for the Hulk,” she pointed out.


“Special case,” I said. “But I think that maybe what we’re seeing— the rise in the mutant population—might be as much about the total population rising as it is about a sudden evolutionary change. We’ve got about six billion people on the planet right now. Two thousand years ago, the estimate is that there might have been three hundred million. If the occurrence of powered mutants is just a matter of genetic mathematics, maybe it just seems like there’s a lot more mutants running around these days. I mean, they do tend to be kind of eye-catching.”


She was making omelets. She assembled them as quickly and precisely as if her hands were being run by someone else’s head while she carried on the conversation with me. “And you think that explains how these things ate before? By feeding on the occasional mutant with some kind of totemistic power?”


“Potentially,” I said. “Even a reduced population might be able to sustain the Ancients. They only eat once in a while, sort of like a boa constrictor. Felicia thinks the last time Mortia ate was in the forties. Morlun told me that feeding on me would fill him up for a century or more.”


“Tastes great,” Mary Jane said. “More filling. I agree.”


I coughed. “Thank you,” I said. “But, ahem, getting our minds out of the gutter, think about it for a minute. How would people have described someone with, say, Wolverine’s gifts, back when? He’d have been called a werewolf or a demon or something. Charles Xavier would have been considered a sorcerer or a wizard of some kind. Colossus would have been thought to be some kind of gargoyle or maybe a fairy tale earth-creature, like a troll.”


She lifted her eyebrows. “So, you’re saying that maybe a lot of folklore and mythology might be based on the emergence of mutants, back when. Like if . . . say, Paul Bunyan was actually a mutant who could turn into a giant.”


See what I mean about brains? My girl ain’t slow. “Exactly. Ezekiel told me that the African spider-god Anansi was originally a tribesman who had acquired spiderlike powers. Sort of the original Spider-Man. That he got himself involved with gods and was elevated to godhood.”




“Actual gods?” Mary Jane asked, her tone skeptical.


“Hey,” I said. “I ate hot dogs with Loki a few months ago. And I saw Thor flying down Wall Street last week.”


She laughed. “Good point. You aiming for a promotion?”


“Not if I can help it,” I said. “But think about it. Say, for example, something really odd happened and I joined up with the Avengers. All of a sudden, I’m running around with a new crowd, gone from home a lot, hanging around with Thor, all that kind of thing. If it was two thousand years ago, it sure would look like I’d been accepted by beings with incredible powers, whisked off to their world and welcomed into their ranks.”


She nodded. Then asked me, “Would that be so odd? For you to join a team like that?”


“Captain America doesn’t think I’d be a team player,” I told her. “We’ve talked about it in the past. And there was that whole thing where I wanted to join the Fantastic Four, but when they found out I was looking for a salary they got all skeptical about me.”


“You thought the FF paid?” Mary Jane asked.


“I was about sixteen,” I said. “I thought a lot of stupid things.”


She smiled, shook her head, and started dishing up the omelets. “Eat up, Mister Parker. Get some food in you.”


I took the plate from her and set it on the table. “Anyway. I didn’t make a sterling first impression on the superhero community. And I’ve had all that bad press, courtesy of the Bugle. So there’s always been a little distance between me and Cap and most of the other team players.”


“It just seems . . .” She paused, toying with her fork. “You know. If you were part of a team, it might be safer.”


“It might,” I said. “But on the other hand, the Avengers are pretty upscale when it comes to villainy. They take on alien empires, aggressive nations, super-dimensional evil entities, that kind of thing. I mostly do muggers. Guys robbing a grocery. Car thieves. You know—here, New York, with real people. There’s no friendly neighborhood Thunder God.”


“Did you call them up, at least?” she asked.


“Answering service,” I said. “Who knows where they are this week. I left a message on their bulletin board system, but I don’t know if they’ll get in touch anytime soon since, you know. They mostly don’t know who I am.” I paused. “The secret identity thing probably hasn’t helped endear me to my fellow good guys, thinking about it.”


“What about Reed Richards?” she asked.


“Called Mister Fantastic’s lab at six A.M.,” I said. “He’d been there for an hour already. He said he’d see what he could find out, but he didn’t sound optimistic. And he has to take Franklin to the dentist later. He said he’d get word to me by this afternoon, but . . .”


“But he’s a scientist,” she said. “Like you. He doesn’t like the whole magic thing, either.”


“It isn’t that he doesn’t like it. It’s that he likes things to make sense. Science makes sense. Some of it can be pretty complex, but it makes sense if you know what you’re dealing with. It’s solid, reliable.”


“Predictable?”


“Well,” I said. “Yes.”


“You don’t like things you can’t predict,” Mary Jane said. “Things you can’t control. You don’t know the magical stuff, and it doesn’t seem to lend itself to being predicted or controlled—so you don’t like it.”


“So now I’m a control freak?” I asked.


She looked at me for a second. Then she said, “Peter. You’ve spent your entire adult life fighting crime, protecting people from bad guys of every description and otherwise putting yourself in danger for someone else’s sake—while wearing brightly colored tights with a big black spider on the chest. I think it’s safe to say you have issues.”


“With great power . . . ,” I began.


She held up a hand and said, “I agree, God knows. But an abstract principle isn’t why you do it. You do it because of what a robber did to Uncle Ben. You could have controlled that if you were there, but you weren’t and you didn’t. So now you’ve got to control every bad guy you possibly can. Be there for everyone you possibly can. That’s control freaky. Constructively so.”


I frowned down at my eggs. “I haven’t really thought of it that way before.”


“That’s right,” she said, deadpan. “You’re a man.”


I glanced up at her and smiled. “I’m glad you remembered.”


She blushed a little. She does it much more prettily than I do. MJ leaned across our little table and kissed my nose. “Eat your breakfast, tiger.”




The door to our little apartment opened, and Felicia stepped in, dressed in a dark gray business suit-skirt that showed an intriguing amount of leg. She wore horn-rimmed glasses and had her silver blonde hair pulled back into a bun. “Pete, we’re screwed. Hi, MJ.”


I was still in my shorts, and MJ hadn’t gotten dressed yet, either. I sat there with a bite of omelet halfway to my mouth. “Oh. Uh, Felicia, hey.”


Mary Jane gave Felicia a glance and murmured to me, “Was the door unlocked?”


“No.” I sighed.


Felicia closed the door behind her and peered out the peephole. “Sorry. I didn’t want to stand around in your hallway and get spotted.” She looked back at us and gave me an appreciative glance. “Well, hello there.”


Mary Jane gave Felicia the very calm look that comes to people’s faces only seconds before they load a deer rifle and go looking for a bell tower. She stood up, and I stood up with her, taking her arm firmly. “Uh, Felicia, give us a second to get dressed, okay?”


“You bet,” Felicia said. She tilted her head, sniffing. “Mmmm. That omelet smells good. Are you guys going to eat that?”


“Why don’t you have mine,” Mary Jane said sweetly.


“Come on,” I said, and walked Mary Jane out of the room. We got into the bedroom and shut the door.


“Are you sure she isn’t evil anymore?” Mary Jane asked.


“Felicia wasn’t ever really evil. Just . . . evil-tolerant. And really, really indifferent to property rights.”


Mary Jane scowled. “But if she was evil,” she said, “you could beat her up and leave her hanging upside down from a streetlight outside the police station. And I would like that.”


I tried hard not to laugh and kissed her cheek, then put the uniform on under a gray sweat suit and stuffed my mask into a pocket. Mary Jane went with jeans and a T-shirt, in which she looked genuine and gorgeous.


“She’s not that bad,” I said as we dressed. “You know that.”


“Maybe,” she admitted.


“I think maybe you’re having a bad day,” I said. “I think that she’s mostly a convenient target.”


“Of course you’d say that,” she snapped. Then she forced herself to stop, the harshness in her voice easing, barely. “Because you’re insightful and sensitive. And because you’re probably right.”


“Yeah,” I said. “That’s hardly fair to you.”


She lifted her hand in a gesture of appeasement. “Peter, I do my best to be rational and reasonable about everything I can. But I think maybe I’m running low on rationality where Felicia is concerned.”


“Why?” I asked.


“Because she gets to help you when I can’t,” Mary Jane said. “Because you used to date her. Because she doesn’t respect such banal conventions as marriage and probably wouldn’t hesitate to rip off her clothes and make eyes at you, given half an excuse.”


“MJ. She wouldn’t do that.”


“Oh? Then why is she dressed like some kind of corporate prostitute?”


I sat down next to my wife, put my hands on her shoulders, and said, “She wouldn’t do that. And it wouldn’t matter if she did. I’m with you, Red.”


“I know,” she said, frustrated. “I know. It’s just . . .”


“It’s a tough time, and between the two of us there isn’t enough sanity to cover everything.”


She sighed. “Exactly.”


“No sweat. I’ve got it covered,” I said. “I’ll take care of business, release the pressure, Felicia will probably go back to her glamorous life in private security, and everything will be like it usually is—which is good.”


She covered one of my hands with hers and said, “It is pretty good, isn’t it.”


“I always thought so.”


She took a deep breath and nodded. “All right. I’ll . . . somehow avoid clawing her eyes out. I can’t promise you anything more than that.”


“I’ll take it,” I said. I kissed her again, and we went back into the living room.


Felicia hadn’t eaten anyone’s omelet. She was, however, giving the fridge an enthusiastic rummaging, setting things haphazardly on the counter by the sink as she did.


Mary Jane paused, and her cheek twitched a couple of times. Then she took a deep breath, clenched her hands into fists, and sat down at the table without launching even a verbal assault. She began eating her omelet in small, precise bites while Felicia continued foraging in the refrigerator.


Felicia eventually decided on the leftover pizza and popped it in the microwave while I sat back down.


“All right,” I said to Felicia. “What did you find out about Gothy McGoth and her brothers?”


“That we’re in trouble.”


“Gosh. Really.”


She stuck out her tongue at me. “Mortia is connected, and in a major way. She controls at least half a dozen corporations, two of them Fortune 500 companies. She’s visited the White House twice in the last five years and has more money than Oprah—none of which can be found in documented record or proved in a court of law.”


I frowned. “How’d you find out, then?”


“Let’s just say that I know some very intelligent and socially awkward men with a certain facility for the electronic transfer of information.” She checked the pizza with her fingers, licked a blob of tomato sauce from them, and sent it for another spin cycle in the microwave. “The point is that these people have money, employees, and enormous resources. And bad things can happen to people who start sniffing around. Several investigators looking into their business turned up dead in really smooth professional hits. They looked like accidents.”


“How do you know they were murders, then?”


“Because the Foreigner said so.”


Mary Jane frowned at me. “The Foreigner?”


“Professional assassin,” I said quietly. “He killed Ned Leeds. Hired a mutant named Sabretooth to kill Felicia.”


Felicia smiled, and it made her eyes twinkle. “He can cook—oh my goodness! And his wine cellar is to die for.”


Mary Jane blinked. “You dated him? Before or after he tried to kill you?”


“After, of course,” Felicia said with a wicked little smile. “It made things . . . very interesting.”


Mary Jane’s fork clicked a bit loudly on her plate for a moment as she cut the omelet into smaller pieces with its edge.


“I’m out of the business,” Felicia said, “but we keep in touch. I went skiing with him in South Africa last summer. Even the Foreigner’s information on Mortia was very sketchy, but it gave me places to start looking.” She took a bite of pizza. “And our best move is to blow town.”


“What?” I asked.


“I picked up four plane tickets for London, and from there we can cover our tracks and get elsewhere. I can have new identities set up within the day.”


Mary Jane blinked at Felicia and then at me.


I finished my omelet’s last bite, swallowed, and set my fork down. “Four?”


“You, me, Aunt May, and MJ,” Felicia said. “We have to get all of you out together.”


“Why do you say that?”


“This is a no-win, Peter,” Felicia said, her tone growing serious. “Without more knowledge, you can’t take those three on. And if we start nosing around to get that knowledge, one of their managers is going to notice it and correct the problem.”


“And hit men are supposed to be scarier to me than the Ancients?” I asked.


She finished the first piece of pizza with a grimace. “I guess you cooked, eh?”


“Stop trying to dodge the question,” I said.


She looked down for a moment, her expression uncertain. Then she glanced at Mary Jane. “The Ancients are rich. One person has already found out about Peter’s alter ego by spending a lot of money and using his brain. If they’re willing to expend the money and manpower, it’s only a matter of time before the Ancients know, too.” Then she glanced at me. “And then you won’t be the only one in danger.”


My stomach felt cold and quivery, and my eyes went to Mary Jane.


Her eyes were wide with fear, too. “Aunt May,” she said quietly.


Aunt May was out of town at the moment. Her friend Anna had won two tickets on an Alaskan cruise liner in a contest on the radio, and they were off doing cruise-liner things for the next few days. The brochure had said something about glaciers and whales.


It occurred to me that there really wouldn’t be anywhere for Aunt May to run or anyplace to hide, trapped out on a ship like that.


“The people they send won’t be obsessive, melodramatic maniacs like your usual crowd, Pete,” Felicia continued, her voice calm and very serious. “They’ll use strangers, cold men, with years of skill, patience, and no interest whatsoever in anything but concluding their business and taking their money to the bank. They’ll find you, stalk you, and kill you, and it won’t mean any more to them than balancing their checkbook.”
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