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Spider-Man is swinging through the streets of New York City, grinning under his mask. It’s a new year, and he has to admit, he’s feeling fine. The teeth-chattering cold weather isn’t even bothering him because over his suit he’s got on a matching woolen scarf and winter hat courtesy of his girlfriend, Mary Jane Watson. She presented them to him over the holidays.

“You know, for your night job,” she said, and grinned prettily when she handed over the box.

He flies forward, up past the Empire State Building, fist tight around a web-line. The skyscraper is still lit up red and green despite the fact that it’s been the new year for a few days already. He should know, considering he rang it in right on top of that building with MJ by his side. As he thinks back to it, Spidey can almost feel the reverberations of the fireworks.

It was viciously cold while they were sitting there, just the two of them. But they’d brought extra blankets and very thick winter coats; MJ had even managed to bring up two thermoses of hot chocolate. Peter had his mask off, and the green-blue-and-yellow hat was doing a great job of keeping his ears warm. MJ was flush against his side, and her head was tilted down and leaning on his shoulder while they both looked out at the fireworks going off over Times Square. They were only minutes into the new year, and Peter was glad that he was spending it here. He hoped it was a good sign for the year to come, if you believed in that sort of thing. Which he would, if it meant his year would have way more MJ time. He turned to look at her; she was still facing the fireworks, and her face glowed in the bright, tiered lighting around them. Her eyes were actually sparkling. Peter had to stop himself from pinching his own hand to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

“We have to do this every year, you realize.” MJ’s voice had a laugh in it. “Nothing else is going to compare to this view, sorry to say, Spider-Man.”

Peter grinned and put his arm around her.

“Mary Jane Watson, I promise you that we will come back here to watch the fireworks for as long as we both shall live.”

Suddenly, a tingling at the base of his skull breaks through the memories, and Spidey swings to a stop, settling into a crouch atop a deli sign. His spider-sense vibrates at a dull frequency and then goes silent. He looks down at the sidewalk below him. There’s nothing that he can see; it’s a quiet side street. Someone’s walking toward the intersection at the end of the block, and all the windows are dark. A movement across the way catches his eye, though. It was too quick to see, but it looked like someone was there and then they weren’t. He drops to the ground to cross the street. There’s an ATM with its screen bright blue outside of a darkened storefront. There’s an error message on the screen that says NO CASH HERE in big block letters. He sees a few bills dropping from the cash dispenser, floating softly down to the concrete below. His lenses narrow as he takes it in. There’s a thick metal chain circling the machine, presumably so no one can run out with it while the owners are away. But he can’t see anything else. Spidey steps closer and sees it—There!

A small, filled-in black circle sits on the side of the machine. He groans, a warm puff of air coming out through his mask as a tiny cloud in the cold. The circle is exactly the same as the others, about four or five inches in diameter and solid black. But with some kind of paint he’s never seen before. It looks like it’s part of the plastic encasing the ATM, not like someone drew it there. He takes out his phone and texts MJ.
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Three dots pop up. Spidey thinks that she must have been waiting for him to check in and can’t help the smile breaking out across his face. It was nice to have a partner in crime. Well, not crime. Vigilantism? That does not roll off the tongue. . . .

Then her reply pops up.
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He takes a picture and sends it her way. She replies quickly again, telling him she’ll add it to their folder. She sends one more follow-up.
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Spider-Man stops to look at the ATM again. It’s so strange. His gut is telling him there’s something going on, but none of the clues add up to anything. There have been some minor stories in the paper about a slew of ATM robberies, but so far no one has been able to figure out who might be responsible. There’s a loud honking down the street, and Spidey starts. He looks around one more time and finally interlocks his hands behind his neck and sighs in frustration. That’s that. My spider-sense is quiet; there are no discernible clues around. I must have just missed the guy. His phone lights up with another text, and it’s MJ asking him when he’s going to be heading back home. He types out Now! and hits send.

He kneels down to pick up the leftover cash and shoves it under the locked door of the store before turning around to shoot a web at a fire escape a few stories up and launch himself into the air in the direction of Forest Hills.
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MJ is sitting in her room with her desk lamp on. It’s very late. She’s in her coziest robe and pajamas and might be struggling to keep her eyes open. How does Peter stay up so late all the time and not collapse in the middle of the day? she thinks. He should be back soon based on when he replied to her. She brings up the photo he sent on her phone and takes two fingers to the screen, pinching out to zoom into it, hunting for any clues she might have missed the first five times she did it. But there’s nothing—just a regular old ATM with that same strange circle graffiti.

Maybe it’s a calling card. . . .

An alert pops up on her phone reminding her about her required reading, but MJ just makes an irritated sound and swipes it away. She stares intently at the image again before finally shaking her head, frustrated. There has to be another connection. No one is this good. Her visit to the hardware store was a complete bust—the clerk just called her “little lady” and laughed at her questions. MJ is still furious about it. There’s a tap at her window, interrupting her thoughts. She jumps up to open it, and there’s Peter grinning at her, sticking to the side of her house. Am I ever going to get used to this? she wonders. He’s taken the time to change out of his suit and into a warm sweater and thick sweatpants, but he’s kept on her gifts to him, the scarf wound tight around his neck and the hat pulled low over his ears. She steps back, and a rush of cold air follows him into her room. She shivers and shuts the window before any more can get in. Then she turns and flings her arms around him, and he’s hugging her back.

“Hi,” she says.

“Hi,” he replies.

MJ takes a step back and sits down on her bed while Peter takes his place on a beanbag near the bedroom door. They’ve been doing this for weeks now, all through winter break, and it’s become a habit at this point.

“So, this ATM guy is really annoying,” MJ says.

Peter laughs, and MJ bristles. He puts his hands up placatingly. “I’m just glad I am not doing this alone. I would have been driving myself up the wall trying to figure it out,” he says. “I know we’ll get there, though. You’re really good at the investigative part. I’m just the muscle,” he jokes, flexing an arm.

MJ throws a pillow at him, and even though she knows he could have dodged easily, he lets it hit him before taking it and resting it behind his head. “Peter, you better not be coasting just because I’m here to help!”

“I’m not, I’m not! I just know we’ll get there. I have faith in us.” And he says it with such certainty that it makes MJ feel warm all over. She decides to change the subject before he notices her blushing.

“Anyway,” she says, looking at the wall to compose herself, “can you believe school starts the day after tomorrow? I haven’t even touched the reading we were supposed to do over break.” Her head twists back at Peter as he lets out a monster of a groan.

“Don’t remind me. I am not ready to start getting up so early again. And I haven’t even thought about the reading.” He rubs a hand over his face, like he can already feel how tired he’s going to be on the first day back in classes. “I’m glad we have that group study with Dr. Shah to work on our project first thing, though. The rest of my schedule is rough.” He slides the hand down his face. “I can’t believe we only have the one class together.”

“Sorry,” MJ says apologetically. “I had to work my schedule around my internship with Councilman Torres. But,” she adds with a sly smile, “at least classes will be a lot easier without a weird alien thing taking over our entire lives?”

“Speaking of which, any luck on finding that last cell phone? I did some digging on my end, but you’re . . . definitely better at this part,” Peter says, voice hopeful.

MJ bites back a sigh, thinking of their experience with the arc lamp, the alien meteor, and Sandman a few months ago. Part of figuring out how the alien matter had worked had been on her—she’d realized it was somehow living in the phones of anyone who connected to the Wi-Fi at the Museum of the Moving Image the day she’d been there. That had been why she’d been so furious and couldn’t get a handle on her anger. There were still three phones unaccounted for by the time Peter had fought Sandman and the strange alien at the New York Hall of Science and successfully destroyed the arc lamp. Together, they’ve managed to find two of the phones . . . but the third is still missing. She shakes her head, and Peter’s shoulders fall just the smallest bit.

“It’s been months, though!” MJ is quick to add. “We would have heard something by now. Right?”

“You’re probably right,” Peter agrees.

“We can keep looking, but I think we’ve done everything we can do,” MJ continues. “Honestly, at this point, if anyone even says the words ‘arc’ or ‘lamp,’ I’m immediately convincing my parents to go on a no-technology-allowed-vacation.” She’s trying to lighten the mood and feels good when Peter lets out a bark of laughter. She’s glad they can laugh about it now. Turns out taking down a secret alien, using an actual criminal, is pretty emotionally—and physically—exhausting. Especially when it involves a lot of research and Peter having to fight both Sandman and the mysterious alien thing at the New York Hall of Science without anyone finding out. Not to mention the fact that it has taken her weeks to get comfortable around her phone again without being worried about the thing controlling her emotions! She side-eyes the device sitting on her desk and edges away from it. Mostly comfortable, she thinks.

Peter’s laugh is loud, and he slaps a hand over his mouth, eyes shifting toward MJ’s bedroom door. She shakes her head at him but stands up to walk to the door just in case. She opens it and peeks outside, and the hallway is still dark and quiet. The other bedroom doors don’t show any light underneath, and she knows they’re safe.

She turns back to Peter and agrees. “Just what I thought. My mom and aunt are dead asleep. Nothing ever wakes them up. One time the fire alarm malfunctioned and went off, and I still had to go wake them up.”

Peter nods and grins, reaching up to grab her hand. “Sounds good to me,” he says, pulling her down to join him.

She falls, laughing softly, and they spend a few seconds as a tangle of limbs before situating themselves next to each other, with Peter’s arm tight around her shoulders. MJ pulls her phone out again and brings up the photo so they can look at it together.

“I can’t believe we can’t figure this out after five different times spotting this thing.” She frowns, pinching and zooming again.

Peter narrows his eyes at her screen. “Wait, zoom in a little more.” She does, and he points at a small line next to the black dot. “Is that anything?”

She brings the phone close enough that her nose is nearly touching the screen. “No. I think that’s just someone leaving a scratch on the machine with a key or something. Sorry, Pete.” She feels him shrug, and she settles back into the seat.

“It was a long shot; I think I’m just trying to reach for stuff at this point.”

“We’ll figure it out,” she says, echoing his earlier sentiments. “It’s what we do.”
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There is something . . .

    Home is near us; we can feel it.

Home is near us.

        But we’re too weak. Too weak to find it. Too weak to battle . . .

  SPIDER-MAN.

THIS IS SPIDER-MAN’S FAULT. BUT WE ARE TOO WEAK.

    Remove him, remove him. We will remove him.

Find another problem. He will not see us.
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“Hey, Pete, how was break?” Randy Robertson’s voice hits Peter’s ears just as he steps into Dr. Shah’s mostly empty classroom. It’s the first Monday back in school after winter break, and the morning has already been a rough one for Peter. It wasn’t that he was surprised that he missed the bus, but he was a little put off that the universe had decided to add insult to injury by having a bird poop on his shoulder. He went home to change and then had to swing through the icy air to make it to school on time. He usually doesn’t mind a quick web through Queens and into the city. . . . It is just so cold outside!

“Hey, Randy, I can’t complain,” Peter jokes, walking toward his desk. Randy tucks a loc behind one ear and gives him a bright, welcoming grin. Peter’s glad to see his friend again. “You?” he asks, dropping into the seat next to Randy’s.

Their other groupmates—MJ and Maia Levy—have their heads bowed next to each other in the seats ahead of them, but MJ cuts a quick glance at Peter and smiles, reaching a hand back to grasp his. Maia waves at him but continues whatever she’s saying to MJ. Peter returns the wave, shooting MJ a soft grin back. MJ and Maia became fast friends after Peter and MJ ran into Maia at a protest a few months earlier, and they realized that even though it didn’t seem like it on the surface, they both had a ton of stuff in common. His cheeks warm remembering the day. It was his and MJ’s first date and had been almost perfect . . . if it wasn’t for some C-list panda-themed villain showing up and ruining everything. . . . Peter clears his thoughts before tuning back in to what Randy is saying.

“Mine was great. We went to California to visit family—”

“Oh, yeah, your dad mentioned that was happening.” Peter works with, well, really for Randy’s dad, Robbie Robertson, at the Bugle as a student intern. Randy nods, unsurprised at Peter’s interjection.

“He was as into it as I was. Because the Robertson men were thrilled at how awesome it was not having to wear forty-seven layers on Christmas Day.” Randy pulls at his sweater to emphasize how irritated he is, accidentally snagging a loose thread, which ends up looped around his finger.

“Tell me about it.” Peter laughs, thinking of how insulating his suit is under the long-sleeved T-shirt and sweatshirt he’s got on. He’d left his parka on while he swung to school, even though he knows it makes his legs look like toothpicks and that someone is going to make fun of him on the internet. Worth it. He looks back at the empty teacher’s desk behind them. “Where’s Dr. Shah?” he asks, wondering if he’s already missed his chance to at least pretend to be on time.

“No idea,” Randy says, looking down at the small hole he’s created in his sweater and frowning. “I was the first one here, and he hasn’t been in, as far as I know. I mean, I guess it doesn’t really matter since we’re his only students, right?”

“I guess,” Peter says. The four of them are supposed to use Dr. Shah’s class this semester to get their OSMAKER project ready for the competition in October. They are going to be representing Midtown High in the Oscorp-backed competition, and Peter still can’t quite believe Dr. Shah actually chose their team to represent the school. But he said he loved their idea of combining activism and tech in a social platform designed to connect activists involved with similar causes. Peter just really hopes they can deliver. If they can win, it could mean a full ride to college—his internship at the Bugle might pay him money, but it doesn’t pay him college-tuition money.

“If he wants to sleep in, I get it.” Randy’s teeth show when he smiles, bright white against his dark skin. Then his expression shifts into one of excitement. “Oh, actually, while I was in Cali, my dad got me a meeting with a Dr. Camacho—he’s a professor of social justice at CU. I got to ask him those questions we wrote out before break, and once I type my notes, I’ll send them around to everyone.”

“Awesome,” Maia said as she and MJ look back to join their conversation. “Peter, you were going to talk to someone, too?” she asks, pushing her dark hair back from her face. Maia was new to the school last semester, but MJ had shared over break that it felt like Maia was a permanent part of their budding friend group.

Peter nods. “Yeah, there were some climate activists getting interviewed by the Bugle, so I got to tag along and they answered some questions. And,” he adds, feeling accomplished, “one of them gave me their email and said we could ask them things whenever we wanted. They loved our idea for the activism-connection app!”

“That’s great, Peter!” Maia says. “I was watching an interview with Norman Osborn the other day, and he said Oscorp was really focusing on growing their mobile userbase this year . . . so I think the fact that this is an app could really give us an edge. You know, this might actually be fun,” she says, but there’s laughter in it and Peter knows she’s kidding.

“Whatever,” MJ says, “you’re the most excited out of all of us because you are a nerd for this stuff.”

“Takes one to know one,” Maia shoots back, and now the laughter is out loud. MJ and Maia fist-bump.

“You guys both went to, like, ten different meetings over break—and you loved it,” Peter says. He’s glad Maia and MJ get along so well, but he is definitely out of his depth with some of the minutiae of how the local government works. “Did you hear of anything good that we could ground the program in? Like, what our sample cause could be?” he asks, mostly for Randy’s benefit, since he and MJ have already discussed it.

“Yeah!” MJ says. “I showed you the site the other day, for some local greenery groups?”

Maia pulls her tablet out and types in the address. The screen loads a surprisingly professional-looking homepage, the words Go! Go! Gardens! spread across the top.

“So they . . . build gardens?” Randy asks. “Just . . . anywhere?”

“Specifically, in empty lots,” MJ says. “So, lots the city just hasn’t dealt with, or some evil landlord is hoarding to try and artificially hike rent in the area somehow—I didn’t totally get it, just enough to know it’s wrong.” Maia drags her finger along the screen and pulls the bottom of the page up. There’s a link that says Get involved! at the tail end.

“That is what my manager, Kayla, at the Bugle would call ‘below the fold.’” Peter lifts his hands and makes air-quotes. “Like, it’s less important than the stuff at the top, but it feels like it should be more important?” he asks, waiting for his friends to agree.

“You’re not wrong. I’m terrible at this stuff, and even I know no one’s getting through all those paragraphs to click the volunteer button at the bottom,” Randy says, frowning.

“We thought the same thing,” MJ says. “So we pitched them on our program, and they’re down for us to include them in it and use it as a sample!” She and Maia slap a high five. “We’re gonna kill this OSMAKER thing. The other teams better watch out.”

“That’s good to hear.” Dr. Shah has finally arrived, walking in and setting his backpack on the ground next to his desk. He sounds strange to Peter’s ears. His voice is flat, and the energy he usually brings to the classroom just isn’t present—his shirt is rumpled, and Peter can see dark stubble on Dr. Shah’s chin, dotting its way up to his bushy mustache. It’s strange: his teacher is usually fastidious in his appearance. But now he just looks tired. “Let me know if you need any help, but otherwise I’ll leave you on your own.” With that, he turns to the ancient computer on his desk and starts typing at the keyboard.

Maia’s face is twisted up, and even Randy looks discomfited by their teacher’s mood. Peter frowns. He didn’t even ask about our break. Peter catches MJ’s eye, and she nods, like she can tell what he’s thinking. Even with the weirdness Dr. Shah has brought into the classroom, Peter can’t help but feel a quick burst of joy at that.

“I guess . . . we’ll just keep going?” Randy asks. Maia and MJ both nod in agreement.

“Yeah,” MJ says, shooting Dr. Shah a quick side-eye. “It looks like we have a ton of notes to go through—here are the packets Maia and I pulled together.”
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Spider-Man fidgets a little to get comfortable. He’s sitting on the parapet of an old building on the Lower East Side, looking down at the sidewalk below and eating a quick snack. His mask is pulled halfway up his face, leaving his mouth free to inhale a couple of churros the churro lady gave him. Apparently, he’d stopped a mugging for her a few months ago. He grins. The Bugle may not like him, but New Yorkers did.

“Hey, spider-jerk! Get off my roof!!!” Okay, maybe not all New Yorkers . . . The shout comes from two or three floors below him, and a head pokes out from a window. Spidey leans forward to try and see who it is, but they’re hard to make out through the grates of the fire escape. “I said leave!”

“Okay, okay!” Spidey calls down, though he’s shoved the remaining churro in his mouth, so it might be too full for the guy to understand him. He swallows and immediately regrets not grabbing a water bottle when the food gets stuck somewhere between his throat and his stomach. He makes a fist and bangs it against his chest. “Any chance I could get a glass of water?” he calls down. Can’t hurt to ask.

“If I had a hose, I’d give you a glass of water all right! I read J. Jonah Jameson. I know what you’re like!” the man yells back, and Spidey groans. Someone must be a fan of Jameson’s latest editorial in the Bugle: “SPIDER-MAN: WEB-HEAD DESECRATES LADY LIBERTY!” It was a single string of webbing on the torch, and it dissolved within an hour! Unfortunately, J. Jonah Jameson runs the Bugle and can write whatever he wants. Or at least, that’s how it feels to Spidey. It sometimes makes things awkward when he is pretending to be normal intern Peter Parker at the newspaper headquarters. Suddenly, a sound on the grate just below him gets his attention.

“Jeez, sorry, I’m leaving!” he says, pulling his mask down over his face. He throws out his hands and presses both sets of his middle two fingers against his palms. Webs shoot out, and he grips them tight, swinging . . . right across the street to sit on the building opposite. He settles himself down and finally sees the older white man who had been screaming at him. He gives him a quick nod and a salute. The man actually sputters. Spidey’s not sure he’s seen literal sputtering before. He lets out a quiet laugh and then pulls out his phone to send off a quick, snarky tweet.
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He laughs to himself again and hits send, even though he doesn’t have high hopes for this one going viral or anything. No one seems to like his jokes as much as he does. Maybe he should find Pun-Twitter. He makes a mental note to ask MJ if there is a Pun-Twitter. He’s about to close the app and shove the phone back in his suit when he sees a notification pop up for a direct message. Maybe someone really dug that joke, after all!

Spidey opens up the messages and sees a note from a user just named USERRRR021985342. There’s no profile picture, either. He and MJ had a long talk about anonymous accounts and how to do some digging to see how real it is. Before reading the message, he clicks through to see what this account’s page looks like. It leads to more red flags. There’s no bio to speak of, and the account was created today! Under his mask, Spidey bites his lip. He drags his thumb along the screen and swipes back to the message. As he reads it, his lenses go wide.
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What in the . . .

Spidey takes a screenshot and texts the image to MJ. The speech bubble pops up immediately.
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“Who’d want to trap me?” Spidey says to himself. Then he shakes his head. “Wait, it’s like Aunt May always says, don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.” Spidey thwips out a web and starts swinging his way west, past the tourists shopping and over Broadway. The bank is still open when he flips onto an adjacent rooftop, so he settles down to keep watch.
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Hours later, Spidey has to admit it. It’s possible that I’ve been had, he thinks. MJ called him earlier to say she couldn’t find anything on the anonymous user who’d sent the bogus tip. It looked like they’d set up the account using a public computer, or maybe something that would bounce their IP around; she wasn’t sure.

“I’m going to start watching YouTube videos on how to crack hackers,” she said, joking, but Spidey could hear a note of truth in it.

“MJ, you don’t have to become a digital detective or anything,” he replied. “I appreciate the thought, but we’ll figure this out in a way that doesn’t eat into the other eight million things we have to do.” He grimaced, thinking of how he still hadn’t written up his interview notes to share with the rest of their OSMAKER group.

“All right, all right,” she said. “I guess then it’s probably my bedtime—I’ll have my phone next to my head, though! Call me if anything happens.” Spidey agreed, said good night, and then went back to watching. And watching. And watching.

Once the bank gets locked up for the night, he has a brief moment where he thinks that maybe something will finally happen. But all he gets for his hope is a rat running across the expanse of roof behind him, and the fact that no one is around to hear the painfully embarrassing yelp he lets out when he sees it. Eventually, Spidey calls it. There’s been no sign of anything in the hours since the last security guard made his rounds inside the building, so Spider-Man texts MJ to let her know that the stakeout was a bust. Then he starts the long trek home, furious at the anonymous user who wasted his night. Never gonna trust anyone on the internet ever again.
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The next morning, Peter wakes up with a crick in his neck. His phone is chiming. It’s not his alarm, though. Mary Jane’s sent a series of texts.
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She’s sent one final text, and it’s a screenshot of the Bugle homepage. Peter clicks on the image and zooms to the bottom right corner. In large letters he reads SoHo Bank Robbed at Dawn. Peter drops his phone onto the bed and puts his head in his hands. Crap. In the midst of rubbing at his face, he realizes something. Peter grabs his phone again and opens up Twitter, immediately navigating to his messages. He goes to click on USERRRR021985342 and—oh no! This user’s account has been deleted.

What had been a blank profile the night before is now a defunct profile.

Peter twists his fingers into his sheets in frustration. He needs to find out who this user was and how they knew about the robbery!
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Dr. Jonathan Ohn is conducting an experiment—something he’s used to doing, even if he doesn’t get to experiment so often these days. Right now, he’s at home, standing in his underwear, staring at his reflection in a full-length mirror. There’s a hiss behind him as one of the ancient silver radiators kicks on, and he lets out a sigh of appreciation. It is cold in his home right now. He goes back to looking at his mirror image. From head to toe, his skin is a stark chalk white, except for where it’s dotted with various sizes of black spots that move across his body. He can shift the black spots so he can see a pair of white eyes, and the thinnest line that can imply a mouth, but his nose and lips are camouflaged into his body. He concentrates, and the spots on his face merge and become one large black circle, removing any semblance of a face. From the desk next to him, he picks up a pencil and pushes it into his face. There’s no pain—the pencil simply vanishes into the darkness. With a mere whim, he can decide if the spots are solid or work as waypoints from one to another via a portal dimension. Focusing, he pulls a spot from his skin and throws it at the wall, pulling at it until it’s large enough for a person to go through. Then he takes a deep breath and wills all the spots to move down to the center of his chest.

He feels their energy pushing and pulling, until he finally opens his eyes and sees his old self in the mirror again. He looks like he used to look when he was a scientist, forced to tiptoe his way through the mundane day-to-day life of a nobody. A nobody who couldn’t amount to anything, whose peers never gave him the respect he knew he deserved. The image staring back at him is tall, white-skinned, and blue-eyed, with a wide pink mouth—albeit with a large dark circle marring his torso. He sneers at the face. That’s not him anymore.

“Let’s see how long I can keep this disguise up,” he says before getting dressed and wrapping himself up in a warm coat. He walks to the spot on the wall and steps through. Then John—No, I’m the Spot, he self-corrects—is in the portal dimension. It’s a mix of dark and white all around him, and there are millions of spots, each going to a new place, each going somewhere he decides. He’s found he has to know where the other end leads in order to not end up in a sticky situation, but that’s been easy enough. As long as he concentrates, a spot’ll open wherever he needs it to. The Spot knows he can use the black discs that normally litter his skin, these petrifying polka dots that cover him entirely. He’s tested them on a few ATMs in the city, pulling out cash in the dead of night. But those are stagnant and easy enough—though the last time he did notice the bug swinging around and had to make a quick exit after briefly considering starting a fight. He wants to go bigger, see what they can do. He finds the void he’s looking for and steps through it directly into a dark closet in the Union Square subway station.

The Spot pushes the door open slightly and sees two MTA workers walking his way. He hastily closes it, counts to five, and then reopens it. The coast is clear! He slips out the door and heads up the stairs. At the top, he cranes his neck over the crowds to find the weekday chess players and starts walking in their direction. Picking a table at random, he stands in front of it, watching two old-timers play the game. But he’s splitting his attention. That’s the next part of the experiment. How many things can he focus on while still maintaining the large black hole covering the center of his chest, allowing him to look like an average human being again? A man at the table near him just moved his bishop to C5 and hit the timer button with a mittened hand. The other player will need to move something to protect his queen.

“Okay, Mr. Chiang, I see what you did there,” the man mutters into his scarf. He leans forward and stares, thinking through all his options.

John looks at the board and tries to consider what he’d play if he were sitting in that seat. He can feel it as the hole in the center of his chest ripples. He pulls the spot back and holds it still. There’s a bead of sweat that drops down the side of his face. Taking a step back, he moves to take a seat on the low steps facing 14th Street. A block south, he can see the bright lights of the movie theater on the corner. He hugs his middle, more to keep the spot in place than from the weather. The cold isn’t really bothering him as much as it used to before he’d changed. Before his most successful experiment.

Slowly, and focusing really hard, John pulls a small part of the black disk away and moves it up from his chest to his shoulder and back down his arm until he can see it poking out from under the edge of his coat sleeve. He itches to dip his finger inside, see what’s on the other end, even if he knows the answer.

“Ow!” he yelps as someone’s steel-toed boot catches him in the hip. “Watch it!”

In front of him, an angry-looking white kid turns around and glares at him. “You watch it, old man,” the
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catch them before they can do any harm.





OEBPS/images/20-2.jpg
SpiderManEnWhySee

Ever seen someone get so mad they can’t even
get words out bc | just saw this guy . .. put four
wheels on him and he’d be SPUTTERING along
#Jokes #IGotEm






OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg
CHAPTER
TWO





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg
CHAPTER
THREE





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg
CHAPTER
ONE





