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“THERE SHE IS—ARAÑA,” the woman said, more to herself than the recorder she’d set up to log her notes. “She’s young. Probably a junior in high school. Her powers are similar to Spider-Man’s, but her experience level is low. Though she does seem more confident of late.”

She tapped a few keys on the massive computer keyboard in front of her, selecting part of the viewscreen and zooming in with the camera, which was capturing a scene somewhere in Manhattan.

“Subject is on patrol, Midtown Manhattan, near Penn Station,” the woman said to herself. “She has begun to engage with…”

Another figure entered the camera’s range of vision—a large humanoid covered in coarse brown hair, his face featuring a pair of bulging red eyes and a wide mouth loaded with sharp teeth.

“Vermin,” the woman said. “Real name Edward Whelan. The sad by-product of a villain’s cruel and drastic genetic experiments. Let’s see how she handles this.”

The giant ratlike man leapt up at Araña, who pulled back in surprise.

“Whoa, hello there, Ratty-Rat-Rat,” Araña said. “I know New York has a rodent problem, but I didn’t think it was this bad!”

The creature hissed loudly as it swung a clawed hand at Araña, who deftly dodged. The woman watched the screen as the young hero shot a strand of webbing and pulled herself up and away from the attacking Vermin.

Almost as quickly as she swung up, Araña swung herself back down—sending her feet into Vermin’s jaw, the sound of the creature’s head hitting the pavement muffled by its squeal of surprise.

The woman watched as Araña crouched down to examine the now-unconscious villain. Her fingers traced a metal band around Vermin’s neck.

“She’s noticed the collar,” the woman said, tapping another series of keys. “Let’s pull back.”

The woman yanked a lever near the far right of the expansive keyboard, and watched as Vermin disappeared in a flash of light and smoke. Araña stumbled backward, covering her face—protecting herself from the glare.

The woman watched as Araña scaled up the side of a nearby building, reaching a nondescript and vacant ledge. She seems shaken, the woman thought. Good. That’s the plan. Part of it, at least.

The image zoomed in.

“What the heck was that?” Araña said to herself. “Some giant mouse-man pops up, takes a swipe at me, and then…turns to pixie dust? Yeesh. Talk about a bad day.”

The woman tapped another button and the image zoomed in tighter—on something in Araña’s hands. A small, well-worn piece of paper.

“I’m so lost, Miguel,” Araña said with a sigh. “I need more than this letter to keep me going. I thought I’d figured this super-hero stuff out, but there’s always something new…something more dangerous…”

The woman watched as Araña clutched the unfolded letter to her chest, clearly emotional. The woman smiled. What a sentimental fool, she thought. The girl was obviously inspired by this letter from the other Spider-Hero. There was a shared history between them. Which made it a perfect target.

“Now we can begin.”

A loud shriek cut through the screen as Vermin reappeared above Araña. The woman looked on as the teen hero turned upward in surprise, the letter slipping from her hands onto the ledge.

The woman watched as Araña tried to play off the surprise attack—dodging Vermin’s initial leap and sending a kick to the rodent villain’s midsection. But it would be the teen hero’s only win this round, or at all. The woman knew this, had planned for this moment—the opening gambit in a long game of chess she’d mapped out years ago. Araña would be the first to drop. But certainly not the last. The woman had quite the list of targets.

She watched as Vermin slammed Araña into the side of the building. She smiled as he slashed viciously at the writhing Spider-Hero. Araña’s eyes widened as Vermin unleashed a bloodcurdling scream.

“Get…get away from me,” Araña said, backing away from the fight—the fear plain in her eyes, even through the goggles she wore.

But Vermin didn’t seem to respond to Araña’s fear; in fact, the woman thought he probably enjoyed it.

She tapped another button—this one near a speaker.

“Finish her off,” the woman said.

She watched Vermin nod in response, message received.

The teen hero was clearly overwhelmed and outmatched. For a brief moment, the woman almost felt bad for Araña. But there was no time for sympathy or pity. This Spider-Hero was just the first step in the direction she needed the universe—no, many universes—to go. She watched as Vermin slashed at Araña, each blow fueled by the villain’s terrible, animalistic rage.

Vermin is the means to an end, she told herself. She hadn’t wanted to awaken the demon inside Edward Whelan, but she needed a villain of his caliber to take on Araña—a hero who, while inexperienced, had dealt with a few heavy hitters of late. The woman couldn’t risk a loss. And she wouldn’t have to.

She watched as Vermin sent a flurry of punches into Araña’s midsection, followed by a quick shove that knocked the teen hero down to an alley below. The sound of squishing garbage signaled that she’d landed in the pile of bags and trash the woman had ensured would be waiting for her.

She’ll survive, the woman thought. She’d planned it this way.

The camera zoomed in on her target. The letter. She watched it float in the air, the wind carrying it closer to the ledge. Vermin reached for it.

“No,” the woman said, speaking into the microphone.

Vermin stiffened as the letter fluttered down into the alley.

The woman stood up from her terminal and walked toward a platform behind her. She pressed a series of keys connected to a screen adjacent to the platform. In a few moments, the floor on the elevated steps began to glow. The woman climbed up and became immaterial—disappearing instantaneously.

Seconds later, she was in the alley—listening to Araña’s ragged breathing and watching Vermin looming over her, a desperate, hungry expression on his face.

“Back away,” the woman said. “Your work is done.”

The woman leaned down and touched the letter. It disappeared, as if erased.

Vermin growled at the woman but didn’t strike. He knows better, she thought.

“You’re free to go now,” the woman said. The giant rat-creature complied without a backward glance.

Yes, he knew better.

Knew better than to defy her. To interfere with her plan—with the collection of emotional and empathic powers that would soon allow her to rewrite history itself. The multiverse was packed with heroes who wore the emblem of the Spider, and stood for the same ideals—similar to the Spider-Man she knew all too well, but also quite different. It was a tapestry of Spider-Heroes—and they needed to be stopped. These heroes were littered across universes, rarely interacting. But the walls between these spaces had weakened before, and they were weakening again now. If her plan worked, she’d be able to take advantage of the flickering barriers between universes and destroy the accursed Spider-Heroes who had stymied her from the beginning. Who had prevented her from achieving her true destiny. This plan would allow her to reclaim her place as the real, prime version. Not a copy. Not a runner-up. Not a wannabe.

“Who…who are you?” Araña asked.

“I’m the real deal,” Carolyn Trainer said. “I’m the real Doctor Octopus.”

She thought she heard Araña say something—her tone defiant and stubborn—before she teleported away. But Carolyn couldn’t be sure. And she didn’t have time to care.
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THERE’S A SMALL CHILD sitting on my front steps.

I’m on a rooftop nearby, watching her. I have no idea who she is or why she’s here. Is she looking for Ghost-Spider, super hero? (That’s me.) Or Gwen Stacy, drummer of the Mary Janes? (That’s also me.) Or my dad, Police Captain George Stacy? (Definitely not me.)

Maybe she’s just lost and happened to choose my steps to sit on.

Or maybe she’s a sinister robot child from another universe who’s been sent to attack me. These things happen!

All I know is, it’s been a long day. I had college classes on another Earth, band practice on this Earth, where MJ yelled at all of us for not having her new song memorized yet, and then regular patrolling. Right now, I just want to eat a pint of ice cream and roll into bed.

Maybe two pints of ice cream.

Okay, two pints of ice cream, a bunch of celery, and a few bags of kale chips.

Hey, I have a hungry symbiote to feed, you know? (More on that later.)

The point is, I’m a pretty tired super hero, and it’s late, and talking to a mysterious small child sounds exhausting.

But I can’t ignore her. Can I?

Hmmmmm. I could swing over to the roof and go in my window and maybe she wouldn’t notice.

No, Gwen. That would be wrong. Don’t leave tiny children sitting on your porch in the dark, even if there’s a chance they might be evil.

I sigh, swing down to the sidewalk, and transform my look from Ghost-Spider back into regular Gwen. Normal college student here: blond, hairband, wearing jeans and a band T-shirt, just walking home, with my backpack full of books and my drumsticks. I stop at the foot of my steps and the small child leaps up, her eyes shining.

“It’s you!” she cries. “Miss Gwen! Ghost-Spider!” I think she’s about seven years old, with ridiculously adorable pigtails and tiger-striped leggings under a bright purple dress.

“Hey, kid,” I say. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

“Don’t you remember me?” she says. “I’m Eisley! You saved my life!” She clasps her hands under her chin, and I swear her eyes get even bigger and shinier.

“Um,” I say. “Eisley. Uh…sure.”

“Remember remember?” she says. “There was this huuuuuuuge accident and all these cars went smash smash and I was in one of those cars and there was fire like EVERYWHERE and then you swooped in and you said, ‘I’m SPIDER-WOMAN. I’m a SUPER HERO,’ and then you scooped me up and you put me in a WEB like WAY UP HIGH and then you saved this other guy and then you swung all of us out of there and then the cars went KABOOOOOOOM! and it was SUPER loud and hot but we were safe and you did that! You super super-heroed!”

“Oh,” I say. “Right, sure. That does sound familiar.” That was right before I changed my super-hero name to Ghost-Spider. My friend Betty made me a website where people can text me for help. Sometimes it’s cats in trees, sometimes it’s fiery eight-car pileups.

It’s kind of cool, helping people who actually want my help and aren’t part of some giant conspiracy involving mutations and multiverses or ninja conglomerates or evil spider-eating dimension travelers (don’t ask).

But my website doesn’t have my home address on it, that’s for sure. “Hang on, Eisley,” I say. “How did you find me?”

“Easy,” she says. “Everyone knows you’re Gwen Stacy now. So I zoogled you!”

Huh. That’s not ideal. I mean, obviously it’s complicated not having a secret identity in my world anymore—that’s why I go to college in another dimension, where nobody knows me except that world’s Peter Parker and some other super heroes. But I’m still new to this semi-celebrity situation in my own world. I wonder if Betty can scrub my dad’s address from the web.

“I’m here because I need your help,” Eisley declares with maximum seven-year-old drama. “Someone is about to do something terrible, and only you can stop them, Ghost-Spider!” She produces a folded piece of notebook paper from her small, sparkly, tiger-patterned purse and waves it at me. “Something TERRIBLE!”

I catch her hand, take the paper, and carefully unfold it. There are pencil scribbles and drawings all over it, which I can barely make out by our porch light. I can’t read a word of it.

“Whaaaaat am I looking at?” I ask.

“I found this,” Eisley says, “after our SFSHC meeting yesterday. CAN YOU EVEN BELIEVE IT? That someone would plan something so—so diabolicable?! And I don’t know who it was! But we only have three days to detective them and stop them!”

I revolve the paper in my hands, trying to figure out if I’m holding it upside down or if it’ll make more sense in another direction, but it absolutely does not. “Eisley,” I say. “What are you talking about? What’s an SFSHC? What plan? Why three days?”

She beams proudly. “The SFSHC is a club I started at my school: the Superfan Future Super Heroes Club! We all love you, but I’m the only one who, like, knows you, so I’m the president, obviously. And it must have been one of them who dropped that, but we’ve talked about how we have to wait until we’re older to try and become super heroes so I can’t believe any of them would actually do this, especially just to win the science fair, which by the way, they won’t even, because my experiment is way better and their science is totally flawed!”

Small children who can’t pronounce “diabolical” should not be allowed to say things like “their science is totally flawed”; it’s very disconcerting.

“So—this piece of paper,” I say, “is describing a science-fair experiment…where a kid will try to turn themself into a super hero?” I squint at the chicken scratches again. “How can you tell?” Even by the standards of seven-year-old handwriting and spelling, this is beyond unintelligible.

“Because it’s obvious! Look!” Eisley points at a random scribble. “See? It looks like a regular science-fair volcano, but then someone bursts out of it as a one-hundred-foot-tall LAVA SHOOTER MADE OF ROCKS! They want to be a lava super hero!”

“That is not a thing,” I say. I stop and think through all the super heroes I’ve met. No, I’m pretty sure I’ve never met a “lava super hero.” I mean, I’ve been in a lot of universes, so maybe I just forgot one, but I don’t think so.

“ExxZACTLY,” Eisley says. “Only BAD GUYS shoot lava!”

I’ve never met a lava villain, either, but I feel like we’re getting off topic. “Eisley, I’m sure this won’t work. No one is going to turn into a lava shooter made of rocks.”

“Right, not with THIS science,” Eisley agrees, jabbing another random scribble with scorn. “But something else bad will happen. I just know it. And the science fair is in three days! Miss Ghost-Spider, you have to help us. Please please please? I don’t want one of my friends to turn into something bad! Even if it’s Bert, who is, like, very annoying, but I still want him to be annoying Bert, second-grader, not scary Bert, lava monster. You know?”

She looks up at me with giant puppy-dog eyes.

Okay. I know how ridiculous it sounds. A seven-year-old turning himself into a super hero? I mean, unless it’s super-genius Reed Richards (which it’s not, because the Reed in this universe is an obnoxiously smart thirteen-year-old; we work together sometimes), this doesn’t sound even remotely possible. Or like something I actually have to worry about. And I have real work to do: I have a ten-page paper due on Friday, plus I should probably practice that new song to avoid the wrath of MJ. And you know, regular muggers and bad guys like the Bodega Bandit to deal with.

But when Eisley said, “I don’t want one of my friends to turn into something bad,” I have to admit, that got me. Because I lost my friend that way—my best friend, Peter Parker.

There are so many universes where Peter is the one who got super-powers and became Spider-Man, but the Peter I knew, the one in this universe, was just an ordinary kid. He tried to turn himself into a super hero so he could be “special” like me, and instead he became a scary lizard creature at our prom and died while fighting me, and it was the worst. I still feel guilty about it all the time. And I miss him.

So even if this is totally ridiculous and nothing to worry about…I can’t ignore it. I can’t walk away from Eisley or these kids who think they want to be like me. I can’t risk another kid making a terrible mistake trying to become “special.”

“All right,” I say. “I’ll take your case, Eisley.”
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That’s how I find myself in an elementary school library on a Wednesday afternoon. I have to say, it’s a pretty cute space. There are rainbow displays for Pride Month and trees full of butterflies and dragons painted on the walls. The librarian has pink hair and is reading a book I actually recognize—I don’t have a lot of time to read for fun, but I’ll make an exception for books about multiverses, and Sal and Gabi Break the Universe was one of my favorites (also, it was pretty wild to discover that it exists in multiple universes).

“Hi, everyone!” Eisley trills, and the four kids around the table turn to look at me, their eyes going wide as cymbals. I’m in Ghost-Spider mode—Eisley suggested our cover could be that I’m here to talk to the fan club about being a super hero, and yes, I am starting to question why I decided to let the seven-year-old make the plan here.

“I told you I was friends with Ghost-Spider,” Eisley goes on, swishing her pigtails. “See, BERT? And she totally did agree to come talk to the club, because she is THE BEST. Way better than Captain America, BERT.”

One of the boys, whose brown hair is short and spiky, garbles something incoherent.

“This is the club,” Eisley says to me. “You can take notes if you want.” She makes a face that I think is supposed to mean You know, FOR CLUES AND STUFF.

“I think I can remember four names,” I say, “but thank you.” Then I have a genius idea with that great detective brain my dad claims I inherited from him. “Actually, can you each take out a piece of paper and write your name down for me?”

I surreptitiously study their handwriting as they each scribble their name.

There’s a tiny girl with multiple long dark braids, two of them blue: Her name is Bella. The girl next to her has short red hair, a gap-toothed grin, and is wearing at least six skirts plus a tutu; Eisley introduces her as Reenie. Then there’s Bert, whose mouth still doesn’t seem to be working, and last is a boy with glasses and lavender-painted nails named Jason.

Bella, Bert, and Jason all have ripped-out notebook paper that matches the kind Eisley found, but Bella has mostly legible handwriting and Jason’s is weirdly neat for a second-grader. Reenie and Bert have the worst handwriting, but neither looks exactly like the scribblefest Eisley showed me. I’ll have to study them side by side later.

As I take his paper, Jason bursts out talking like he’s had four hundred StarkBucks espressos today.

“You’re really Ghost-Spider? Really her?” he says. “Did you save anyone today? Did you fight any super bad guys? Who’s the scariest bad guy you ever fought?”

I probably shouldn’t tell the second-graders about the time Mary Jane turned into Carnage. Like, probably they shouldn’t even know the word “carnage” yet.

Luckily, he barrels on without taking a breath. “Do you really know Captain America? Is she that cool in person? What are your powers?”

That one’s easy, so I jump in. “Mostly normal stuff. Superhuman strength, speed, agility, climbing walls. I can shoot webs and sense danger.”

“Coooooooooooooool,” the kids all whisper in unison.

“How’d you get your powers?” Jason asks.

“Duh, radioactive spider bite,” Reenie says. “Everybody knows that!”

“Real super heroes can fly,” Bert finally blurts aggressively. “Can you fly?”

“No,” I say, and I stop myself before elaborating. The thing is, swinging through the skyline of New York City isn’t flying, but it feels like flying. I’m up so high, above everything and everyone. And I don’t even have to think—I just instinctively know where to shoot my webs, how to swing, which buildings to kick off from.

In high school I was a musician, not an athlete. I just wanted to drum or play D&D with my friends Peter and Harry. So to suddenly be able to do all these amazing things, like the world’s greatest gymnast—yeah, I guess it is kind of cool.

But that’s the opposite of the message I want to give these kids.

“Having powers is very dangerous, though,” I add. “I get punched by giant bad guys all the time.”

“But you have super healing,” Reenie says cheerfully. “Right?”

“I mean—sure, yes,” I admit. “But it still hurts. And it’s not fun getting punched by giant bad guys.”

“I would punch them back!” Bert says, jabbing a fist in the air.

“I would turn invisible and hide,” Jason says.

“I would simply talk them out of punching me,” Reenie says with serene confidence.

“I would science at them,” Eisley says, grinning.

“Everybody shush!” Reenie says authoritatively. “Bella gets to ask a question!”

“Did you make your suit?” Bella asks shyly. She reaches one finger toward the sleek white gloves that cover my hands but stops before touching them. “I want to learn to sew. Did you sew it?”

“Not…exactly.” Hmmm. I’ve never explained my symbiote to a bunch of kids before. “My suit and my powers come from this…uh…sort of goo substance inside me. Which is made of spiders. I can change it into whatever I want to be wearing.” I hold out my arms and change just the top of my outfit into a Mary Janes hoodie, then back into my Ghost-Spider suit.

“WHAT,” Reenie says, goggling.

“Wait, so you could be wearing ANYTHING you want anytime?!” Eisley shrieks, and the librarian goes “Shhhh” without looking up from their book. “Even a ball gown? What about a ball gown with tiger stripes?”

“Or gloves with spikes? A helmet with spikes? Boots with spikes?” Bert asks.

“Can you make sequins?” Jason wants to know. “What about flip sequins? I love flip sequins.”

“Wait, wait, back up,” Reenie says. “Did you say your clothes are made of spiders?”

“Well, I don’t usually put it like that,” I object. “It’s a symbiotic synthetic alien-spider genetic code engineered from a lizard serum plus radiation in a nefarious science experiment that involved battling a giant lizard and Mr. Murderhands and my own inner demons.”

They all stare at me.

I sigh. “It’s a goo made of tiny spiders.”

“Coooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooool,” they all say again.

I tackle this line of conversation into the world’s most awkward segue. “So, you guys have a science fair coming up, right? What are your experiments?”

“I’m doing a research poster about my favorite animal,” Reenie says.

“Mine’s about recycling,” Bella offers softly.

“I’m making a volcano!” Bert interrupts her.

Eisley gives me a wide-eyed look.

“Aw, man,” Jason says. “I’m making a volcano.”

“Ow!” Reenie says. “Eisley, why’d you kick me?”

“Oops,” Eisley says. She sticks her head under the table and kicks me instead.

“That’s stupid,” Bert says to Jason. “Mine will be better.”

“Just a volcano?” I ask Bert. I have to admit, if any of these kids have “I want lava powers” vibes, it’s him. He reminds me of the goons who used to beat up Peter. Except he’s seven, and it does feel a bit weird to be this suspicious of a seven-year-old.

He swells up a little. “JUST a volcano! It’s gonna be awesome! It’s gonna explode THIS high!” He holds his hand up as high as he can reach.

“Does your volcano do anything…different?” I ask Jason.

“Um…” he says. “I’m tryna figure out how to make the lava all different colors.”

Bert snorts. “Rainbow lava? So dumb.”

“I think that sounds AMAZING,” Reenie says, glaring at him.

“Yeah, me too!” Eisley agrees.

There’s a knock on the library door, and a small girl who looks like Jason pokes her head in. His twin, I’m guessing, since they look the same age. Her straight dark hair swishes around her chin as she leans around the doorjamb. “Time to go, Jason,” she calls.

“Oh man, already?” he says, looking up at the clock. “Five more minutes, Josie? Pleeeeeease?”

“No way,” she answers. “Mom’s going to be so mad. Club time is over.”

“Oh no,” Reenie says. “I have so many more questions! Ghost-Spider, is it true you’re a rock star, too?”

“Oooo, I want to be a rock star,” Bella whispers.

“The Mary Janes are not exactly rock stars,” I protest.

“Are you kidding?” Eisley says. She leaps up to stand on her chair and starts singing “Face It, Tiger.” It’s so wildly adorable I want to record her and send it to the rest of the band, but the librarian shushes her before I can get my phone out.

“What do you play?” Bella asks me.

“Jason,” says the girl at the door. Jason is really, really slowly packing his stuff into his backpack, one pencil shaving at a time.

“Sisters are the worst,” he mutters. “Especially twin sisters.”

“I play drums,” I answer Bella. Talking about music is a lot easier than talking about my super-powers. I reach into my backpack to pull out my drumsticks—maybe I can show them a riff. Maybe I can convince them to go into the stable, lucrative career of being an indie musician instead of trying to be super heroes.

Weird. My drumsticks aren’t there.

I fish around through my textbooks and college papers and crumpled snacks and the rest of the mess in my backpack. Definitely no drumsticks.

What the heck? Did I leave them at ESU in the other universe? Or maybe back in my room at home? But I never go anywhere without my favorite drumsticks. Especially since I have practice later. Ugh, I’ll have to borrow Glory’s, and then MJ is going to be all, “HMMMM, very DEDICATED of you, GWEN, to show up SO PREPARED for practice.”

I’ll have to retrace my steps and find them. Awesome, definitely a thing I have time for, in between college and solving the mystery of the potential second-grade super villain.

After the rest of the kids are gone—which is after I sign every single notebook and scrap of paper they can pull out of their backpacks—Eisley leans over the table and whispers, “What do you think? It’s totally Bert, isn’t it?”

“Maybe.” I pull out the handwriting samples and the original note Eisley found and smooth them out on the table.

“So how do we stop him? Should we tie him up in a spider cocoon and hang him from the ceiling? Ooo, should we call the police?”

I raise an eyebrow at her, which is a neat trick my mask can do. “We should definitely not call the police.”

“Right,” she says, her pigtails bouncing as she nods. “We don’t want to put the police in danger.”

“Sure,” I say. “That reason. Look, Eisley, I don’t think anyone’s handwriting matches the first note. Reenie’s is kind of big and spiky and Bert’s is all over the place. But the original handwriting is all scrunched together. I think. Is that what’s happening? Is this one letter or, like, an eight-letter word?”

She looks where I’m pointing and rolls her eyes. “That’s a chemical formula.”

“You can’t be serious.” I rub my forehead. “Eisley, do you think Bert even knows what a chemical formula is?”

“Maybe he got it from a book!” she says, and immediately amends herself to: “Okay, maybe he got it from YouWeb.”

“Are there YouWeb videos about turning yourself into a lava-shooting super hero?” I ask.

“Probably,” she says. “Mom won’t let me go on YouWeb, though. I looked up one video about you and the comments were so mean. It made me cry and now Mom says no more YouWeb until I’m forty.”

“Aww,” I say. I can’t believe this kid got that upset over trolls being mean about me. On the one hand, after facing the Jackal and Matt Murdock, I feel like I should be emotionally well equipped to handle some anonymous jerks who hide behind their keyboards. On the other hand, it’s definitely better for my mental health in general to avoid YouWeb. “I agree with your mom.”

“Well, handwriting isn’t everything,” Eisley says, going back to the notes. “Bella’s handwriting changes every day—when she’s writing really fast it can be so messy! And I think Jason was using his most super best handwriting to impress you.”

I sigh. “So this isn’t much help. But I think it’s got to be Bert or Jason, since they’re both bringing volcanoes. I guess…” I trail off, but it’s too late; Eisley knows what I’m thinking and she’s practically reverberating with excitement.

“You’ll come to the science fair?” she squeals.

“Yeah, kid,” I say. “I’ll come to the science fair.”
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Friday arrives and I still haven’t found my drumsticks. I swear I’ve looked everywhere. It’s VERY annoying, especially because MJ keeps making this face like, Hmmm, I see, we can keep track of our snacks and our infinite horde of gummy spiders, but not things that are important to the BAND, well, FINE, THEN.

I thought maybe getting us a gig would mollify her—I mean, it’s a captive audience! Real people listening to us perform! But for some reason, she reacts less than positively when she discovers that captive audience is an elementary-school science fair.

“Wow,” Betty says, surveying the cafeteria crowded with bored parents and hyperactive children. “This is…a smell I hoped never to smell again.”

“Could be worse,” Glory says. She high-fives a little girl with Afro puffs standing next to a project on spotted lanternflies. “Yay, science! If you can dream it, you can be it!” The little girl stares after her in awe as Glory saunters off to the sort-of stage at one end of the room.

“Gwen,” MJ growls. “I am going to murder you.”

“I’ve heard that before,” I point out.

“Are we at least going to get through this show without, like, a rhino-man attacking or you ghosting us?”

I wince. “Maybe?” She narrows her eyes at me. “Probably not,” I admit. “I mean, another rhino-man is very unlikely. I make no promises about lava-kids, though.”

“Literally what are you ever talking about,” she says, tossing her long red hair and heading after Glory.

I guiltily leave them to do the sound check while I scout out the kids’ experiments. Bella has a tower of soda cans and recycling pamphlets to hand out. Reenie’s space is empty—she’s late, a state of being that I can relate to. Eisley’s project is an amazing little trash-cleanup robot that can climb along riverbanks and the sides of highways, picking up anything that’s not supposed to be there and stuffing it into a balloon that floats along behind it.

“Whoa,” I say to her. She has a little video playing on a screen that shows the robot at work along the East River. “That’s incredible, Eisley.”

She beams at me. “When I’m a super hero, I’ll have a whole team of robots doing everything I tell them to!”

This is my nightmare—leading this awesome kid in the wrong direction and losing her, like I lost Peter, to a shiny image of super heroes she has in her head.

“Eisley,” I say, “being a super hero isn’t all powers and team-ups. It’s really scary a lot of the time. It puts your friends and family in danger. It’s a huge responsibility.”

“Oh, I know this one!” she whispers. “With great power comes great responsibility! I heard you say that in that YouWeb interview!”

“It’s true,” I say. “I worry about everyone all the time.”

“Which is why BERT shouldn’t have ANY power,” she says with a snort. “He’s SO irresponsible! I mean, look at him!”

She points at the table across from her, and I realize Bert is leaning right over the mouth of his little fake volcano, muttering and grumbling.

“Hey, buddy,” I say to him. “If that thing explodes THIS high, like you said, it seems like your face is not going to enjoy the experience.”

“It’s not doing anything!” he whines. “This stupid thing! Nothing’s happening!”

I exchange a look with Eisley. If she’s right, and the plan was Bert’s, then it’s good news that his experiment isn’t working, right? No lava shooting, no accidental powers, no second-grade super villain. Maybe the Mary Janes will get through an entire set together, for once, and this will just be a kind of weird night out with the band that we can laugh about later.

I check Jason’s table, just to be safe. He has three little mini volcanoes all lined up, and one already has purple sparkly clouds puffing out of it. Next to him, his twin sister, Josie, has a beaker full of a pink solution she says she’s going to turn into elephant toothpaste. (I have no idea what she’s talking about.)

All right. Everything seems pretty calm. My spider-sense isn’t even tingling. Neat.

Even though I have to use my backup drumsticks, the first three songs go pretty well, actually. The kids love it and they’re a great audience. I can see Eisley and Bella near the stage, dancing and singing along. Bella has rolled up one of her pamphlets to use as a fake microphone and her braids fly out as the girls bounce around together.

Sometimes I forget how much I love this—drumming the beat, getting lost in a song. Listening to MJ sing. She accuses me of wanting to be special, but sometimes all I want is to be the heartbeat in the background.

I’ve been to a lot of timelines in the multiverse, and there aren’t many where Gwen Stacy gets to live a normal life. It’s either radioactive spider powers or a fall from a bridge—and given that choice, I know which one I prefer. Even when my life gets super complicated, at least it’s mine.

But Eisley and her friends could still have that normal life. I really, really hope they get it, and that wanting to be me doesn’t mess them up.

I’m laying down the beat for the fourth song when someone screams.

And then my spider-sense goes off. It’s really supposed to do that before the screaming starts!

My Ghost-Spider suit ripples into place as I catapult up from the drums to the ceiling, where I can see the whole cafeteria. People are stampeding away from the
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