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One 
 

I had come to the conclusion that I absolutely had to be two very 
separate people. 

It was because of this that I sort of justified leading some girl I couldn’t 
remember the name of out the back of some huge house in downtown 
Lionsbrink. 

‘Oh my goodness, Roe.’ She giggled, her hand in mine as we rounded the 
back of the garden, ‘I can’t believe you.’ 

In all honesty, often I couldn’t believe myself. 
The thing was, I had become a bit of a jerk. 
It was New Year’s Eve which meant it was exactly a year since I’d become 

a legal entity and fully registered super hero of the city of Lionsbrink. 
Of course I didn’t let myself think about that because the fact was that I 

was too busy trying not to. Instead I found easy distraction in whatever her 
name was who I proceeded to put my arms around and kiss pressed against the 
retaining wall of the back garden. 

There were people everywhere, and the music was loud and if I were 
being entirely truthful I hated these parties but they made it easier to forget 
things.  

‘Roe,’ the girl laughed again. I tried not to roll my eyes. I hated it when 
they wanted to talk. I didn’t honestly want to talk. It was because of this that I 
kissed her, as intensely as I could on the lips so she’d shut up. 

Sometimes, a though said, sneaking into my mind, sometimes I barely 
recognized myself. 

Suddenly, as if stirring from a dream I felt myself jerk back, away from 
whatever her name was, initially confused as to what it was which caught my 
attention. 

Then I heard it. The shrill of my phone, tucked away into my pocket. 
The hotline.  
I offered no explanation at all to the nameless girl as I pressed the phone 

to my ear. 
‘Hello?’ 
‘Dare.’ The voice at the other end quipped, ‘wonderful evening.’ 
I stole a look back to the girl, ‘uh huh.’ I responded noncommittally. 
The man on the other end of the line was Captain John of the Lionsbrink 

Police Force. He was a pretty nice guy and I liked him.  
‘Sorry to ruin your night, Dare, but we have a situation.’ 
‘Where?’ 
‘Regency Hotel, corner of fifth and third.’ John explained, ‘A hold up.’ 
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‘Great.’ I agreed, in all honestly, I preferred whatever awaited me at the 
Regency Hotel than to spend any more time with this girl. It was an excellent 
excuse – not that I needed one. I never needed one. 

‘See you soon?’ 
‘Of course.’ I replied,  
‘You’re a good kid, Dare.’ 
I wasn’t sure I was, but I didn’t tell Captain John that. 
Instead, I hung up the phone and shot a look back to whoever the girl 

was, ‘Sorry,’ I offered, ‘I’ve got to go.’ 
‘Now? It’s only a half past eleven…’ she replied, ‘I was hoping you were 

going to kiss me at midnight.’ 
I winced, shaking my head, I very much doubted I was ever going to. 

‘Sorry.’ I added again, before turning on my feet and stalking away, directly back 
the way I’d come. 

‘What is up with Romulus Gray?’ I heard voices whisper as I headed out 
away from the girl, ‘he’s all over the place.’ 

‘It’s to be expected.’ I caught someone conclude, ‘after all, it’s only been 
a year since Betty died.’ 

It was then, hearing her name, I broke into a sprint. 
 
I changed in the shadows on my way to the Regency.  
It was always easy, seeing as I wore the bright red ‘Dare’ costume 

beneath my clothes at all time. My all red suit with the orange and yellow ‘D’ 
across the chest. I liked it because it felt familiar. I left what I had been wearing 
down some side street, before pressing my black mask over the bridge of my 
nose. 

I felt better when I was Dare. He seemed to be the one absolution in my 
life that never changed.  

Effortlessly, I scaled the side of a condensed apartment block, before 
leaping up, out onto the roof, and jumping the skyline towards the impressive 
site of the Regency. 

 In a second or so I threw myself across to the roof of the Hotel, landing 
with a tumble onto my knees, before dashing towards the central glass dome at 
the very middle of the hotel. 

The ballroom. I knew this to be the case because I’d been to a function 
here a few weeks earlier – as Romulus, not Dare, obviously. 

Once at the edge of the glass, I peered inside. 
Instantly, I could see the situation at hand. 
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There were five of them, all dressed in black with their faces in the most 
part obstructed by balaclavas. They had guns too, pointed at all kinds of fancy 
people in impressive clothing.  

I pressed my lips together, taking a deep breath, before fumbling at my 
utility belt. 

These guys barely stood a chance.  
I moved quickly, reaching for my gun. It wasn’t a real gun, Hojac – the 

organization which over saw super heroes and their placements in cities – 
wouldn’t let me have one of those, which was ridiculous because it wasn’t as if I 
wasn’t in any real danger. 

Or as if I hadn’t killed someone before, because last year I’d killed Callum 
Court. The thought of that even now made me feel ill. 

I grasped my stun gun in my left hand, taking aim. It wasn’t your typical 
stun gun, instead it was an electromagnetic powered weapon which upon firing 
would shatter whatever object with a pulse of energy. 

In this case, the window. 
With a reverberating SNAP! The glass shattered and rained directly 

downwards scattering upon screaming guests. The balaclava wearing men 
gawped about, confused, thankfully without firing. 

 I made quick work of them. Reaching for my grapple gun with my other 
hand, I shot directly across towards the metal framework and swung into 
action. There were shouts, people pointed, and I levelled feet first into the first 
of the masked bad guys. 

He tumbled back over and landed with an ‘UMPH!’ sliding half way across 
the marble floor. 

Already I was moving for the next two, taking aim with my stun gun and 
shooting twice, each shot finding its target. They stumbled backwards, frozen 
stiff, muscles contracted by the electrostatic pulse. 

Two more, I considered. People were already running and screaming, all 
of which made it difficult to spot the masked villains. 

I surveyed the scene, careful, my eyes everywhere. 
Then a CRACK! And I felt something stab far too close to my shoulder. 

Ducking down, I twisted on the balls of my feet and glared backwards, spotting 
the fourth of the armed criminals. He had his gun lifted, pointing directly at me. 

There was another ear splitting BANG! As I lurched to one side, already 
coming around on the fourth of the bad guys. Like most times, at the prospect 
of my movements headed directly for them, the masked man stumbled 
backwards, terrified. 

I couldn’t help but grin. 
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I ran for them now, with one darting movement, I grabbed for them, 
grasped a hold of their arms and twisted them round. Whoever they were they 
cried out as I forced them to their knees. There was a crunch as something in 
their wrist snapped. They wailed, but I really did not care. 

I was barely thinking now anyway. It was all instinct. 
I pushed hard at the fourth of the men, shoving them hard against the 

floor, when I heard another loud shot, beside me the marble floor snapped, 
suggesting they’d only just missed. 

I gritted my teeth together, shoulders arching and brimming with fury. 
Liam had always said that it was better to keep yourself completely under 
control when functioning as a super hero. In the year he’d been dead I’d sort of 
established otherwise. 

You had to feel it. Feel everything, and allow that feeling to feed into 
instinct. 

For the very last time I reached for my utility belt, to two small right 
angled devices, almost like a boomerang. Thoughtlessly, I shook them twice in 
each hand before throwing both with sudden speed directly at the final of the 
masked gunmen. 

As I’d designed them, the little metal devices spun through the air, and 
curled around the fifth man’s body, exploding just as they curved around with a 
sudden and shattering blue spark of electricity.  

Instantly, with a small yelp, the fifth man tumbled face first onto the 
marble floor. 

Having now subdued all five men, I took over very deep breath, then 
made my way across the floor as the space flooded with police men and people 
stared around in a kind of astonishment. 

There was the flash of the occasional camera too, only I didn’t pay much 
attention to that. 

Now closer to the fifth of the five men, I bent low, and reached for his 
pistol, inspecting it carefully before I wandered to the masked man’s side. 

‘Right.’ I began, ‘let’s go through this, shall we?’ 
‘Mmmgh…’ the man groaned, too sore to speak in coherent sentences, 

the pulse too had immobilized him. 
‘So it’s New Year’s Eve.’ I began, running my finger along the nose of the 

gun, ‘and you and your buddies here think what…? That there would be no 
better way to spend the evening than to terrify a bunch of rich people in some 
fancy hotel and then ultimately get your asses kicked by a super hero?’ I peered 
down at him, ‘is that it?’ 

‘Phmmph…’ 
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‘Look.’ I announced, bending low and grasping the back of the man’s 
mask, hoisting his face up so he could look me sideways in the eye, ‘this was 
never a good idea. Here’s the thing though, when these nice police men take 
you away and lock you up for what I feel will be a long while in some tiny cell 
with an exposed toilet so you are never able to relieve yourself in private 
again… you can consider how bad an idea this was. Got it?’ 

‘Ghprump…’ they wailed, higher pitched and far more despairing. 
‘I’m glad we understand one another.’ I concluded, releasing his mask 

and his face hitting the marble with another painful SMACK! 
With very little sympathy at all, I rose upright, dusting off my costume, 

surveying the scene. 
Rich people everywhere, watching me, gossiping, pointing, probably all 

the more delighted their party had featured the excitement of needing to be 
saved by Lionsbrink’s super hero. 

I didn’t so much matter though, whatever her name was back at that 
party had meant nothing, I’d have ditched her anyway. There were reporters 
here too, snapping photos and no doubt wanting some kind of comment from 
me to print in their papers or play on their news reports. 

‘Excellent job, Dare,’ said a familiar voice, as a hand heavily clasped my 
shoulder, ‘great job.’ 

‘Thanks,’ I replied quietly to Captain John, a white haired man in his late 
fifties, who stood grinning in full uniform. 

Captain John was one of a handful of people who knew me properly, and 
I think that’s what made me feel so nervous around him. A year ago, when 
everything had happened, I’d revealed my true identity to him. He knew both of 
the people I was. Romulus and Dare.  

I felt smaller, and younger next to him. Captain John was a nice man, he’d 
always supported me, always thought the best of me, but this felt awkward 
seeing as I knew these days I was such a complete jerk. 

‘Did we disturb you from anything important?’ John furthered as the five 
masked gunmen were taken away. 

I shook my head, ‘Not really.’ 
‘Not alone, were you?’ John enquired, genuinely concerned. He sort of 

had a point because despite everything I did have a tenancy to be a bit of a 
loner. Gary must have told him that. My butler Gary and John were friends 
these days, seeing as they were a part of the exclusive club of people who knew 
exactly who I was. 

‘Not tonight.’ 
‘Good.’ 
I gave him a sideways smirk, ‘if you say so.’ 
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‘Oh,’ John noted, reaching for his pocket, he drew out a small wrapped 
gift in blue paper with a thin gold bow, ‘and happy anniversary.’ 

He pressed the small parcel into my hand, and I sort of froze, speechless. 
‘I know I didn’t have to get you anything, but I thought it would be nice. 

We all appreciate you here, Dare. You’re doing a great job.’ 
‘Thank you.’ I managed to say, I meant it too. However John’s kindness 

sort of made my stomach turn.  
See it was easier to be the showman.  
It was easier to be ‘Dare’, I found more and more these days I was Dare. 

Even when I wasn’t in costume. 
It was easier to be either the masked super hero swooping in with great 

displays of strength and cleverness, or the young billionaire treating everyone 
as if he were better than them. More so than the young sidekick who had lost 
the closest thing to a father he’d had, or the girl he’d loved. I would rather be 
the brave and successful Dare then the softer Romulus, who’d been too weak to 
save them. 

I suppose in a way I was outrunning myself, and I didn’t want to consider 
how I’d think or feel if I stopped. If I actually stopped and everything that had 
happened and everything I’d done caught up with me.  

The thing was that Captain John didn’t buy this version of myself. 
Not at all. 
Thankfully, though as much as he knew how I behaved he never said 

anything, despite the fact that both Romulus and Dare’s behavior often ended 
up in the papers or gossip columns.  

‘Just a small token, of course.’ John told me, slapping my shoulder again, 
‘from the city.’ 

I nodded, peering down at the small wrapped parcel, then up again, at 
the medley of people about us.  

It was at that moment my eyes met those of a woman who stood directly 
across the hall, her arms folded across her chest. She had brilliant red hair, 
pinned back, and wore a sleek black dress. I winced, sort of shrinking as she 
glowered at me. 

As if on cue, somewhere a clock tower began to chime marking exactly 
midnight. Everyone about me sort of offered awkward congratulations and 
‘Happy New Year’s.  

Mayor Shirley, however, remained unmoving where she stood, watching 
me. 

Mayor Shirley was yet another member of the small club of people who 
knew exactly who I really was. I felt myself blush at her gaze, embarrassed.  
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She’d had never liked Dare or Romulus, not ever, and had merely put up 
with me when Liam – or the Wolf – died. I didn’t blame her for her distain for 
me now, though.  

As a matter of fact, sometimes I think I hated myself as much as she did. 
And I supposed it was for exactly the same reason. 

Because it was my fault her daughter died. 
I felt myself breathless, a familiar anxiety winding around in my chest, 

and it was as a result of this I offered once last thank you to Captain John before 
stalking directly across the ball room and out into the open air. 

I didn’t say a word to Shirley. Of course I didn’t. We hadn’t spoken since 
the night Betty died. 

Not stopping as I raced from the Regency. Usually, when out as Dare I’d 
have driven the Silver Shadow, seeing as I’d come directly from the party I 
navigated my way into the night, up onto the rooftops again and away from 
sight. 

By the time I’d scaled the very tallest height of Lionsbrink’s skyline – Gray 
Towers, a building and company I consequentially owned – I was breathless. 

My arms ached having hauled myself up along the window frames and 
brickwork to the very top. From here I survey the entire metropolis. 

As much as I’d hated it at one stage last year, Lionsbrink felt like home 
now. I felt I knew it, that we understood one another. A tangle of snow dusted 
air ran through my hair as I perched at the very edge of the building, peering 
down at the street below. 

At nearly sixty floors up, the city below seemed tiny. Despite the mind 
boggling height, I remained unmoved, watching it, I lowered myself down so I 
sat perched on the ledge, my feet hanging over the side. 

True to my name, in recent months I’d become a bit of a dare devil. 
As much as I would admit it, there was something to be said for bringing 

myself to the very edge of my fear. Much of what had happened in the year 
before – Liam and Betty’s deaths, the mess of Kissinger Quarry – had been as a 
result of me being afraid. Too afraid to do what I needed to do. 

I felt I’d let them down. I should have been braver and stronger. 
I was bold to the point of careless now, and Captain John and Gary 

scolded me about this but I didn’t care. Besides, I was Dare. I had to live up to 
the name Liam had given me. 

Shivering in the darkness, I reached for the small gift Captain John had 
given me, and gently peeled off the golden ribbon and blue wrapping.  

Inside, layered in tissue paper sat a very impressive looking watch. It was 
old, and gold faced with a tan strap and silver hands. A shadow of a smile curled 
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across my face as I fastened onto my wrist, over the top of my costume, 
alongside the ribbon I always wore. 

The ribbon was velvet, tatty and old but I never took it off.  
It had been Betty’s. It had been laced about the waist of the deep violet 

dress she’d worn that awful night. I’d found it, on the ice after I’d shot Blue. 
Since then I’d had it fastened around my wrist, I guess to remind me of her. 

To remind me of how awful it felt, and how it could never happen again. 
Gaze returning once more to the city I served, I inhaled deeply, my teeth 

clenched tight together.  
Then, very slowly, a strange sensation crept up my spine. A sort of 

instinct.  
I was being watched. 
My eyes flittered down, across the way to a far shorter building. There, 

upon the very top, amongst the mechanical plant and odds and ends I spotted a 
figure, standing there, staring directly at me. 

Now, often people stared me, given I was a super hero and all, but this 
was different.  

My entire body frosted over and my eyes narrowed, I could barely 
breathe. 

‘Nightshade.’ I whispered, unable to believe my own eyes. 
Nightshade – Blue’s sidekick – my skin crawled at the prospect that she 

was down there, watching me. 
I did not hesitate, and already bumbled up onto my feet, my heart 

beating loud in my ears. Without pausing once, I threw myself over the side of 
Gray Tower, lunging, directly down to the building below, where I’d seen 
Nightshade in the darkness.  

My jaw tightened as I glared into the inky dark, falling for several seconds 
until I landed with a jolt. I tumbled over in the way I’d learnt that made it 
possible for me to jump from such heights, my knees scuffing against the heavy 
concrete surface. 

I glared from side to side, scowling through the shadows and odds and 
ends searching for Nightshade. 

Darting from side to side with a kind of urgency which had taken hold I 
felt that familiar anxiety creeping through every inch of my body, my lungs 
tightening as I searched for Nightshade. 

She had been here. I’d seen her. 
I had seen her with my own eyes, here on the roof top, watching me. 
And yet, Nightshade was nowhere to be seen.  
I blinked, running my hands through my hair, exasperated. 
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I could have sworn I’d seen her here, I thought internally. Her small 
frame, her pointed face with the same black hair, the same blue costume with 
the flowers that ran around the neckline. 

‘WHERE ARE YOU!?’ I roared, reverberating with rage, ‘WHERE ARE 
YOU!? I SAW YOU! SHOW YOURSELF!?’ 

Gasping for air, my eyes everywhere, I was rewarded with only silence. 
There was nothing here, nothing but the snow, and the streets, and the hum of 
a city in motion. 

‘Where are you?’ I repeated, this time softer. 
But there was nothing. 
Nothing but me, alone on the roof top. 
 
I’d headed home after that, mind racing. Gary was elsewhere – probably 

in bed, I’d told him not to wait up – and I headed directly up to my room and 
climbed into bed. 

The following morning I stirred early, as I always did, and rolled over, 
staring up at my ceiling, my thoughts still on Nightshade. 

I could have sworn I’d seen her there, last night, on the rooftop watching 
me.  

I’d have recognized her anywhere.  
I hadn’t seen Nightshade since before Betty died. She had been 

noticeably absent the night I’d killed Callum Court – or Blue, as he’d called 
himself.  

Never once had I ever stopped wondering where she’d been that night, 
or where she’d gone. 

Of course I searched for her. High and low, following every possible lead I 
had but there was no sign of the young villain. But there had been no sign. 

This was worrying seeing as Nightshade had been there when Blue had 
removed my mask. She knew exactly who I was, who I really was. The fact that I 
had an enemy out there who had this information at her disposal was genuinely 
unnerving. 

Not only this, Nightshade was the final piece. 
The final piece to a puzzle I did not understand. To this day I had no idea 

what Callum Court had wanted to do with the energy inside of Kissinger Quarry 
that he had been so determined to access.  

Groaning, I curled up and out of bed, grabbing my phone as I did so. I had 
one missed call, from my close friend What’s His Name. 

‘Bro!’ the voice mail cried, in What’s His Name’s typically overzealous 
tone, ‘I saw what happened on the news down at the Regency. That was sweet! 
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You nailed those guys and you were totally outnumbered five to one. Call me 
tomorrow, we’ll hang out. See ya!’ 

What’s His Name was another member of the handful of people who 
knew the full extent of who I was. We knew one another from school, and I 
could not for the life of me remember his name was and had never been 
presented with the chance to ask it.  

What’s His Name had guessed who I was, supposedly having known for 
years before he’d told me he knew. 

I’d call him back, I considered, laying my phone down and headed out 
into the hall.  

I could already smell the coffee, which was brilliant because I loved 
coffee. 

‘Morning, Gar!’ I called, jogging down the stairs to the living room, ‘Happy 
New Year!’ 

The TV was on, buzzing in the background. My eyes wandered to it and I 
felt a sudden, twist in the very pit of my stomach. 

A breaking news banner circled the bottom of the screen in red, 
snatching my attention. ‘UNMASKED: Lion-man of Frentown killed in New Years 
Eve attack.’ 

Instantly, it was as if all the air inside of my lungs was sucked away. I 
could not breathe. Not at all. 

‘Gar.’ I began again, because he was nowhere, and this was horrendous 
news. Lion-man was – had been – a hugely successful hero in a large city across 
the country. He was powerful, on at least two cereal boxes with a range of 
action figures.  

But he was dead. How could he be dead? 
My hands felt cold and sweaty. 
Lion-man was dead, someone had killed him. 
‘An underground system of rooms and tunnels – which we suspect to be 

his layer – located in downtown Frentown has been completely burnt out.’ The 
reporter was saying, ‘the fire seems to have been lit early this morning.’ 

I swallowed uncomfortably, the footage being transmitted live from a 
helicopter or something circling the huge pillar of smoke, pouring out of a 
seemingly abandoned warehouse.  

Identities, layers, personal information, all of this was sacred to a super 
hero. The idea that someone had violated that, and killed Lion-man made me 
feel ill. I glowered at the screen, unable to look away. 

‘Lion-man’s body was found outside of the layer.’ The reporter was saying 
as the footage continued to play, the huge blaze, and a knot of firefighters 
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contending against it. ‘We can only assume he was dragged out of his layer 
prior to it being set alight. He was then unmasked and killed.’ 

Unmasked and killed. I shivered, aghast, recalling to mind how it felt 
when Blue had ripped my own mask from my face last year. The first rule of 
Hojac was that the ‘Secret Reigned Supreme.’ The secret was the most 
important thing. Being seen without your mask was like being naked. You were 
exposed. It had been the worst possible feeling. 

Now the same thing had happened to Lion-man, but not only that, he’d 
been murdered as a result. Someone had found him and purposefully destroyed 
him. 

‘Lion-man was revealed to be Adrian Sanders.’ The reporter said briskly, 
as if it weren’t the most precious thing in the entire world, ‘a thirty two year old 
accountant.’ 

I couldn’t watch any longer, but instead peered from side to side, 
desperate to find Gary. Clearly he’d seen this.  

‘Gar!’ I called, ‘Gar!?’ distraught, I stumbled inside the dining room and 
rather unfortunately found myself face to face with Gravity Guy. 

You have to understand something.  
There is no one in this entire world that I believe to be a bigger pain in 

the ass than Gravity Guy. 
Impressive, and tall, with huge biceps, he is the unofficial leader of the 

Sanctum – the super heroes in charge of all of Hojac. 
He sat there, in full regalia, his red cape tucked neatly to one side, and 

mask across his eyes with a cup of something in his hands at my dinner table. 
‘Dare. Good morning.’ Was all he said. 
‘What are you doing here?’ I replied, forgetting about Lion-man for a 

moment. 
Gravity Guy seemed to find my response amusing, I supposed because 

most people made a deliberate effort to impress him rather than my 
endeavoring to do otherwise. 

‘I came to see you.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because it’s been a while.’ 
Not long enough, if you asked me. I hadn’t seen Gravity Guy since my 

midyear review – in July – which I’d aced with flying colours, in case you were 
wondering. 

‘Uh huh.’ I remarked, folding my arms across my chest, ‘so did you just 
come here to chat or is there darker forces at play?’ 
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Gravity Guy clearly did not like my joke that Hojac were in any way darker 
forces, so he seemed to glower at me before he rose to his feet, and gestured 
to the dining room. 

‘We need to talk.’ 
‘Did you see the TV? In there? Lion-man? He’s dead. Someone found him. 

Did you see?’ 
Gravity Guy’s expression grew thin, clearly distressed. ‘I did.’ He agreed. 
‘How did that happen?’ 
‘We don’t know.’ 
‘Who found him!?’ 
‘We don’t know.’ 
‘Well what do you know!?’ I exploded. 
Gravity Guy watched me with those knowing eyes. I hated how he 

seemed to see right through me. ‘That you and I need to talk.’ 
‘I see.’ I concluded, realizing that he obviously had something very 

unpleasant to tell me. 
Rather suddenly, Gary appeared and wandered into the adjoining 

kitchen. I suppose he’d made himself deliberately absent in order to give 
Gravity Guy and myself time together. I was thankful he was there now. 

‘Master Roe, did you want anything?’ Gary asked. 
I was already helping myself to a coffee off the bench, and given Gravity 

Guy’s sudden appearance, I wasn’t exactly hungry. Despite this, I held the 
coffee pot up to Gravity Guy, ‘Top up?’ 

‘Oh, I’m drinking tea.’ He replied presently, ‘I don’t touch coffee, caffeine 
is awful for you, you know?’ 

‘Uh huh.’ I muttered, setting the pot down and taking a sip of my own 
mug, ‘is that so?’ to be completely honest I wasn’t hugely surprised. 

I slipped into the chair opposite him as Gary seemed to make himself 
purposefully sparse again, shuffling away towards the living room where the TV 
still blared Lion-man’s hideous fate and leaving me alone with Gravity Guy. 

‘So.’ Gravity Guy began, his tea clasped before him in both hands, ‘it’s 
been a year?’ 

‘It has.’  
‘Time really has flown, hasn’t it?’ 
‘I suppose.’ 
‘Everyone feels you’re doing well. Not just here, in Lionsbrink, obviously, 

but at Hojac too.’ 
Impressing Hojac wasn’t exactly at the top of my list of things I had to do, 

so I shrugged, ‘Brilliant.’ I said, not at all authentically. 
What you have to understand is that Hojac was completely useless. 
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I hadn’t ever stopped blaming them for their part in Betty and Liam’s 
deaths. They’d known about Blue and Nightshade and the Quarry and done 
nothing. 

I considered this, my grip growing tighter on my coffee mug. Gravity Guy, 
however, seemed completely unaware of my fury. 

‘Thanks.’ I stated. 
‘And you’re happy here?’ 
That was an interesting question. At first, when Wolf had died, Lionsbrink 

had been unsupportive – to the point of being mean – in regards to my having 
being there. Now days, they were, as Gravity Guy had said, far happier. I liked 
them. They liked me.  

I imaged it was how Wolf would have felt about Lionsbrink before he 
died.  

The city was mine, we were friends. I protected it and it loved me in 
return. It was probably one of the most functional relationships I had and it was 
with a geographical location. 

I didn’t say this, instead I took another sip of my coffee, ‘I guess.’ 
‘You’re keeping good stats,’ Gravity Guy added, producing a notebook 

from somewhere and flipping it open, ‘regarding arrests versus call outs.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘One hundred percent, actually. Each time you’re called out, it has 

resulted in apprehension. Very few super heroes have that kind of success rate.’ 
I gritted my teeth, perfectly aware this wasn’t the case, all the more in 

light of what had occurred the night before. 
‘Almost.’ 
‘Huh?’ 
‘Almost. Almost one hundred percent.’ I told him quietly, taking another 

deep gulp of my coffee, ‘there was one I never caught.’ 
Gravity Guy knew exactly who I was talking about. The subject seemed to 

make him immediately uncomfortable. I knew exactly why. I hounded Gravity 
Guy and Hojac on locating Nightshade and brought it up at nearly every point of 
contact. 

‘Yes, well. Sometimes we need to let things go, Romulus.’ 
His use of my first name did not escape me, I was again aware that in 

mentioning Nightshade I’d touched a nerve. 
‘Any sign of her?’ 
Gravity Guy shook his head, ‘of course not. I’ve told you a million times.’ 
‘I don’t understand how she could just disappear.’ I hissed, ‘she wasn’t 

there. One moment she was there, with Blue – with Callum, I guess – then the 
next she was gone. That doesn’t just happen.’ 



15 
 

‘Sometimes it does.’  
‘It doesn’t.’ I concluded, then, narrowing my eyes, I watched what I could 

see of Gravity Guy’s face, ‘anyway, I only bring it up because I am fairly sure I 
saw her the other night.’ 

The reaction was instant.  
Gravity Guy’s eyes widened, he pushed his tea away, and leant forwards, 

‘What? What other night?’ 
I folded my arms across my chest again, his response exactly what I’d 

been looking for. 
‘So you know she’s out there?’ I asked, because I still wasn’t sure if I really 

had seen Nightshade on the roof top of if I was genuinely going insane. 
‘When did you see her, Roe?’ 
‘Last night.’ I quipped, ‘after the Regency. I was at Gray Tower… I saw her, 

I thought I saw her… on the roof below.’ 
‘Doing what?’ 
‘Watching me.’ I answered, aware how stupid this sounded. 
Gravity Guy’s expression became indeterminable, he pressed his hands 

together, resting his lips on the tips of his fingers. ‘That’s impossible.’ 
‘How is it impossible? She’s still out there. She still knows exactly who I 

am, where I live…’ 
‘We know that.’ 
‘We?’ 
‘Hojac. The Sanctum.’ 
‘What does it matter to you?’ I demanded, ‘it’s not like you paid much 

interest in my life when she was around?’ I glared at him, I made no secret of 
how disappointed I’d felt in Hojac. As far as I was aware they’d abandoned me. I 
had begged them to help me stop Blue, to help me bring Liam’s killer to justice 
and they’d told me it wasn’t a priority.  

Gravity Guy tipped his head somewhat to one side rather thoughtfully, 
‘Romulus. You cannot be angry forever.’ 

‘I am going to be angry at you all for as long as I like.’ I told him. 
‘I meant angry at yourself.’ Gravity Guy stated. 
Every part of me flinched as he said this, my hands curling into fists. ‘I’m 

not angry with myself.’ 
‘Aren’t you?’ Gravity Guy said with a small smile. 
This conversation was taking a turn I wasn’t entirely prepared to face, 

instead I was on my feet again, ‘So you still haven’t answered my question.’ I 
concluded, ‘why are you here?’ 

Gravity Guy peered down into his teacup and then back up at me, ‘we 
need to talk about your HALs.’ 
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He meant my Heroes Administration License. The qualification I needed 
to in order to be a fully qualified super hero. My serving Lionsbrink with only 
sidekick certifications was a result of Hojac making an exemption. I was lucky 
and I knew it. 

Gravity Guy’s mention of my HALs made me nervous. 
‘I’ve been keeping on top of my assignments.’ I pointed out, ‘and making 

good grades.’ 
‘Yes, as a matter of fact, nearly top in your class.’ Gravity Guy remarked. 
‘Nearly?’ I growled, because I’d actually been aiming for the highest 

grades seeing as I was already on the field I had a lot to prove. The idea that 
some unknown recruit was hidden away in Hojac studying quietly outdoing me 
was a little irritating. 

‘Yes. Nearly.’ Gravity Guy grinned, as if it were a private joke, ‘we are 
impressed, and at the end of this coming year you will be assessed for your 
HALs.’  

‘I know that.’ 
‘So that’s what I came to talk about.’ 
I hesitated, ‘why? I’m doing well, you said it yourself. I’ll just keep the 

status quo, work hard, do my assignments and it will be a breeze.’ 
Gravity Guy pressed his lips together, and shook his head once, ‘I’m afraid 

it’s not that easy.’ 
‘Why not?’  
Gravity Guy considered this, ‘you are the first student to study their HALs 

by distance. Every other student in your position is required to relocate to the 
Hojac Headquarters, as you know, to study in classes there along with their 
peers.’ 

‘Yeah.’ 
‘Well it seems that there are some things which Hojac feels cannot be 

accomplished out in the field on your own.’ Gravity Guy concluded, ‘so we are 
going to have to change things a little.’ 

I did not like where he was going with this. Regardless, I narrowed my 
gaze, ‘Change things how?’ 

‘I am afraid Hojac have decided that for this coming year – your final year 
of your HALs – it would be impossible for you to complete them while serving as 
a super hero out on the field.’ 

I could already feel my world melting away, I felt immediately nauseous 
and could not speak. 

‘So you will be asked to join our students in your final year, at the Elite.’ 
Gravity Guy told me, ‘as a matter of fact it is more an obligation, I’m afraid. 
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Without doing so, you will not be awarded your HALs. You will not be a super 
hero. As a result of which we will have to seek alternative options for you.’ 

My brain stalled, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I knew exactly 
what the Elite was. It was the Hojac training facility where heroes were trained 
and achieved their certifications. Of course I’d heard of it, only Liam had never 
thought to send me there and I’d never asked.  

‘I’m am aware you won’t be happy with this, Romulus, but there is 
absolutely no other option. Hojac will not aware you your HALs without you 
spending your final year in proper full time study.’ 

‘But it was fine. They said I could be here, and study and that it was fine!’ 
I argued. 

‘Not for your final year.’ Gravity Guy shook his head once, ‘They aren’t 
confident that you working on your own will be constructive to you becoming a 
well-rounded hero.’ 

‘I can’t leave Lionsbrink!’ 
‘I’m afraid you have no other option.’ 
My teeth gritted together, and I glared at him, ‘This is ridiculous!’ I cried. 
‘No, Romulus. This is your only option.’ 
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Two 
 
Gravity Guy and I argued a little longer about it all but there was no 

changing the outcome, I knew that. 
I’d dealt with Hojac enough times to know that. 
So about an hour later, I found myself up in my bedroom, packing odds 

and ends into a suitcase. 
Apparently I would be going with Gravity Guy right away. 
‘We’ll ensure that as far as anyone is aware – Gray Corporation, your 

school, friends – that Romulus Gray is on an extended absence.’ Gravity Guy 
told me, once it had become obvious I was leaving with him that morning. ‘You 
had urgent family matters to attend to overseas.’ 

It was rubbish because I had no family seeing as I was a clone, not to 
mention Liam’s parents were both dead and he had no siblings. 

‘Fine,’ was what I said, shrugging, because I was past the point of caring 
now. 

‘It’s only a year.’ Gravity Guy promised me, ‘then you’ll be back in 
Lionsbrink, and you’ll be a fully qualified super hero. It isn’t that long.’ 

‘It’s long enough.’ I muttered gruffly, stalking up the stairs. 
Gravity Guy remained downstairs as I threw things into my bag, all the 

while my phone pressed between my ear and shoulder. 
‘Roe!’ What’s His Name gawped urgently, ‘did you see about Lion-man.’ 
‘Yeah.’ I agreed, not wanting to talk about it because the thought made 

me shiver, not to mention I had other rather imperative news to share, ‘Hey 
so… Gravity Guy showed up at my house this morning. I’m leaving… Lionsbrink I 
mean. For the Elite.’ 

‘I can’t believe this!’ What’s His Name cried, a buzz with excitement, 
‘You’re going to the Elite?’ 

‘Apparently,’ I grumbled. 
‘This is crazy. And you’ll be gone a whole year?’ 
I winced, ‘apparently.’ 
‘So who is going to be Lionsbrink’s super hero, while you’re gone?’ 
‘I’m not sure.’  
I had a million questions of course, seeing as all I knew of the Elite was 

what I heard through the news or in Hojac newsletters. I wasn’t sure what it all 
entailed, but I didn’t ask. I was far too furious with Hojac. 

Of course What’s His Name had highlighted the more serious of the 
questions I had.  
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Who was going to look after Lionsbrink while I was gone? What would 
happen to Gary, or Captain John? These were all the more imperative in light of 
seeing Nightshade the night before. 

It had been her, I was sure of it, no matter what Gravity Guy said, only I 
didn’t tell What’s His Name about Nightshade. I’d been searching for her for 
months now, and just when she’d appeared I was being whisked away from 
Lionsbrink? It was ridiculous! 

Liam had never really talked about me attending the Elite, but I knew 
exactly what it was. 

The Elite was a training academy for Sidekicks/Under-Heroes based in 
Harbourelle – which, consequently was Gravity Guy’s own city, not to mention 
across the harbor from Lionsbrink. There were three years, the first completed 
when you were thirteen, the next at fifteen both of those were only about three 
months long. It was the very last level you were meant to complete at 
seventeen which was the only full year.  

I knew they studied about how to be a ‘super hero’ things like developing 
your super alias, super weapons and technology, super hero philosophy, all of 
which sounded super dorky. 

I’d already packed my case and huffed, standing upright, ‘You have to call 
me if there’s any problems.’ I told What’s His Name carefully, ‘okay?’ 

What’s His Name hesitated, he probably heard the concern in my voice, 
‘Of course, Roe.’ 

‘I mean it.’ I insisted, ‘I’m not happy about leaving but they… they’re 
making me.’ 

‘Roe, I swear, I’ll call you the second something weird happens.’ What’s 
His Name vowed, ‘but if you’ve got to do this thing, maybe you should try your 
best to enjoy it? You never know, it might be for the best?’ 

‘How would it be for the best?’ I muttered, inspecting the watch Captain 
John had given me the night before where I wore it still on my wrist alongside 
the velvet ribbon. 

‘You might learn something?’ 
‘Doubt it.’ I concluded, ‘anything worth learning I’ll only figure out on the 

field.’ 
‘Maybe that’s the point.’ What’s His Name offered, ‘maybe there’s stuff 

Hojac think you can only learn off the field?’ 
A long silence passed and I scowled, ‘Who’s side are you on anyway?’ I 

grumbled. What’s His Name laughed. 
‘Roe, you know I’m on your side. I’ve always been on your side.’ He 

promised, ‘it will suck without you but if you’re being given this opportunity, I 
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say take advantage of it. I’m sure Hojac have a substitute organized to take your 
place while you’re gone and I’ll update you with everything anyway.’ 

I considered this, but gritted my teeth, ‘Fine.’ 
‘Roe. Honestly. The Elite is a huge deal, it has the ability to make or break 

a hero. You’ll have access to some of the best training in the world. I mean think 
about it, you’ll probably make the Six List!’ 

The Six List was another thing I knew all about. Every week the top six 
students in every year level at the Elite were organized into a team called the 
Six List. They were dispatched on missions in Harbourelle to fight bad guys and 
save people as some ‘super squad’ – again, it all sounded super dorky. 

‘Maybe.’ I muttered, because admittedly I was a little nervous about 
being put up alongside other super heroes who’d had more training than I had. 

‘Cheer up, Roe. It’s an awesome opportunity.’ 
‘You don’t understand, I don’t want to leave Lionsbrink.’ It wasn’t just 

because of Nightshade or the fact that I was sure I’d seen her the night before – 
not that I mentioned that to What’s His Name – it was a deeper reason than 
that. 

Evidently, though, What’s His Name guessed what that reason was.  
‘Betty would have wanted you to go, Roe. You know that.’ 
I winced at the mention of her name, grateful he couldn’t see me. ‘Uh 

huh.’ 
‘And you’ll be back.’ 
‘Uh huh.’ I mumbled, that familiar grief winding through every fiber of my 

body. Absent mindedly I fiddled with the ribbon again. ‘I’d better go,’ I said 
awkwardly, ‘Gravity Jerk is waiting downstairs and if I take any longer he’ll think 
I’ve escaped out the window.’ 

What’s His Name laughed again diffusing the gravity of his previous 
statements regarding Betty, ‘Talk soon, Roe. Try to have fun.’ 

‘Ha,’ I scoffed, ‘I will do my best.’ 
Slipping my phone into my pocket, I glanced sideways, towards my 

shelves. There, dead centre, sat a parceled action figure. 
My action figure. 
They’d brought them out before last Christmas as a part of the annual 

Hojac release, it hadn’t been a big deal and I hadn’t planned on getting one. 
The thing was, that Betty had brought it for me. She’d wrapped it, and 

slipped it below the Christmas tree in my longue the day before she’d died. I 
found it there the morning after. 

It was probably one of the most precious things I had. I felt foolish taking 
it along, but I packed it anyway, between my clothes, and a few books. 
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Zipping up my case, I grabbed it in both hands, lugging it up I turned to 
find Gary waiting for me at the door. 

I’m not sure how old Gary is. He’d always just been around. He was the 
keeper of the secret. When I’d come into this world – as a seven year old boy 
having been created in some laboratory – he had already been there, working 
for Liam. 

Gary meant way more to me than I’d ever say. It was for this reason I 
didn’t trust myself to speak, instead, I stared at him, my bag in my hands. 

‘Master Romulus.’ He ventures, ‘did you want me to carry your bag?’ 
I shook my head, feeling stupid, ‘No, Gar, it’s fine.’ 
‘Very well.’ 
I hesitated, because downstairs I knew Gravity Guy was waiting and I 

hated the idea of saying goodbye to Gary with him looking on. My shoulders 
were up around my ears as I fumbled for words. 

‘Take care, Master Roe.’ Gary told me, probably guessing my thoughts. 
‘We will be fine here, for a little while, and will no doubt await your return.’ 

‘Thanks Gar,’ I gave him a watery smile. 
‘And I will take care of the house of course,’ 
‘Thanks Gar,’ 
‘You have nothing to worry about, Master Roe.’ Gary insisted, his voice 

very suddenly firm, ‘nothing at all. Not here, nor where you must go. Do you 
understand me?’ 

Finding myself rather acutely emotional, I dropped my bag and stalked 
across the room to him, grabbing him in a tight albeit awkward hug. 

Last year, Nightshade and Blue had almost killed Gary too. Knowing 
Nightshade and Blue were aware who I was, and that they were headed to my 
house was the worst sensation in my entire life.  

I hated the idea of leaving him now, especially so suddenly, despite the 
promise of information pertaining to Nightshade that I could access at the Elite. 

Gary patted my back, he was taller than me. He’d always been tall and 
stoic. 

‘Thanks Gar,’ I said into his shoulder, which smelt like old man’s cologne. I 
felt seven years old all over again.  

‘You must go, Master Romulus. I believe your guest is very eager to get 
on the road.’ 

I swallowed, nodding, ‘Yeah. You’re right.’ I turned to fetch my bag but 
Gary was already moving for it, grabbing it in his hand and shooing me away. 

‘Come along,’ he smirked, leading me downstairs. 
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We didn’t say anything further than that, I sort of wish we had. That I’d 
have told him how much I did not want to go. That I felt completely crowbarred 
into leaving Lionsbrink and I would have done anything to stay. 

Being a super hero had always something I had never been one hundred 
percent sure I wanted to do. It was mostly for Betty, and Gary and Captain John 
and everyone else I loved that I did.  

It was duty. 
Inside myself, I wasn’t sure. Often I figured I’d ended up here by accident. 
It had been a loophole that had landed me in Lionsbrink alone. 
It had been luck that secured me the role when I’d managed to stop Blue. 
Only I’d never admit that to anyone. It had all been a fluke.  
Gravity Guy was waiting in the foyer with a wide smile, he rubbed his 

hands together, ‘right. Shall we hit the road?’ 
‘I guess.’ I mumbled, as Gary headed out past me to a waiting car. 
The vehicle was all black with tinted windows. A Hojac car with a driver 

who was already taking my bag from Gary and loading it into the boot. 
‘Have you got your costume on?’ Gravity Guy asked me, seeing as I wore 

a pair of jeans and a jumper. Of course I did. I always wore it beneath my 
clothes always, the mask tucked in my back pocket. 

‘Yes.’  
‘Good. You’ll need to change once we’re on the plane.’ 
‘Alright.’ 
‘Shall we go? We’re running late.’ 
I glanced back to Gary he offered me a smile and a nod. 
‘Sure.’ I grumbled, as the driver opened the side door and Gravity Guy 

gestured for me to climb inside.  
I took one last look at the house, inhaled deeply, and then lowered 

myself into the car. Gravity Guy clambered in after me and I watched as the 
driver started the engine and steered us away from my home.  

Gary stood at the stairs until we were well out of sight. Once we turned 
down onto the long stretch of roads, I turned back in my seat and wove my 
fingers together. 

When I’d woken this morning I’d never have guessed the day would take 
this kind of turn. I hated it and I hated Gravity Guy so I sat quietly fuming. 

‘You might find your time at the Elite useful,’ Gravity Guy noted after a 
minute or two. 

Eyes wandering to the window, I hid a smirk, ‘I hope so.’ 
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The car took us to an airport where we climbed aboard a plane which 
shot up into the sky. Once we were at cruising altitude Gravity Guy undid his 
seatbelt and shot me a look. 

‘You can change now. There’s a bathroom down the back.’ 
I had been around Gravity Guy and Hojac long enough to know that when 

I was asked to do something there was little point in arguing. 
As a result of this, I shuffled back to the bathroom to change. There, 

pulling off my jumper and shirt and jeans, I folded them into a neat pile 
wondering when I’d need them again.  

Something told me that for the first time ever I would most likely be Dare 
more than I was Romulus. 

Something about this almost made me feel hugely uncomfortable. 
Once I emerged from the bathroom I laid my clothes down near the back 

of the plane and returned to my seat, my mask in my hand. I’d stashed my 
phone in my utility belt but didn’t dare touch it. 

‘You will have to wear your costume most of the time. During weekdays. 
You’ll be permitted to wear your own things during weekends and after 
lessons.’ He glanced out the window now, ‘We won’t be long, short trip across 
the harbor,’ Gravity Guy said once I’d sat down. 

‘Harbourelle.’ I answered. 
‘Yes. My city.’ Gravity Guy grinned, clearly proud of this fact. I’d know it 

though so all he did was come off kind of pretentious. 
Unfortunately there was one other rather irritating factor I had not yet 

considered. Gravity Guy was the principal of the Elite. This of course was when 
he wasn’t at Hojac serving in the Sanctum or saving Harbourelle or the million 
other things he did.  

‘There it is.’ Gravity Guy said, interrupting me from my thoughts, ‘see 
there,’ he was pointing, ‘The Elite.’ 

Despite attempts to remain unimpressed I peered out the direction he’d 
gestured, my eyes widening in genuine astonishment. 

I’d seen photographs – of course – but never laid eyes on the Elite in real 
life.  

It was awesome.  
The Elite was a huge levitating structure in the sky, like something you’d 

literally imagine the gods living on. I supposed that was the point. 
It was enormous and constructed from the very fairest ivory materials, all 

towers and buildings, with flourishes of green in between structures. It hung 
there, impressive as hell in the clear blue sky. 

‘Pretty brilliant, isn’t it?’ Gravity Guy furthered, digging for a complement. 
‘Uh huh. I guess so.’ I replied tartly. 
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Gravity Guy sunk back in his seat, grinning to himself, while I stared all the 
more out the window, the jet circling around to land. 

Beneath the Elite lay the sprawl of Harbourelle.  
Admittedly, it was a smaller city than Lionsbrink. I wasn’t sure if that 

surprised me, given Gravity Guy was based here.  
He’d always struck me as a Big-City-Hero seeing he was such a big deal. In 

saying that, I supposed he was involved with so much all at once that perhaps 
that was why he served in a smaller city. 

Harbourelle – while being smaller – was a whole lot more fancy than 
Lionsbrink. It was all gardens and landmarks, beautiful where it sat on the 
water’s edge.  

I was still staring when the jet dipped down making for the Elite runway. 
A second later there was a little bump as we touched down and the brakes 
screamed jerking me back in my seat. 

When at last the plane had rounded up to the terminal Gravity Guy was 
on his feet and grinning a mile wide, ‘Right. Shall we?’ he declared, ‘Fetch your 
bag. We need to hurry.’ 

Before I had a chance to ask him what on earth we were in such a rush 
for, Gravity Guy was already stalking for the exit. The door hissed open 
automatically, and he vanished through. Seeing as I had no idea where I was 
going I hastily grabbed for my belongings and stumbled out after him. 

‘Keep up.’ Gravity Guy noted once I’d caught him at the other end of the 
boarding gate.  

I opened my mouth to say something really, really offensive when he set 
off again at a ridiculous pace. 

Heaving an overly dramatic sigh I trailed after him. 
The Elite Head Quarters were really impressive. Like, really, really 

impressive, not that I was going to say that to Gravity Guy. My eyes were on 
everything. Huge sky high ceilings, long hallways with doors, and courtyards, 
glass everywhere looking out to planes of grass and fields and smaller buildings. 
I even spotted a playground in the garden, which was weird. 

What was even weirder was that thus far the place seemed deserted. 
This made no sense at all because I’d heard that it was usually jam packed with 
students, teachers, and research workers – none of which I saw anywhere. 

‘Come on!’ Gravity Guy called from ahead, ducking into a side door 
somewhere ahead. 

‘I’m coming.’ I cried loudly, quickening my pace and headed through the 
door he’d disappeared through, ‘for goodness sake, do you have to be such a 
massive pain in the ass –?’ 



25 
 

I’d probably have elaborated on this if I hadn’t found myself immediately 
behind fifteen or sixteen students all staring wide eyed and startled that I’d just 
called the unofficial leader of Hojac a ‘Pain in the Ass.’ 

Of course instantly I turned bright red and Gravity Guy laughed forcefully 
because as much as he knew I’d been perfectly serious, he didn’t want 
everyone else to. 

‘Ah.’ Announced an older gentleman at the very front of the class, ‘Sir, 
you’re here at last. And this must be Dare?’ 

What made matters immensely worse was that the older man was 
undoubtedly the Human Cannon.  

You have to understand something. When I’d been younger, before Liam 
had allowed me out as Dare I used to read through all the old Hojac Albums – 
there were stacks of them in the Layer from ages back. The Human Cannon had 
easily been my all-time favorite.  

He’d been so impressive and awesome, in his green and white costume 
and cape. The man who offered his hand to me now was grey and still in the 
same uniform, despite this I still felt like I was going to faint meeting him. 

Trying to seem as unimpressed as possible, I shook Human Cannon’s 
hand and then glanced sideways at Gravity Guy. The others students stared at 
me in a kind of disbelief. Some seemed a little star stuck – I liked that. Others 
however, not so much. 

I peered at them curiously, wondering if I’d know any of them.  
‘I’m afraid I really ought to get going.’ Gravity Guy told Human Cannon 

lightly, ‘a lot to do. No doubt you can take care of Dare? Sorry we’re late by the 
way. Difficult day.’ 

There seemed to be a lot of emotion invested in those last two words. 
‘Of course, Sir.’ Human Cannon agreed, sharing this seriousness. 
‘I’ll take your bags, Dare.’ Gravity Guy offered politely – as if I hadn’t just 

called him a pain in the ass, which I had – he reached for my bag. I sort of limply 
handed it to him. ‘They’ll be delivered to your room.’ Then he vanished, leaving 
me alone, standing there, everyone staring at me. 

‘Dare.’ Human Cannon began again, smiling at me, ‘welcome. You haven’t 
missed much, take a seat.’ He gestured to the only vacant desk along the 
window. I shuffled there, settling down and pressing my lips tight together 
feeling way, way, way in over my head. 

Human Cannon returned to the front of the class obviously to continue 
on with whatever he was doing. The space looked almost the same as my own 
school did back home. White and boxy, bookshelves everywhere, posters on the 
walls and huge windows. 
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The only difference being that everyone wore super clothes and instead 
of a whiteboard there was a massive computer screen with various displays. 

My eyes now drifting, I spotted another familiar face nearer to the 
window. 

At the sight of her, however, I wanted to die. 
You have to understand something. 
Here’s the thing, when Liam had died last year, and Hojac had told me 

that I’d be shipped back to Lionsbrink on my own I’d had a kind of… emotional 
breakdown – for lack of a better term. 

This emotional breakdown had taken place waiting for a Hojac transport 
vehicle and mostly been within the ear shot and eye shot of the girl I had now 
spotted giggling about fifty yards away. 

Bright – I think that had been her name – in her completely white 
costume and long white hair. 

Look. I’ll be honest with you. Waiting for that Hojac transport vehicle that 
day I’d sort of wanted to crawl under the Hojac Ports’ bench seat and cry myself 
to sleep.  

It was not my finest moment. 
It was – however – the moment I met Bright.  
She had been brilliant and impressive and good looking and I had been… 

well… in a word, pathetic. 
The fact that she was here now, and that I’d have to face her I suddenly 

wanted to crawl under that Hojac Port’s bench seat all over again. 
It was for this reason that I forced my very best scowl and tried not to 

look her way. 
Unfortunately, Bright seemed to have spotted me too. I could feel the 

heat of her blue eyes on me as I tried to concentrate on Human Cannon.  
Damn it, I considered. Damn it. Desperate to seem way less pathetic than 

I had the last time we’d met I puffed out my chest and kept my gaze as steely as 
possible. 

‘Right,’ Human Cannon continued, ‘as I was saying, it is genuinely a 
pleasure seeing you all back this year. Your final year. The most important year 
where you will transition from sidekick to super hero. I don’t need to say that 
the grades you make now will matter far more than those in previous years so I 
encourage you to keep your head down and study hard.’ 

I swallowed uncomfortably, feeling completely out of place.  
‘Today you will sit your grading tests – this will be after lunch.’ Human 

Cannon explained, ‘they will be used to assess where you are at the beginning 
of this year in order to monitor your improvement, not to mention enable us to 
release the first Six List.’ 
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There were murmurs of delight at this, I peered at the students 
cautiously. I knew some students at the Elite had had the privilege of serving as 
sidekicks for super heroes already, however there were some who had never 
been on field. The Six List was their only taste of the real action. 

‘Your points will also contribute to the likelihood of a city appealing to 
have you serve as their super hero next year.’ Human Cannon concluded, more 
whispers of excitement. ‘Cities looking for super heroes will consult your grades 
in order to make financial offers to secure your service. If you want a 
placement, you’re going to have to work hard.’ He glanced my way, ‘isn’t that 
right, Dare?’ 

I blinked at him, confused he’d spoken to me. ‘Uh…’ I began, ‘yes.’ 
There was speckled laughter after this, as Human Cannon grinned. 
‘I suppose you’ll have a lot to share with us too, Dare.’ He said, 

addressing me again, ‘seeing as you’ve already been on the field.’ 
I shrugged, because it felt awkward to be singled out. Especially seeing as 

I didn’t really want to be here and thought these kids were super-dorks. 
‘I guess.’ 
More laughter. My eyes flickered, finding those of Bright, who sat two 

seats across. She smiled at me before I had a chance to glance away.  
Before Human Cannon could say much more than this, the bell rung and 

everyone was shuffling to their feet. 
‘Lunch time!’ Human Cannon declared, ‘a chance to catch up after the 

holidays, no doubt. I’ll see you all afterwards in the PT Hall to get started.’ 
Already everyone was moving. Some shuffled out the door, others 

chattered and laughed, and most peered over at me as if I were something 
genuinely rather curious. 

It made me feel super awkward. 
All this aside I was pretty keen to get out of that classroom so I didn’t 

have to talk to Bright. Unfortunately, I did not seem at all fast enough. 
It was at this very moment Bright appeared, her hands folded behind her 

back. 
‘You remember me?’ she asked. 
‘Uh yeah.’ I replied, ducking my head away so she didn’t see me blush. 
‘You missed the official welcomes.’ Bright added, tipping her head to one 

side, ‘but everyone knows how boring they are. In saying that, the grading tests 
are hell.’ 

‘I see.’ I agreed, although I obviously didn’t know. 
‘Anyway,’ Bright went on, probably sensing my resistance, ‘we’re going to 

lunch now. I’ll show you the way if you like?’ 
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I groaned internally, wishing that this girl would stop saving me. The truth 
was I had no idea where the lunch room was and I’d likely lose myself in the 
Elite halls if I tried to find it on my own. So I shrugged and gestured to the door. 
Bright smirked and led the way. 

Mercifully she didn’t say much as we navigated the way to the 
lunchroom. There were students everywhere now, all seemingly headed in the 
same direction. 

At last we appeared at a huge cafeteria, all white and smelling like 
meatloaf. 

‘I figure it must be a pretty big shock being here.’ Bright told me as we 
wandered inside, ‘seeing as you were basically a proper hero and all. And I 
suppose considering everything that happened.’ 

I flinched, everything sort of twisting over inside of me at her allusion to 
Liam and Betty. 

‘I’m sorry, by the way.’ She added, probably seeing me wince, ‘about that 
girl. She was your girlfriend, wasn’t she? The Mayor’s daughter.’ 

I set my teeth together, shrugging for the third time. ‘Yeah.’ I croaked, 
‘she was.’ 

Bright looked at me with the worst possible expression. 
Pity. 
It made me furious to see it.  
‘Anyway.’ I hissed, ‘thanks for showing me around.’ 
‘Roe I –’ 
‘Actually, it’s Dare.’ I replied, unsure just why I’d said that. ‘Anyway. 

Thanks.’ It hadn’t sounded like a thank you, my words had been sharp and 
Bright would have known she’d touched a nerve but I didn’t care. I didn’t want 
her help, I didn’t want her looking at me like she felt sorry for me.  

Stalking away from Bright I headed for a seat, moving past a counter 
where a woman in a hairnet handed me a tray with something hot and 
undistinguishable on a plate. 

I peered at it rather anxiously as I lowered myself into a seat at the far 
end of one of the long tables as far away from Bright as possible. 

The fact was I’d worked pretty hard at becoming Dare, with my mask on 
and off. Dare was stronger and more importantly, a whole lot more like Liam 
than Romulus was. 

I didn’t need Bright reminding me about how much of a loser I’d been, 
nor talking about Betty and Liam. I did not want to talk about Betty or Liam. Not 
ever. All around me people talked intensely. Mostly about Lion-man and what 
had happened that morning. The thought of it still made me shudder. 
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 I tasted a tiny portion of whatever it was on the plate before me and 
grimaced. It was awful.  

‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ a voice asked, piping out of nowhere. 
A girl had appeared, far younger than Bright. She watched me earnestly, 

shuffling down the seat until she sat opposite. 
‘Yeah.’ I agreed vaguely. 
‘Because it’s healthy.’ The girl told me solemnly, fiddling with the ends of 

her very fair hair and making a face. ‘I’m Errey.’ She beamed at me. 
I stared back, still scowling. ‘I’m Dare.’ 
‘I know.’ She agreed, ‘I’ve seen you on TV. You’re awesome.’ 
‘Thanks.’ I mumbled, poking at my food again. 
‘My name’s actually Eares.’ She told me, although I hadn’t asked, ‘only 

that’s my super-hero-alias.’ She added reflectively, ‘we haven’t invented them 
in class yet, but that’s my actual name. Eares.’ She nodded definitively, ‘When I 
have a city – like you – and a normal life, I think I’ll call myself Veronica.’ 

‘Veronica?’ I parroted, ‘oh.’ 
‘Yeah. You’re Romulus, aren’t you?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Did you pick that yourself?’ 
I squinted at her, confused, ‘No?’ 
Errey’s mouth knotted to one side, ‘Weird.’ She hesitated, ‘I thought you 

were a born super-hero, like me?’ 
‘A born super-hero?’ 
‘You were born into it. Into Hojac. That’s different than someone who 

becomes a hero.’ Errey told me, ‘aren’t you a clone?’ 
‘I am.’ Because I was. Liam had had me made specifically to serve as his 

sidekick. Still my name had always been Romulus, Dare had been – and to some 
extent still was – this persona I adapted. I knew about ‘born-heroes’ born in 
parents who were already a part of Hojac. Errey was clearly one of those. 

‘You look unhappy.’ Errey pointed out, gesturing to me with her fork, ‘are 
you unhappy?’ 

I pressed my temples with my fingers exhaling loudly, ‘Just confused.’ 
Errey peered at me, clearly not buying it. ‘Why?’ 
‘Because,’ my shoulders were up around my ears, I opened my mouth to 

explain but couldn’t seem to bring myself to admit I had no idea what I was 
doing here. 

‘Oh right.’ Errey gasped, her freckled face glowing with a huge grin again, 
‘you’re new. You’ve never been here before.’ 

I nodded once, ‘Yes.’ 
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‘It’s my first year too.’ She agreed, ‘although I know all about it.’ this kid 
seemed more and more like a total know-it-all. ‘We’ve had our introductions, 
met our year level teachers – mine’s Cattitude, yours is Human Cannon.’ 

‘I know.’ I snipped, because I was aware of this. 
‘After lunch,’ she gestured to the inedible bowls before us both, ‘we go 

down to be assessed for grading. They do it at the start of the year, and then at 
the end to see how you do. Your grading matters more than mine, but you’re 
already a superhero so I guess you’ll be fine.’ 

‘I’m not a superhero.’ I argued, because I wasn’t. That was the whole 
reason I was here, not in Lionsbrink where I belonged.  

Errey made that face again and smirked, ‘after the grading they post the 
results the following morning.’ 

‘So what do we learn here anyway?’ I furthered, not looking at her and 
trying to pretend it wasn’t a big deal that I had no idea what I was doing or how 
the Elite functioned. 

‘Stuff.’ Errey concluded, ‘how to be a hero. History of Hojac, Personal 
Development – that’s where we work on our super-identities – Weapons and 
Tech, Superhero Philosophy, as well as the usual lessons, math, English, 
science.’  

I frowned all the more, ‘Right.’ 
‘Days start at seven. Alarm goes, breakfast at half past, lessons start at 

half past eight. We have usual class first until half past eleven – boring stuff – 
then everything else from twelve until three. Usually two subjects a day.’ 

‘And after two?’ 
‘That’s your personal development time.’ Errey told me solemnly, ‘like I 

said before, where you work on your super-alias. It’s independent study. You’re 
lucky because you already know who you are.’ 

I nodded, ‘and after that?’ 
‘We officially finish classes at four.’ 
‘Sweet.’ 
‘But there is a lot of homework.’ Errey sighed dramatically again, ‘once 

you’re done with that you can do what you like. Unless you’re on the Six List 
and you’re called out. You’ll be on the Six List.’ 

I narrowed my eyes at her, ‘You think?’ 
‘Oh yeah.’ Errey agreed, ‘you just wait and see. You’re pretty much a big 

deal, everyone thinks so. Because you’re practically already a superhero.’ 
‘I’m not a –’ 
‘Not to mention I heard you were personally recruited by Gravity Guy.’ 

Errey noted with a giggled, ‘you’re basically a celebrity here. We’ve all seen 
what you do in Lionsbrink… you’re so good but you’re so young.’ 
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I blushed, feeling kind of awkward about that, although it explained the 
sideways stares I received even now as I sat speaking with Errey.  

‘That’s stupid.’ 
‘Trust me, you’re a huge deal.’ Errey promised, ‘it’s weird you don’t know 

that.’ she added, ‘I mean you beat a villain – an actual super villain – on your 
own.’ 

She was talking about Blue, someone I had no desire to think about let 
alone discuss. After all, he’d killed Betty, not to mention I’d killed him. That 
thought left a horrible taste in my mouth. 

‘Callum Court.’ I said, because that had been Blue’s real name, ‘he was 
Liam’s business partner. It’s wasn’t as impressive as it sounds.’ 

Errey shook her head, ‘It was.’ she answered, ‘anyway. I’m so glad I got to 
meet you,’ she added, ‘my friends are going to be so jealous you’re my friend. 
I’ve got a huge poster of you on my wall.’ 

That was a really odd thought. Regardless, I wasn’t able to say anything 
more than that as she was up and on her feet, vanishing as quickly as she’d 
come. 
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Three 
 
Sitting alone at lunch presented me with the opportunity to get a good 

look at some of the other students. There were a number there I recognized, 
some I didn’t. 

The bell rung again and I was on my feet quickly, taking my tray with me 
and dumping it on a side table where everyone else seemed to be doing 
likewise. I wasn’t too keen on asking anyone for directions so I spotted Bright 
and decided to follow her to the PT Hall – wherever that was. 

Bright was chatting with some other super-girls who just so happened to 
be super-gorgeous one of which was definitely Constellation. 

Constellation was tall and slim, wearing all navy her hair so dark blue it 
was nearly black and pinned back somewhat by golden stars. She was laughing 
liberally her smile a mile wide.  

She served in a city across the country alongside a superhero named 
Arielle l. I know this because Liam dated Arielle some time back. I found myself 
wondering if I’d manage to make history repeat itself. 

At last we drew down towards a huge set of doors, marked above was a 
huge sign reading ‘Physical Training’ which I supposed was what the ‘PT’ stood 
for. Bright, Constellation and the other super-girls ambled through, I followed 
after when on entry into the wide space, taking it all in when I suddenly 
tumbled forwards and landed hard on my hands. 

There was immediate laughter. 
Scowling, and red faced, I propped myself up, only to find myself of 

someone tall and grinning.  
I knew him instantly to be Friction – the sidekick of Vesuvius, who served 

the city of Baylem, the single largest metropolis in the world.  
My teeth gritted tight together as I rose up once more, dusting off my 

costume.  
‘Look at you,’ Friction noted, looming over me a few inches in height, 

‘that costume? You’re like a walking comic book.’ 
Admittedly, shortly before Liam had died I’d been begging for a new 

costume. Mine was red with a big ‘D’ over the chest and had seemed childish. 
After Liam was killed I’d sort of forgotten about this.  

My costume while old reminded me of Liam. It was how he’d designed 
me – Dare – to be. So I’d kept it. 

‘Leave him alone, Friction.’ Constellation said across the way, scowling, 
‘his costume’s fine.’ 
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‘Uh huh.’ Friction concluded, folding his arms across his chest. He was 
broad, with dark hair and eyes in a completely grey costume with a heavy black 
vest and a mask perched over his nose.  

‘Hey Loophole. I don’t believe we’ve met.’ 
‘No,’ I agreed, stepping towards him offering a hand, ‘you must be Dick 

Head?’ 
There was laughter now, and I smirked at Friction’s furious expression. 
‘Excuse me!?’ He demanded, daring me to say it again. Which of course I 

was going to. 
‘You must be Dick Head.’ I repeated, still offering him my hand to shake. 
‘You’re not funny.’ Friction told me frankly, ‘and you don’t belong here 

either. We don’t need a forty nine.’ 
I didn’t know what forty nine was, but I wasn’t at all impressed by the 

way he’d spoken to me. 
‘I’m doing what I’m told.’ I said very coolly, ‘just like you.’ 
‘Yes, the difference being that I’m actually good at this stuff.’ Friction 

replied with a laugh, ‘you’re just a loophole, Loophole.’  
‘Loophole?’ I repeated, ‘what’s that supposed to mean?’ 
We had everyone’s attention now, every single one of the other students. 

They peered on, curious. 
‘You’re lucky.’ Friction told me, jabbing a finger at my chest, ‘a fluke. 

Getting where you are. Because you’re a clone, and your hero died and your 
agent likes money. Without any of that, you’d be nothing.’ 

He sort of had a point, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. My hands 
curled into fists, as he simmered a smile in delight.  

‘Give over, Dicktion.’ I said levelly. 
There was more laughter now, and Friction’s shoulders grew tense, he 

was so furious he practically shook. 
‘You may think you’re all that, Dare.’ He began in hiss, ‘but you’re in the 

big leagues now.’ 
‘Thank you for pointing that out Diction, but I already know a little about 

the ‘Big Leagues’.’ I replied tartly. 
‘Well what’s your super power?’ he asked, ‘pissing people off? You’re 

good at it.’ 
I gave him a toothy grin, ‘One of them,’ I agreed, taking a step closer 

again. 
‘Ha!’ Friction scoffed, ‘you can joke all you want but we both know the 

truth – everyone knows the truth – you’re a non-power. You’re in the eighty-
seven percent.’ 

I drew back, confused, ‘what?’ 
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I’ll be honest with you. Up until now it had completely slipped my mind 
that there were super-heroes who had powers. I didn’t, neither had Liam and 
none of the bad guys in Lionsbrink had either. 

The surprise was evident on my face, which was even more unhelpful and 
caused Friction to erupt into a bout of forced laughter. 

‘See. You know I’m right. You’re a non-power. Do you know what that 
means? It means you’re going to fail. Statistically, you’re going to fail.’ 

I wilted back, unsure what he was saying and sort of overwhelmed by the 
realization that I was surrounded by a hoard of super-dorks with actual super-
powers. I was going to look like a complete idiot. 

‘Friction…’ Constellation warned again, offering me a sympathetic glance 
with her amber eyes, ‘leave him alone.’ 

‘He’s a big boy.’ Friction stated, although his eyes still on me, ‘at least, 
that’s what we’ve been told.’ He narrowed his gaze, ‘eighty-seven percent, 
Loophole, that’s your fail rate. Non-Power superheroes are eighty-seven 
percent likely to fail and never be signed by a city. I agree, you’re lucky, but I’m 
not sure you’re that lucky.’ 

Just then the door opened and Human Cannon appeared again, instantly, 
Friction darted away and joined a hedge of other super-dorks across the way. 

‘Ah!’ Human Cannon announced, ‘My Third Years… brilliant I hope you all 
enjoyed lunch, shall we get this underway? I see many familiar faces…’ his grey 
eyes scanned our faces completely oblivious to the exchange between Friction 
and I. ‘As usual, you will begin the year with a physical assessment.’ Human 
Cannon went on, ‘based on this assessment we will rate you with a score which 
we will use to determine your improvement over the following year. Right…’ he 
grinned broadly, ‘let’s see what we’re dealing with here.’ 

‘I’ve gained at least five kilos over the holidays…’ I heard a stringy student 
in an orange suit yelp to a larger sidekick I recognized, Bulldoze Boy, ‘I knew I 
shouldn’t have eaten so many carbs!’ 

Bulldoze Boy grunted as though this bothered him very little – which I 
supposed it did.  

‘Right,’ Human Cannon began again, ‘if you could line up in alphabetical 
order, quick as you can so we can get this underway.’ Human Cannon glanced 
down at a list he was holding, ‘Atomic?’ a small girl lifted her hand and stood 
astute first in line, ‘Bulldoze Boy? Bright? Constallation? Danerang?’ the latter 
an Australian sidekick I’d heard very little about, ‘Dare?’ Quickly I scooted in 
behind Danerang. After me came Friction – who grinned sideways at me, then 
Herald and The Jester – two girls I’d seen talking with Bright at lunch. Next came 
KP, Oracle, Sterling Silver – who had gained five kilos – Tomahawk, Torpedo, 
Victor, and lastly Union Jack. 
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The seventeen of us. 
‘Atom!’ Human Cannon snapped, without even looking up towards 

Atomic, ‘get on with it.’ 
Consequently, as a result of Friction’s words I felt rather suddenly, very, 

very small. 
The reality was that Friction was right. There were only two kinds of 

heroes.  
Those with powers. 
Those without. 
I’d completely forgotten this, I suppose, because neither Liam nor I had 

had powers until Friction had mentioned it. 
Damn it – I considered internally. Damn it. 
Friction, all the while, grinned alongside me, probably having known this 

fact the whole time. 
I hated him. Gosh I hated him. 
Atomic’s powers were clearly nuclear, so I sort of questioned how close 

we were standing to her seeing the idea of radiation poisoning wasn’t hugely 
appealing. Human Cannon sort of controlled some form of simulation which 
concentrated to the far end of the PT Hall, manifesting five metal bodied 
androids. 

She leveled each one in four seconds flat. 
Damn it – I considered again. 
Next came Bulldoze Boy, of course he had powers too, and decimated 

the simulation with his forearms, tearing their metal limbs apart. 
After that, Bright. She fiddled for a moment at a metal brace she wore at 

her knee, straightened up and offered Human Cannon a thumbs up. Her powers 
were electrical, and she decimated the robots in seconds with a huge jot of 
energy. 

After Bright came Constellation. I knew what her powers were but felt all 
the more useless as she darted – flying into the air, because oh yeah, she can fly 
– and then with one swooping movement of her hand she generated this scary 
as hell ball of light and bright it down with an almighty CRASH! Took out all five 
of the mechanical figures. 

I of course broke into a cold sweat. 
Danerang was next, thankfully, he didn’t have powers of any kind. 
What he did have, however, was a pretty lethal looking boomerang which 

when thrown only twice lopped the heads of each of his assailants. 
I wanted to die. 
Here’s the thing. I was good at being a super hero – if I do say so myself – 

but these guys? It was like they’d walked straight out of a comic book, especially 
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Danerang with his broad leather hat, black singlet jumpsuit and weird painted 
marks up both arms. I mean he’d have looked ridiculous if he hadn’t been so 
awesome! 

Next to them all I felt sort of juvenile. Not that I wanted to admit it. 
Instead I sort of freaked out on the inside because I was dead set determined 
Friction didn’t know how completely ridiculous I felt. 

I didn’t have any special weapons or abilities and as much as I knew I 
could subdue the robots eventually, I wasn’t going to be as fast as everyone else 
had. 

‘Dare!’ Human Cannon called, glancing up at me once from his clipboard 
while Danerang strolled past the ruined robots with a knowing smirk. 

‘Good luck, mate.’ He remarked as I moved to take his place. 
The whole thing was made far, far worse, because everyone was 

watching me with a kind of expectation seeing as I was Dare, I’d already served 
as a super hero a year now, not to mention brought down the villain Blue and as 
a result saving all of Lionsbrink. 

Now I was about to completely embarrass myself in front of every one of 
them. My eyes sort of found Bright’s who offered me a sort of smile. 

Damn her. 
‘Ready?’ Human Cannon asked, I wasn’t but instead I swallowed, my 

hands hovering over my utility belt. 
‘Ready.’ I confirmed. 
The robot’s movements were instant. With a kind of puppet like 

magnetism they reassembled again – having been blown apart, demolished and 
beheaded by the previous students before me – and made to advance. 

Immediately I grabbed for my stun gun and fired twice, both shots made 
impact, neither one did a thing. Oh well, I considered, blushing red, it was worth 
a shot. 

‘Know your target, Loophole!’ Friction called loudly, ‘for goodness sake!’ 
Turning redder, I arched my arms out either side of my body, assessing 

the situation. Five robots, each at least six feet ahead, I hadn’t seen them attack 
yet so I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what they were capable of. 

‘Oh hurry up!’ Friction groaned again, shushed by Human Cannon. 
‘Alright,’ I whispered, ‘alright, alright, alright…’ there was a huge 

VROOOM! As an explosion of fire shot out of the nearest robot. A blast which 
would have consumed me had I not tumbled to one side just at the right 
moment. 

Panting, I bound up on my feet again, taking a deep gulp of air and 
reaching for my grapple gun. 
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‘Now what!?’ Friction called once more, ‘you’re going to run away? Is 
that your super power, Dare!?’ 

I winced, wishing that the entire Third Year wasn’t watching me. Instead I 
shot a look directly upwards to the glassy ceiling above. There were huge metal 
braces running lengthwise across the PT Hall. Without a second thought, I fired 
my grapple gun directly upwards. 

The anchor lodged in the bracing allowing me to swing myself up and 
around, encircling the robots. I vaulted myself against the far wall, to project a 
little more speed, completely confusing their mechanical brains, then again, 
then again, until I must have been a blur of red. 

Then, abruptly, I swung out, kicking head ways into the nearest two 
android, yanked hard at the grapple anchor, pulling it free and retracting it into 
the gun, before taking another shot, this time piercing the inner centre of the 
robot’s frame. I’d noticed this before, it had appeared to be its power core. 

The grapple ripped out the robot’s central system in a fizz of wires and 
sparks just as it made to fire. I of course instinctively grabbed the robot’s 
outstretched arm and rotated it just in time to catch the final two androids in 
the fiery blast. 

There was a huge BOOM! As the weapon decimated the last of the 
assailants and I staggered backwards, enveloped in a plume of black smoke. 

Somewhere, I caught the sound of a single and slow applause. 
Once the smoke cleared I spotted Human Cannon with what I figured was 

the closest thing to a smile, clasping his hands together, and clipboard tucked 
under one arm. 

‘Well done, Dare.’ 
Coughing, and blotched with soot I shot a look towards the watching 

students. They were impressed, I could tell, even Friction who sort of boiled 
with a kind of rage. His reaction felt the best of all. 

Dusting off my hands as Human Cannon consulted his clipboard, I made 
my way back to my place in the line. 

‘Been years since I’ve seen a performance like that. Took a little longer 
than usual, but very resourceful.’  

‘Resourceful?’ Friction scoffed as I ambled up alongside him, ‘that’s code 
for fluke. Of course you know what a fluke is, don’t you Loophole?’ 

I gritted my teeth, saying nothing. 
‘Friction?’ Human Cannon called, as the robots rolled back together 

again, repairing the damage I’d done. 
‘Watch this.’ Friction advised, stalking past and taking his place where I’d 

stood. Once the robots were standing once more, Human Cannon asked if 
Friction were ready. Friction nodded once as the robots began to move. 
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It was over in barely a second flat, Friction rubbed his thumbs and 
forefingers together. There was a rupture through the air in the form of a white 
pulse of energy, it snapped through each robot, fizzing each one into a million 
pieces. They completely disintegrated before my eyes. 

Friction had barely moved – and that had been his point. His power, I 
knew, was the ability to control energy created by friction, hence the name, but 
I’d never seen it with my own eyes. 

Admittedly, it was pretty awesome. 
‘Great job, Friction,’ Human Cannon noted, ‘as usual.’ 
Friction tried to look humble as he headed back to his place beside me, 

grinning a mile wide. ‘And that, in case you’re wondering, Loophole, is how it’s 
done.’ 

 
After our Physical Assessments, everyone was chattering openly about 

our performances back downstairs. This was awkward because I kept hearing 
my name said over and over. 

Doing my level best to ignore it, I curled my hands into fists and scowled, 
trailing after the others. 

Soon enough we were herded into the same classroom where Gravity 
Guy had first brought me to earlier that day and asked to sit down. We were 
told to return to our assigned seats where a thick leaflet sat waiting with my 
name printed on the very top. 

‘Romulus Gray – Dare’. 
I ventured a peek inside finding it jammed packed with a bunch of 

multiple choice questions. Human Cannon cleared his throat and glowered at 
us. 

‘Eyes off the papers.’ He snapped, which felt like it was directed at me, so 
I instantly closed the leaflet and stared wide eyed ahead. ‘You will have exactly 
an hour to complete your test.’ He went on, pacing along the front of the room, 
‘Now these are aptitude tests,’ Human Cannon stated curtly, ‘which means that 
we are measuring your existing abilities, personalities, and natural inclinations. 
There are no ‘wrong’ answers.’ 

‘Unless you end up left off the Six List.’ Friction quipped, smirking my 
way. I simmered furiously, although, admittedly rather anxious. 

‘Thank you, Friction.’ Human Cannon hissed, unimpressed, ‘but yes, your 
answers will reflect your rating on the class list and as a result whether you 
make the Six List. This aptitude test will measure your base line. It will allow us 
to take a look at you and how your mind and personality works and assess your 
suitability for hero placement.’  
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That sounded ominous and made me feel all the worse. My hands grew 
sweaty and my knees jiggled nervously beneath my desk. 

‘The important thing to keep in mind is that ultimately the answers you 
will give cannot be changed or unlearned.’ Human Cannon concluded, ‘so 
ultimately, there is no real point getting worked up about it.’ 

Despite this, I did get worked up about it. 
Grasping my pencil tight, Human Cannon glanced once at the clock and 

then instructed us to begin. I took one huge breath and flipped open the 
booklet. 

The whole thing was weird. As a result of how odd the questions seemed 
I sort of forgot my complete terror of flunking the test and muddled my way 
through each problem one by one. 

 A handful were actually super hero related. They posed situations and 
then four possible choices of action. There were others, guessing the next 
shape in a sequence of patterns, or mathematical equations, ‘if a train leaves a 
station at blah, blah, blah and a jet takes off from whatever-airport at three 
pm,’ that kind of crap. 

By the end of it I was confused and my brain kind of hurt.  
‘Pencils down.’ Human Cannon called, as the clock read four o’clock, ‘well 

done. If you could hand your test to the person in front of you.’ There was a 
sound of shuffling papers as I tapped my pencil on top of my desk, wondering 
how I’d done. 

Obviously, I wanted to do well. Not only because I was the closest thing 
to a ‘real hero’ here and had something to prove but now because Friction was 
a total ass and I absolutely had to make the Six List. My performance at the PT 
Hall had been adequate but not having powers was a huge blow to my success – 
even Human Cannon had agreed.  

I was a part of the eighty seven percent. 
Swallowing, my eyes flittered across the room, meeting those of 

Constellation who was staring directly back my way. A small part of me sort of 
wilted, suddenly shy. That was weird because I hadn’t felt like that in a while. 

‘Right. Well I think that’s us for today,’ Human Cannon concluded, 
peering at his watch, ‘I suppose you ought to head back to your rooms and take 
it easy. Your results will be compiled tomorrow morning.’ 

I felt a twist of anxiety through the pit of my stomach and rose quietly to 
my feet. Thankful, in part, that the tests were over, but worried as hell that I 
hadn’t done enough to secure me a place on the Six List. 

After all, I was supposed to be Dare, it would be mortifying if I didn’t 
make it. 
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The others around me began to chatter and move towards the door, and 
the fear associated with my tests results were immediately replaced by a 
concern that I had no idea where we were meant to go now. 

‘Hey there.’ A voice quipped, I’d half expected it to be Bright but 
thankfully it wasn’t. 

It was Constellation, and I sort of shrunk back at the sight of her however 
instantly reminded myself that super-girls were probably not at all different 
than regular girls and that ‘Romulus Gray’ and ‘Dare’ weren’t shy and awkward.  

‘Hey.’ I replied, forcing my most level smile, ‘I’m Dare.’ 
‘I know who you are.’ She replied, pressing her lips together, ‘I’m 

Constellation.’ 
‘Pleasure.’ I said, playing it cool and presenting her with a smile I’d used a 

million times on girls back at Lionsbrink. 
‘So I figured maybe I should show you to the Third Year Rooms.’ She 

offered helpfully, I was hugely relieved only didn’t let her know that. 
‘Oh, right. That would be awesome.’ 
‘Cool.’ She grinned at me, 
‘Cool.’ I echoed, nodding towards the door. 
We headed out together headed through the halls past a flurry of 

students who seemed to have likewise finished their grading tests. 
‘So it’s pretty cool.’ Constellation noted as we walked. 
‘What is?’  
‘Having you here.’ She explained, as if it were the most obvious thing, 

‘you’re pretty big deal.’ 
‘Yeah,’ I laughed, ‘I’ve heard that.’ 
Constellation jerked an eyebrow with a smirk, ‘Have you? Well then, how 

will we keep you from becoming so conceited?’ 
I tucked my hands behind my back with a short look her way, ‘It may be 

too late.’ I joked. 
‘Sorry Friction was such a jerk.’ She added almost as an afterthought, ‘but 

that’s why he is – the fact that you’re such a big deal, I mean – he’s scared of 
you.’ 

I liked that thought, but it also made me nervous, especially considering 
how I’d done in the grading. I was deeply concerned about my results. It would 
be mortifying if I failed to make the Six List. 

‘Mmm.’ I hummed, ‘I’m not scared of Friction.’ I added. 
‘Good.’ Constellation nodded once as we approached a broad door, ‘stay 

that way.’ 
Constellation reached for the handle of one of the double doors and led 

the way into a wide open space much like a longue. A number of students were 



41 
 

already there, splayed on couches, watching a huge TV down the far side, or 
sipping at mugs. 

‘Welcome home.’ Constellation announced proudly, ‘at least, for the next 
year.’ 

Mouth knotted to one side I took a moment to absorb it all in.  
The third floor living quarters were huge. Large and carpeted with tables, 

and chairs everywhere, and enormous paneled windows which spied out on the 
city of Harbourelle below. There was a tiny kitchenette too, with mugs and tins 
of things, and a few large bookshelves about the place stacked with goodness 
knows what. 

‘Girls rooms are to the left,’ Constellation explained, gesturing to a set of 
stairs and a mezzanine to one side flanked with six doors, ‘boys to the right,’ she 
added, another set of stairs to seven rooms across the way. 

‘Right.’ I mumbled, wondering which was mine. 
‘Your name will be on the door.’ Constellation said, as if reading my mind, 

‘I guess you’ll want to settle in. Honestly though, if you need anything let me 
know.’ 

‘Thanks.’ I told her, meaning it and feeling kind of small in the enormity of 
the Elite. 

Constellation offered me one last smile before she vanished, joining a 
cluster of girls across the way.  

Taking a deep breath, I headed up the stairs to the right and along past 
the red doors marked with the names of the various sidekicks in my year. At the 
very end I found my room, marked with big black letters that read ‘DARE.’ 

Fumbling for the handle, I ducked inside, finding myself in a reasonably 
little room with a single bed, beside table and a lamp, a desk, an empty shelf 
and a wide window.  

It felt dwarfed compared to the rest of the Elite, but I liked that, because 
everything else seemed to make me feel very, very small. 

My bags were there too, dumped on the floor at the very centre of the 
space, I wondered if Gravity Guy had brought them up himself. Unlikely, I 
considered. 

I locked the door behind me, mostly because I not only wanted but 
needed to be alone. Outside the sky was beginning to turn a dusky blue, and I 
fumbled for the light switch as a tide of anxiety crept up from my feet and into 
my chest. 

None of it felt real at all. 
Not to mention the whole thing felt manic. This morning, only hours ago 

I’d woken in my own bed, in my own house, in my own city. 
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Now I was here, at the Elite, up to my ears in super-dorks, and ass holes 
like Friction, at the mercy of Hojac. 

Again. 
The thought of Hojac made my blood boil. I hated the way they seemed 

to take control of my life when I least wanted them to. How they always 
seemed to have the upper hand, and no matter what, at their word, I was 
obligated to come running. 

My thoughts sort of unraveled as I shifted my belongings from my floor 
onto my bed. A tightness grasped a hold of my chest as my mind wandered to 
Liam and Lionsbrink and worse – to Betty.  

I sort of gasped now, wrestling for air as dread took over and I felt myself 
crumble into a familiar sensation. Uneasily, I lowered myself onto my bed, 
grappling for self-control. 

I was having a panic attack.  
It had been a while since that had happened. The familiar terror however 

wounded itself way through every vein and fiber of my body, through my bones 
and into the very tips of my fingers. 

My thoughts kind of melted together and everything jarred. I lowered 
myself down onto the bed, snapping my eyes closed and wrapping my arms 
around my body, my hands shaking. 

I felt out of control. Completely, and entirely out of control. 
Coughing, and gagging for air, a volatile nauseas sensation bubbled in the 

back of my throat. 
Struggling for air, I forced myself to take slow, steady breaths. I fought for 

stability, my knees and hands trembling as I blinked open my eyes and stared 
directly at the wall ahead. 

No. I told myself stubbornly. No I was not going to completely fall apart at 
the first sign of hardship. What would Betty say? What would Liam say? 

What would Liam say? I considered internally. I wasn’t sure what Liam 
was going to say about any of this. About me being here, at the Elite, about 
Hojac, about all of it. 

Liam had always had a sort of contempt for Hojac. They were a necessary 
evil. Stuffy bureaucrats, little else. 

A part of me, at the very bottom of it all, suspected he’d be disappointed 
in me. In the fact I was here. In the fact that I cared about making the Six List. I 
felt shallow and stupid. 

As the panic wound its way from my body I felt it replaced with another, 
yet equally strong emotion. 

Embarrassment. 
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I felt embarrassed being here, having to leave Lionsbrink, how I’d 
performed in the PT assessment, the fact that Bright – who knew exactly how 
much of a loser I could be – was here, not to mention Friction and his 
determination to make me look stupid. 

I exhaled loudly, head in my hands as I heard a sudden strange buzzing 
noise. 

Blinking my eyes open, I peered up, to one side, spotting my phone.  
I swallowed uncomfortably, and reached for it, ‘What’s His Name’ 

flashing across the screen. 
‘Hello?’ I coughed, because as horrible as I felt, I liked the idea of talking 

with him. It made me feel normal, like there was still a part of my life now 
swamped by Hojac and the Elite. 

‘Roe! Hey! What’s up? I tried calling earlier but you didn’t answer.’ 
‘Oh yeah… sorry, had grading.’ 
‘Grading, what’s that?’ 
‘Tests.’ I replied, my eyes out the window where the sky had turned 

nearly completely navy blue, ‘we’re ranked in order of our results. For the Six 
List.’ 

‘Cool! Did you make it?’ 
I hesitated, ‘we get the results tomorrow.’ I said after a moment, 

‘although I’m not sure I’ll make it.’ 
‘What!? Of course you will.’ 
I wasn’t in the mood to tell him about the powers and how much I’d 

embarrassed myself in front of the other third years so I nodded, ‘Sure.’ 
‘Anyway, how is it? Is it awesome!?’ 
I flinched, scruffing my hair, ‘Yeah. It’s awesome…’ 
I said this very unconvincingly, and it was a miracle What’s His Name 

didn’t pick up on it. 
‘Hey so, Roe. Have you heard the news?’ 
‘What news?’ I replied apathetically, because at that very moment I 

doubted that things could get any worse. 
‘They’ve announced your replacement. You know, for the next few 

months?’ What His Name inhaled a long, deep breath, ‘bro. It’s Gravity Guy.’ 
Until that moment I’d suspected things couldn’t have gotten any worse. 
Now, I simmered at the thought of that idiot Gravity Guy pretentiously 

parading around my city for the next eleven months.  
‘What!?’ I hissed, whispering as to not be overheard. 
‘Gravity Guy!’ What’s His Name repeated, making absolutely no attempt 

to hide his excitement. ‘I know you’re not a huge fan of the guy but this is a big 
deal! He’s the leader of the Sanctum! Head of Hojac!’ 
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‘Not officially…’ I grumbled. 
‘Still! Everyone knows he’s a big deal. And he’s stepped in to relieve you 

at Lionsbrink. Do you know how huge that is, Roe!?’ 
I could sort of see where he was coming from. It spoke highly of me, 

seeing as Hojac felt it necessary to relieve my services with someone of such 
high skill.  

Despite this, I still despised Gravity Guy and Lionsbrink was very, very 
special to me. I couldn’t help but feel physically repulsed and the idea of him 
there. Not to mention he was the Principal of the Elite, in my mind he had no 
place swanning about in Lionsbrink.  

‘Is he staying at my house?’ I demanded urgently, because that was the 
worst possible thing. 

‘Not one hundred percent sure.’ What’s His Name answered earnestly, 
‘but I was around at your place this afternoon and I swear I saw a Hojac car – at 
least I thought it was – all black. He would be, though, right? To use your layer… 
the hotline… the Silver Shadow...’ 

Damn it. I considered, he’d be driving the Silver Shadow, my car! 
‘It is pretty cool, Roe.’ What’s His Name said optimistically, ‘you should 

take it as a complement that they think the only one capable of filling your 
shoes is Gravity Guy.’ 

I pressed my lips together, ‘Mmm.’ I mused. 
‘I guess it makes sense seeing as you’re in Harbourelle with the Elite. The 

Six List will attend any issues in Harbourelle while Gravity Guy is in Lionsbrink.’ 
 ‘I’d better go.’ I began, because I could feel that awful sensation of 

anxiety riddling through my bones again, ‘I’ll catch you later.’ 
‘All good, man. Talk later, okay?’ 
‘Okay?’ I agreed before hanging up and stashing my phone in the small 

drawer of the bedside table.  
Leaning back onto the bed, I laid my head on the pillow for a moment 

staring up at the ceiling reflecting on all I’d heard, my belongings clustered to 
one side. 

 leaning onto my side, I fumbled with my things, dragging out piles of 
clothing and socks and other odds and ends. Then at the bottom, a worn box – 
the action figure Betty had brought me – my plastic cast face staring out at me 
with a painted smile. 

With a kind of resolve I rolled up onto my feet again and strode across for 
the shelves, placing the toy on the very top shelf. 

After a moment I stepped back, staring directly at it. My fingers fiddling at 
the velvet ribbon around my wrist. 
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Four 
 
Of course I woke the following morning with a sense of dread which I did 

not immediately remember the reason for until I remembered Hojac and 
Gravity Guy and the Elite. 

Groaning, I tumbled out of bed and fumbled for my costume. It felt weird 
wearing it openly for so long. Sure I always wore Dare’s uniform beneath my 
closes but actually being him for that length of time seemed odd.  

Regardless, I changed and patted my mask onto my face before headed 
out into the common room. 

I’d woken early, far earlier than everyone else. The sky outside was a 
muddy kind of overcast and everywhere was freezing cold.  

This was perfect, though, because it presented me an excellent 
opportunity to take a wander about. 

The thing was that I knew Lionsbrink. I knew it in and out like the back of 
my hand. Being somewhere so unfamiliar made me feel uneasy. As a result I 
tugged a jumper on over my shoulders and snuck out into the halls. 

There was a kind of stillness settled over the Elite which I enjoyed. The 
immense halls and rooms were ridiculously quiet and I crept quietly about the 
place, exploring the various ways and spaces. 

A while passed, and I’d been undisturbed. The more I ventured into the 
Elite the easier the configuration seemed. The whole building seemed to be set 
up in a huge ‘U’ shape. There was a central wing – what seemed to be filled with 
classrooms and halls, and the massive Cafeteria – then two others, to the right 
and the left. Our living quarters were on the left, two other main doors leading 
to what I assumed were the common rooms for first and second years.  

I supposed the far right wing was Hojac Administration. Unfortunately 
that area was restricted so I was unable to head down that way. 

A while later, I found myself outside in the courtyard. It felt brilliant to be 
out in the open air, although it was bitterly cold here, so high above Harbourelle 
and buried deep in the clouds. 

Finding a space beneath a huge tree, upon perfectly groomed lawns, I 
peered out ahead, in a way, almost peaceful. 

I could almost pretend I wasn’t at the Elite here. I could almost pretend 
that Harbourelle wasn’t beneath us, tucked below heavy cloud cover or that 
within the walls of the buildings there weren’t a bunch if super-dorks and 
uptight Hojac personnel.  

Almost. But not quite. 
‘I wouldn’t take you for an early riser.’ Someone said, over my shoulder. I 

recognized the voice instantly, my shoulders up around my ears. 
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‘If that’s a complement, it’s not a very good one.’ I replied, twisting 
around where I sat to spot Bright – in full costume – behind me fiddling with the 
ends of her long white hair. 

‘What are you doing out here?’ she asked, completely ignoring what I’d 
said and approaching me with the lightest steps I figured possible. 

‘Sitting.’ 
‘Sitting why?’ 
‘Because.’ 
‘Because why?’ 
‘Because I want to?’ I snapped fiercely, because I felt that ‘irritable’ was a 

far better impression to make than ‘pathetic’ – as I had last time we’d met. 
Bright grinned at me, ‘why?’ she furthered. 
‘You’re super annoying, did you know that?’ I asked her, tucking my knees 

up beneath my chin. 
‘You take yourself super seriously did you know that?’ she replied with 

that same smirk. 
‘Who cares if I do?’ I asked her frankly. 
‘I liked you better when we last met.’ Bright remarked matter-of-factly, 

she stood in front of me now, watching me with those blue eyes. I suppose she 
expected me to care about this but I didn’t. Last time we’d met I’d been pitiful. I 
didn’t care if I wasn’t likable now, at least I wasn’t pathetic. 

‘My apologies.’ I shrugged, not at all meaning this. 
I expected her to go away but she didn’t. Instead, Bright just stood there, 

watching me. 
‘Did you want something?’ I asked, which is – you know? – widely known 

as code for ‘get-lost’.  
‘I guess I sort of wanted to run into you.’ Bright admitted, ‘to see how you 

were doing?’ 
‘Doing? I’m doing fine.’ I replied far, far too quickly. 
Bright, of course, saw through this in an instant. Her eyes grew smaller. 
‘Uh huh.’ 
‘Yeah.’ I nodded, forcing a smile, ‘it’s great.’ 
‘You’re serious?’ 
‘Why wouldn’t I be serious?’ I tipped an eyebrow. Bright smirked again. 
‘Because the Elite doesn’t really seem like you’re thing.’ 
‘And why not?’ 
‘Liam hated all this, didn’t he?’ Bright asked, leaving me completely 

bamboozled as to how she’d know. ‘The paperwork? Administration? Wasn’t 
that right?’ I blinked at her, mouth agape, wordless. ‘I actually met him once or 
twice.’ she admitted, ‘you look just like him.’ 
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‘Ah yes. That is indeed the nature of being a clone.’ I remarked 
sarcastically.  

Bright blushed, ‘Oh, yeah. Right. Well that’s why I wondered about you. 
Whether you liked it here.’ 

‘I guess I have to, don’t I?’ I responded a little more truthfully now, ‘To 
get my qualifications? Become a proper hero? Anyway, I’ve long since learnt 
you have to do what Hojac says regardless of how you feel about it.’ 

Bright’s smile weakened a little now, her expression one I couldn’t quite 
discern. ‘I guess so.’ 

‘Anyway, it’s fine.’ I tossed a shoulder, ‘I’m fine. The whole thing is –’ 
‘Fine.’ Bright concluded, her eyes meeting mine, ‘I see. Well that’s good. 

Friction was an ass yesterday, but what you said to him was awesome.’ 
I smirked, ‘Thanks.’ 
‘I think you’ll have made the Six List, in case you’re wondering.’ Bright 

went on, tapping her toe on the grass thoughtfully. 
My heart sort of leapt at this but I tried not to let her see it, ‘Oh?’ 
‘Yeah. You were good. Really good. Human Cannon was impressed.’ 
‘Thanks.’ I mumbled. 
‘Friction was right though.’ Bright warned quietly, ‘this won’t be easy. You 

have to know that.’ 
I scowled, ‘Excuse me?’ 
‘You’re going to have to work hard. You’ve missed two years study 

already… that’s a lot to catch up on.’ Bright remarked, she said it rather 
earnestly but I was already furious. ‘I’m not sure why Liam did it. Keeping you 
from the Elite. It was weird.’ 

‘I guess he had his reasons.’ I hissed. 
‘Yeah, I suppose, but goodness knows what they were.’ 
‘I’ve done most of the assignments though,’ I pointed out, although I had 

no reason to justify myself to her, ‘by distance.’ I added, ‘in Lionsbrink.’ 
There was a short shrill, like a school bell and Bright glanced up towards 

the buildings, then back at me. ‘Breakfast. I guess we’d better get going.’ 
I was already on my feet, moving to leave, pretty eager to put as much 

distance between myself as Bright as possible. 
‘I’ve heard you’re good though.’ Bright said, as I turned on the balls on 

my feet, ‘really good. Second in the year, right?’ 
My eyes flittered back to her, meeting her gaze for a moment, ‘How’d 

you know that?’ 
‘Just do.’ Bright shrugged noncommittally, ‘anyway, it is nice to see you 

again, Roe.’ 
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‘It’s Dare.’ I said instantly, not one hundred percent sure why I did. Bright 
tipped her head to one side, she opened her mouth to speak, only I cut her off 
before she could say anything. ‘Anyway, thanks for the pep talk it was super 
inspiring, I’ll see you around.’ 

‘See you around,’ Bright replied, just as I set off for the cafeteria. 
 
After breakfast we headed directly to class. 
Everyone was sort of buzzing with a kind of nervous excitement. I of 

course tried to play it as cool as possible, although on the inside I was practically 
riddled with terror. 

What if I didn’t make the Six List? 
What if Friction was right? 
Human Cannon was waiting for us in the bright class room, before the 

large whiteboard. He peered at us all as we took our assigned seats. Upon each 
one sat a sealed envelope, marked with our names. No one moved to open 
them so I sat staring at mine cautiously. 

‘Right, morning.’ Human Cannon began, wandering closer to the board, ‘I 
suppose we’d better get started then. Your results have been tallied, they’re 
there, in the envelopes on your desks. Those are your copies, but I suppose 
you’ll all be eager to see just who made the Six List?’ 

There were chatters and grins of delight. I however, sort of sunk back in 
my seat. I’d studied hard and done well in my assignments, however I wasn’t 
sure how much that would count for anything here, up alongside the others. 

‘Drum roll please,’ Human Cannon mused, as he tapped his finger twice 
on the board and it glittered away to a full screen, all sorts of readings all over 
it, blinking and beeping.  

Everyone waited with baited breath as the screen flashed up with sixteen 
blue panels which all flickered up into sequence, each with a photograph of the 
associated student.  

The top six were highlighted red. 
Dizzily, I could have completely fainted in relief as I spotted my own name 

‘DARE’, highlighted red, the second name from the top. 
Directly below Bright’s. 
Right above Friction’s. 
I tried not to look so startled to see it there and instead, clasped my 

hands together atop my desk. 
‘This is ridiculous!’ Friction was already shouting, ‘second!? A non-power 

came second!?’ 
‘Congratulations to our new Six List.’ Human Cannon announced, 

completely ignoring Friction’s protests, ‘Bright, top in class – again – well done.’ 
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He gave her a thumbs up then shot a look my way, ‘and Dare. Second. As 
expected. Excellent to see you can keep the same standard at school that you 
can studying by distance.’ 

I shot a glance sideways, my eyes meeting Bright’s who grinned at me 
with that knowing smirk. I remembered what she’d said in the garden only a 
while earlier. She’d known I was second in the year. Evidently this was because 
she was first. 

Scowling, I glared ahead. 
‘This is a joke.’ Friction insisted furiously, almost up out of his seat, ‘Sir, 

you cannot be serious. I’d rather have Danerang on the field than Dare.’ 
Confused I realized that it must have been Danerang who I’d knocked 

from the Six List. With a short look his way I knew instantly the Australian 
student was not impressed by any means. 

‘I’ve had enough, Friction.’ Human Cannon snapped, ‘you can reflect on 
your scores later – your envelopes contain detailed results. Read them, use 
them as a launching point for improvement. Now we must get on with our 
classes.’ He tapped a tall pile of textbooks upon his desk before handing them 
to the front rows who in turn handed them back to the students behind.  

Someone – not sure who – handed me my book. It was almost funny. 
Almost.  

It was a heavy, hard covered text book with a flashy illustration of comic 
versions of at least six of the Sanctum on the cover. I knew this as one of the 
figures – the one closest to the Hojac logo – was Gravity Guy. 

‘Page fifteen.’ Human Cannon quipped, as the last of the students were 
passed their books, ‘we’ll get a start with our history this morning.’  

‘History?’ I mumbled, leafing the pages open. All of my history classes 
until that point had focused on World Wars or international events. Nothing I 
suspected I’d find in the pages of this text book. 

Obediently I located page fifteen, the very top of the page printed with 
large black letters reading: ‘The Dark Republic.’ 

‘In our first semester we will be covering the dynamics of the fall of the 
Dark Republic and consequence the rise of Hojac. While I suppose you’ll all 
believe yourselves to be familiar with the story I can promise you, you don’t. 
You will understand it all properly, and it is in understanding this properly that 
you will have a better appreciation of your place within Hojac. Serving the Great 
Goodness.’  

I rolled my eyes. The ‘Great Goodness’? That was one of the more fancy 
ways of describing super hero duties, I’d heard it a half a million times. It was 
stupid because it implied that Hojac were this perfect organization which could 
do no wrong and fail no one. 
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But I knew they could, I’d seen it and they’d failed me. 
I simmered in my seat as Human Cannon began again. 
‘Does anyone want to tell me about the Dark Republic?’ he asked curtly, 

peering around at the students, ‘Anyone?’ 
‘Dare does.’ Friction remarked with a laugh, ‘seeing he’s the expert.’ 
Human Cannon seemed to take Friction’s suggestion seriously and his 

gaze fell expectantly on me. I shifted a little in my seat before shrugging. 
‘It’s like Hojac for bad guys.’ I offered off-handedly, because that was the 

very best way I could think to describe it. 
There was instantly laughter and Human Cannon scowled in a way that 

suggested that was not an appropriate answer. 
‘They were an organized force.’ I added, because I felt bad for offending 

Human Cannon seeing as he was my hero and all, ‘which existed before Hojac 
did. Villains, powerful ones, united together to bring their cities into submission. 
It was planned out, and as a result, very, very successful.’ 

‘Good.’ Human Cannon agreed, ‘and how long ago did they exist?’ 
‘Twenty-five years ago.’ Bright answered deftly, before I had a chance to, 

‘everyone figured that evil was an unrelated, unprofessional force.’ She added, 
‘they weren’t. They were smart, organized and worked together to achieve their 
goals.’ 

‘Excellent answer.’ Human Cannon agreed, ‘as always.’ He hesitated 
before considering the class again, ‘so what happened?’ 

‘Hojac did.’ I answered flatly, as Friction opened his mouth to speak, he 
glowered at me, clearly unimpressed. 

‘Hojac did?’ Human Cannon echoed, ‘care to explain, Dare?’ 
‘At that stage heroes worked independently.’ 
‘And what was the problem with that?’ Human Cannon challenged, 

watching me carefully, I shrunk back in my seat, feeling a little awkward. 
‘It was less effective.’ Bright answered for me, ‘they were less effective 

on their own, so they banded together to fight the Dark Republic.’ 
‘Excellent. Good job, Bright.’ Human Cannon grinned. 
‘That’s how Gravity Guy became the leader of the Sanctum.’ Friction 

added helpfully, not one to be out done, ‘He led the assault against the Dark 
Republic. He overpowered them.’ 

‘Correct. And Gravity Guy was indeed inducted into the Sanctum – he is 
not their leader though, not officially.’ 

I groaned, really eager not to dwell too much on how brilliant Gravity Guy 
was – especially since right that second he was likely stalking about my house in 
my city. 
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‘There were benefits from having the heroes banded together under 
Hojac as well.’ Human Cannon went on, ‘anyone want to tell me what those 
were?’ 

Constellation’s hand shot up, ‘It made more sense as far as resources go 
– shared the money around, allocating adequate finances to the various cities 
and heroes.’ She remarked. 

I audibly scoffed at this, earning a scowl from Friction. 
‘Have a problem with that, Loophole?’ 
I shrugged back at him, ‘If you ask me it’s become far too much about the 

money.’ 
‘Oh right.’ Friction quipped, grinning at me, ‘but that shouldn’t be a 

problem for you, should it? After all the only reason you ended up hero in 
Lionsbrink was that your agent took advantage of the fact you weren’t a legal 
identity. Isn’t that right?’ 

A bitter taste invaded my mouth and I simmered in a silent fury. 
That was true.  
I shouldn’t have been permitted to remain alone in Lionsbrink, the only 

reason I had was that my agent – Hank – had pressed for it, in order for him to 
be paid in contract in full. It was a loophole. I was a loophole. 

‘Constellation is correct.’ Human Cannon stated decidedly, ignoring all 
mention of contracts, Hank or me, ‘having a governing body to manage the 
super heroes and their placements in cities allowed there to be regulation spent 
on heroes layers, weapons and any other requirements for the tasks. Of course 
this all managed by the interface of agents – as you mentioned Friction.’ 

‘Yes, only most agents aren’t ass holes like Dare’s.’ Friction noted, 
smirking. 

I couldn’t argue with this, because Hank really was an ass hole. Instead I 
folded my arms. 

‘As I mentioned a moment ago, this semester we will be looking into the 
history of the Dark Republic and subsequent rise of Hojac – there was a lot 
more to it than we’ve discussed, all of which you will learn.’ Human Cannon told 
us loudly, his hands planted onto his hips, ‘we’ll start with the beginnings. We’ll 
start with the Dark Republic. Where it came from. Why it existed. Why it had to 
be stopped.’ 

The gradings from our tests flickered away as Human Cannon laid his 
hand on the board again. It instantly returned back to its previous surface – a 
white board – as he laid his hand on it. 

‘We’ll start with pages fifteen through eighteen. Dark Republic origins.’ 
He told us, ‘get reading.’ 
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‘Could you imagine that?’ Constellation asked Bright as class was 
dismissed, ‘organized villains. That’s insane. Could you ever imagine all the bad 
guys that structured…? It would be volatile.’ 

Human Cannon had already vanished, it was early afternoon and we’d 
been dismissed for private study. 

 ‘Bright can’t imagine it.’ Friction replied stoutly, grasping his own text 
book and shooting a look back at the pair, ‘she’s never been a real sidekick.’ 

I scowled, because as much as I was used to Friction being a jerk to me, it 
seemed strange him being so awful to anyone else, let alone Bright. 

Bright pressed her lips together and stared directly back at him, ‘Well, 
evidently I’m adequate enough to beat you week on week as top in class.’ She 
noted tartly, ‘besides. I have seen proper villains.’ 

‘The Six List deals with bank robbers and petty thieves, that’s nothing on 
what either I or Constellation’s seen in our cities. Isn’t that right, Babe?’ Friction 
stated with a greasy look towards Constellation. 

Constellation pouted, folding her arms across her chest, ‘for goodness 
sake, Friction, if you’re wanting to impress me you’re doing a pretty poor job of 
it. I don’t know why you have to be such an ass.’ 

Friction grinned, ‘see you later, ladies.’ He noted before hustling out the 
door with his friends Danerang and Bulldoze Boy to goodness knows where. 

I shuffled my notes together, pretending I hadn’t overheard the 
exchange, making for the door. 

‘Ignore him.’ Constellation was telling Bright, ‘he’s just mad he can never 
beat you for top in school.’ 

‘Uh huh.’ Bright mumbled, her eyes wandering up and meeting mine. 
Instantly she glanced away, her cheeks turning pink. 

‘He is. He’s an ass.’ Constellation repeated, nudging her friend’s arm as 
the last of the students made to leave.  

‘Yeah.’ Bright agreed meekly, tucking her books beneath her chin, ‘Yeah, 
you’re right.’ Then they were gone, shuffling out the door. 

 
Returning my books back to my room I was immediately struck with the 

fact that I had absolutely no idea how to spend my ‘personal study’ time. 
Errey – the girl in the lunch room the day before – had insisted I’d need it. 

That it was a chance to develop my super alias. The only thing being that I’d 
been Dare for years now and I was pretty sure that – not having super powers 
aside – I was pretty good at it. 

As a result of this I did my homework, some maths equations, a short 
paragraph on Dark Republic history, and chemistry. All of this took about an 
hour so after that I had absolutely no idea what to do. 
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Everyone was elsewhere. Tucked away in bed rooms, or in the library, the 
common room completely deserted which sort of made me feel uncomfortable. 

The idea that I’d need two hours a day extra to work on a person I’d been 
since I was eleven seemed stupid. I knew exactly who Dare was, there wasn’t 
much else that needed to be dwelt upon, let alone for the better part of an 
afternoon five days a week. 

As a result of this, I sort of wandered back down to the gardens. It was an 
absolutely brilliant day and I figured I might as well enjoy it. Ambling across the 
empty courtyard I reflected on all that had occurred this morning. 

Making the Six List was brilliant. For a moment I’d been genuinely worried 
that I’d have been beaten out. Evidently, however, the Elite must have seen 
something in my gradings that they figured was worthwhile.  

Admittedly, I’d sort of enjoyed the lessons, history in particular. Liam had 
never spoken much about Hojac or the origins of it nor about the Dark Republic. 
That made sense of course, given the Dark Republic had been overthrown years 
ago but regardless it was pretty interesting. 

I thought of Blue and how terrifying he’d been, the idea of more than one 
villain uniting together was insane. As much as I hated Hojac and thought 
Gravity Guy was a moron, the fact that they’d overpowered the Dark Republic 
was a very good thing. 

I rounded the front verge of the garden, near to a large fountain, 
contemplating these things when I spotted Errey – the little girl from lunch the 
other day – perched on a bench. 

She spotted me, grinned and waved and as much of a jerk as I’d become I 
couldn’t bring myself to ignore her. 

‘Hey.’ I said, wandering over. 
‘Hey yourself.’ Errey beamed, her legs crossed and a book laid across her 

lap. 
‘What are you doing?’ I furthered, Errey lifted a large book for me to see. 

It was huge, hard covered and etched all over with gold detailing. 
‘Reading.’ 
‘Mythology?’ I asked, reading the title aloud, ‘why?’ 
‘Personal development.’  
‘How is that personal development?’ I furthered, genuinely confused 

now. 
Errey grinned, ‘character. I’m working on my character.’ She took a long, 

dramatic breath, ‘I mean our alias’s – our super-sides – aren’t who we really 
are. We invent them. I’m still inventing mine.’ She gave me a shy smile. 

‘So you’re… researching?’ I rephrased, Errey nodded several times over. 



54 
 

‘Yes. That’s what I’m doing. I’m a first year. Some of us are still deciding 
who we’re going to be.’ 

I wound my fingers together, curious now, because I’d never gotten to 
invent Dare, Liam had, ‘And what are you thinking?’ I furthered. 

Errey glowed with delight, patting the space beside her on the bench, ‘I’ll 
show you.’ 

Despite myself I lowered myself into the seat beside her, Errey spread the 
book out for me to see. There, in full glossy colored glory was a dark haired 
illustration. 

Eris – the title read. 
‘What do you think?’ Errey asked me earnestly as I peered at the picture. 
‘Eris?’ I replied, glancing sideways at her, ‘goddess of chaos?’  
Evidently, this made Errey pretty ecstatic, ‘yeah!’ she yelped, ‘I thought 

maybe it might be a good idea… maybe… we share the same name.’ 
‘Your name’s Eris?’ I frowned. 
‘Yes.’ Errey agreed, ‘although no one calls me that.’ 
I nodded, quietly considering that. I was a little jealous of Errey, getting to 

imagine her own identity. Dare had sort of happened, I hadn’t planned him 
flicking through the pages of books.  

‘Cool.’ I remarked at last, ‘but she’s got darker hair than you do.’ 
Errey pressed her lips together, as if this were a very grave truth indeed. 

‘Yeah. I know. I can always dye it, I suppose?’ 
‘Maybe?’ I shrugged, ‘or keep it the same. I like it blonde.’ 
Errey blushed at this, and I felt sort of stupid for saying it. ‘You’re name’s 

mythological too, isn’t it?’ she asked me, changing the subject completely. 
‘What?’ 
‘Romulus.’ Errey stated, it didn’t surprise me she knew my real name – 

not at Hojac – she flicked through the pages of her book locating a page which 
depicted two dark haired boys and a large wolf. ‘A twin.’ 

I nodded quietly, I’d always wondered if that’s where Liam had found the 
inspiration behind my name. Romulus, brother of Remus. They’d been raised by 
a wolf and later, after a fight which had ended in the death of Remus, Romulus 
founded the city of Rome. 

Betty had told me the story, I shivered to think of it. 
‘Yeah. You’re right.’ I agreed quietly, not wanting to dwell on thoughts of 

Betty and Liam, ‘So what would she look like?’ I asked, glancing out to the 
perfectly blue sky ahead, ‘this Eris?’ 

Errey’s mouth gathered to one side as she considered it, ‘she’d be super 
cool.’ 

‘Oh yeah?’ 
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‘Yeah.’ 
‘Does she have powers?’ 
Errey smirked, ‘Oh yes.’ She told me, ‘although I can’t control them very 

well yet.’ 
I snuck a look back at her, curious, ‘you have powers?’ 
‘Of course I do.’ Errey nodded again. 
‘What are they?’ 
‘It’s stupid, really.’ Errey noted, suddenly self-conscious, ‘I can control 

light – sometimes.’ She squinted, ‘still learning.’ 
‘Control light?’ 
‘Change it from dark to light. See it’s stupid. I have no idea what to do 

with it.’ Errey groaned, snapping her book shut.  
‘Sounds awesome.’ I told her, although even I couldn’t quite think what 

you’d do with powers like that. 
‘Uh huh. I wish I had powers like Bright.’ She mumbled, ‘to jump really 

high… control electricity… or even Constellation – she’s awesome.’ 
‘She is awesome.’ I agreed, because Constellation was a babe. 
‘Anyway. I guess I’ll figure it out.’ Errey muttered, ‘I didn’t make Six List. 

Not this time. Mostly because I can’t control my powers, I think.’ 
‘You’ll make Six List eventually.’ I told her, not sure why I did because I 

didn’t know Errey at all. Regardless, I sort of liked her and in a way felt sorry for 
her.  

‘You think so?’ 
‘Yeah.’ I nodded, leaning back in my seat, ‘I’ve got no powers at all and I 

still manage to stop bad guys. It’s not always about having impressive powers – 
it’s about how you use what you do have.’  

I sort of caught myself, stunned at my own words.  
‘You swear?’ Errey insisted, meeting my gaze. 
‘I swear.’ I parroted, my voice sort of hollow.  
‘Why are you out here?’ Errey asked me, sliding the book down beside 

the bench. 
‘Taking a walk.’ 
‘Shouldn’t you be studying?’ 
‘What, personal development?’ I asked with a grin, ‘I’ve pretty much got 

it covered. Dare was made up years ago… when I was younger than you. He’s 
never changed. Red costume, black ‘D’ on the chest. I haven’t got powers either 
so there isn’t much else to think about.’ 

‘Yeah but things can always change.’ Errey advised, I shook my head. 
‘Dare doesn’t need to.’  
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Errey’s mouth knotted again, although she didn’t say anything. I sort of 
felt stupid saying what I did but I meant it. Dare didn’t need to change. Besides, 
how Dare was, was how Liam had made him, it was how he’d been when Betty 
died. 

The idea of changing even in the slightest way seemed to draw that 
horrible anxious sensation back into the pit of my stomach. 

‘It’s not just about developing your super identity.’ Errey told me, with no 
idea of the anxiety I felt, ‘It’s about working on something that matters to you. 
Whatever that is. New weapons… new costume… everything.’ 

‘Oh.’ My mind sort of reeled, my hands sweaty. 
‘Yeah. It’s just time they give us to set aside to work on something that 

matters to us.’ Errey watched me carefully, ‘surely there’s something that 
matters to you. That you ought to be doing, rather than going for a walk?’ 

‘I guess…’ I mumbled. 
‘The Elite is state of the art. Huge labs, training bays, libraries, archives…’ 

Errey explained. 
I scowled, glancing sideways at her, reflecting on what she’d just said, 

‘Archives?’ I asked. 
‘Archives.’ Errey repeated, confused. 
‘Archives? Like on the Hojac online systems?’ I furthered, a thought 

taking hold in the back of my mind. 
‘Yeah.’ Errey agreed, ‘only stronger. Everything is stored here. And 

unrestricted. The information is safe here, so there are less restrictions on 
accessing it.’ 

Instantly, a single thought presented itself. 
Nightshade.  
I remembered how she’d been the last time I’d seen her, that final night 

in Lionsbrink. I’d been searching for her for over a year with absolutely no sign. 
I’d scavenged the Hojac records to locate any trace of her or where she’d gone 
or what she and Blue wanted with that damn Quarry. 

I’d found nothing, all of it restricted.  
Only here, Errey seemed to be suggesting the information was not 

restricted.  
I could find her – I thought suddenly – I could find Nightshade and Gravity 

Guy couldn’t do a thing about it. As a matter of fact I could do it right under his 
nose. 

Before I could say anything further and before I could leap to my feet and 
head directly for the library a bell rung. 
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‘Well that’s personal development finished for today.’ Errey told me, on 
her feet, ‘it was nice talking though, Dare. I hope you find something to work 
on.’ 

I remained seated, lost in a million thoughts. All of which, however, 
having everything to do with Nightshade. 

 
I headed directly back to my room after that, a buzz with determination. 
Stalking through the common room – which was packed with a handful of 

the other third years, having appeared from their own personal development 
time – I went directly for my room. 

Once there, I snapped the door shut behind me, and turned the lock. 
At my desk in an instant I grabbed for a thick wad of lined paper and a 

pencil and began writing. 
‘Nightshade’ I scribbled in heavy letters, then using a small roll of sticky 

tape I fastened it to the wall before me. 
I must have been there for hours – listing everything, every single detail I 

could remember. Her costume, the darts she’d used in the shape of small white 
flowers with their numbing venom, the first time we’d met in that out of control 
lorry down town.  

I wrote everything, scribbling it onto scraps of paper and pasting it onto 
my wall. 

By the time the dinner bell rung the entire alcove before my desk was 
absolutely a mess with tattered notations. It was all there. All of it. Everything I 
could remember of her, and Blue. 

I’d probably have stayed there, only I was absolutely starving, so 
regretfully I was on my feet again and headed for dinner. 

Regardless, I felt a strange sense of power. 
As much as I’d much rather have been in Lionsbrink, back in my own city, 

serving my own people I was absolutely going to use this opportunity to achieve 
my own aims. 

I was going to find Nightshade.  
In a way it was made a million times better by the fact I knew Gravity Guy 

didn’t want me to, for whatever reason that was. I was going to use the Elite’s 
access to the internal Hojac systems and find Nightshade and get the answers I 
wanted. 

Get the answers I needed. 
Dusting off my hands, the sides marked with the lead from my pencil, I 

headed for the door to dinner. For the first time in days feeling as though I had 
the upper hand again. 
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Five 
 
The following day I was looking forward to personal development. I was 

up and out of my chair as soon as class ended with such enthusiasm it did not 
escape the watchful eyes of Bright. 

‘You’re in a hurry.’ She noted. 
‘Uh huh.’ I replied, gathering my things as the other students shuffled 

about around us. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Personal development. Isn’t that what we do now?’ I asked, playing 

dumb. Bright smirked. 
‘Yes.’ She agreed, ‘so what exactly is it that you’re working on?’ 
‘Development…’ 
‘What kind of development?’ 
‘Personal development…’ I shrugged vaguely, ‘isn’t that what we’re 

meant to do?’ 
‘Yeah, but what?’ 
‘Why do you want to know?’ I scowled. 
Bright tossed a shoulder, ‘Curious.’ 
‘Well don’t be.’ I remarked. Bright bent over a moment fiddling with the 

metal brace at her knee – I’d seen her do that a million times now, although had 
no idea why. ‘What’s with the brace?’ I asked her. 

Bright glanced directly back at me, ‘Part of my costume.’ 
‘Cool.’ I noted, because it was, regardless I was eager to leave, ‘anyway, 

I’ve got to go.’ 
‘Bye.’ 
‘Bye.’ 
Like a lightning bolt I was out through the door in seconds, headed 

directly for the library. I’d asked Constellation where it was over dinner the 
night before. 

Headed up to the very top most school level I was met by a pair of huge 
doors and an enormous sign mounted above stating ‘Library’. Grinning, I ducked 
inside. 

Once inside my mouth dropped open in a kind of disbelief. 
This place was incredible. 
It was huge – spreading out ahead with shelves and shelves of books, and 

huge cabinets of files as far as the eye could see. Sunlight burst in through wide 
windows and a slim, serious looking woman in all white sat at the front desk, 
her beady eyes watching me. 
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‘Good afternoon.’ I mumbled, dipping my head her way, before stalking 
deep within the library shelves. 

I was not alone here. Evidently a number of students and administration 
staff were also at work. They sat bent over books or at this huge computer 
paneled desks which massive displays at their fingertips. 

The library seemed to be cordoned off at points into small little study 
rooms and little alcoves of control panels that glittered and beeped. It was a 
mash of new and old and I sort of loved it. 

‘Excuse me?’ I whispered to a white coated administration worker who 
sat quietly across the way, ‘if I were looking for the Hojac archives, where would 
I find them?’ 

‘Just there.’ the man replied gesturing over my shoulder to a large glass 
room not far behind me, ‘you’d better hurry seeing as it’s not in use.’ 

‘Thanks.’ I replied, already headed for it. 
There was a handle and a door which led through into the large glass 

room and very little else. This perplexed me until I stepped inside and instantly, 
each of the glass walls flickered until they were opaque and displayed various 
readings and icons.  

I had never seen anything like it, it was like I’d been submerged within 
the computer systems themselves. I could no longer see the shelves or the 
library or the others working around me. Instead there were only displays and 
charts and – rather oddly – a search bar, directly ahead. 

I shook both hands at my side nervously, unable to believe I was here, 
with access to the Hojac archives.  

‘Right.’ I mumbled, ‘right, right, right…’ still shaking my hands out, ‘let’s 
see.’ 

I tip toed towards the opposite glass screen, lifting my hand to the search 
panel and tapping once on the bar. Instantly a little keyboard presented itself 
and I typed a single word: ‘Nightshade.’ 

In a second each and every single one of the glass walls about me flashed 
up with what looked like a virtual bookcase. Each section was marked with set 
of numbers and allocated to a specific section. ‘Related Printed Records, ‘Video 
Footage,’ ‘Relations and Connections,’ ‘Photographs,’ it went on and on, and I 
could barely breathe in excitement. 

She was here, Nightshade was here, I could see anything I wanted, 
anything at all. 

Instantly, I set to work. Retrieving a small notebook from my utility belt 
and a tiny pencil. I paced the glass screens, peering at the displayed shelves. 
Each little file was presented like a book, a short description along the side with 
a little number which I supposed corresponded to its section.  
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I began with photos, selecting a number by tapping my index finger upon 
the spine of the file. They appeared instantly ahead of me, displayed on the far 
screen. 

I sort of recognized each one. Most had been taken while she’d been 
engaged in combat with me. There she was outside the city hall, upon the roof 
of the Art and Artifacts Gallery, security footage within the Museum.  

In a way it felt good to see her – properly see her – there, exactly as I 
remembered her.  

Nightshade was probably about my age, shorter than I was, her neat 
black hair hung about a small elfin like face. To me she’d always seemed a total 
juxtapose. So incredibly graceful, yet so incredibly dangerous. 

I peered at the photos, studying her face. 
It was weird, that she was out there still. Considering the classes we’d 

had so far on the Dark Republic, it struck me for the first time that perhaps she 
had another life. 

Villains were like that, like us, the heroes. They had real lives, they were 
real people, I wondered who Nightshade was, what she was really like beyond 
the mask and costume. 

The thought of her being a normal person, like me, attending school, with 
friends, it made me shiver. 

Regardless, it was likely. It wasn’t like Villains vanished into thin air after 
we were done fighting. They went away, absorbed into their regular lives, 
Callum Court did and he’d been Blue.  

Somewhere, Nightshade had a real name, a bedroom where she slept, 
and clothes other than the violet jumpsuit she wore. I quietly considered this as 
I closed the photographs and peered over the various newspaper articles. 

There were a bunch, of course, mostly around the period when Blue had 
been hunting the Founders Artifacts. My picture was in some of them, Blue was 
in others. It made my skin crawl to see them. 

I must have been there for a long while, losing myself in the snap shots 
into Nightshade’s existence. I scribbled everything down into my notebook.  

The longer I was there, the more evident it became that there was very 
little that existed of Nightshade prior to the Wolf’s death. 

It was weird because her file on the Villains Registered had predated that 
event, which meant there was really only one explanation. 

Despite being here, at Hojac, despite having full access to their archives 
there was information still missing. This was all the more confirmed when I took 
a look into her ‘Villain Status.’ 
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Nightshade had existed for six years – it plainly stated as much on her 
main profile. Assuming she really was the same age as me that would make her 
eleven when she first appeared on Hojac records – just like me.  

I tugged at the collar of my costume, feeling suddenly rather breathless. 
Very little else was said on her profile other than that she was the 

henchmen of ‘Blue’ – who was marked ‘dead’ – and a short description of her 
costume, physical appearance and that she was based in Lionsbrink. 

I scowled at the nearly blank screen, confused. 
I should be able to access everything. Surely I should? 
It made no sense that Hojac would hide information pertaining to 

Nightshade. As far as I was aware she and Blue had killed the Wolf, tried to take 
possession of the Founders Artifacts to get inside of Kissinger Quarry – 
supposedly because the Quarry contained a powerful energy source.  

There was nothing else but that, which was weird because that 
information covered only three months of the six years Nightshade had been on 
Hojac records. 

They were hiding something. I had no idea what it was nor why it made 
sense to restrict the information but Hojac were hiding something. 

My blood boiled at this.  
Instantly, I double tapped on the words ‘KISSINGER QUARRY’ there was a 

flash as a short file appeared before me, completely empty other than a 
horrible word, ‘Confidential’ branded dead centre. 

‘You have got to be kidding me.’ I hissed irritably, furious now. 
I returned from out of the file and back to the library of information 

pertaining to Nightshade.  
Without really thinking I selected the final file near the furthest end of 

the glass space. ‘Video Footage.’ Instantly a sequence began to play, at the sight 
of it my blood ran cold and I could scarcely breathe. 

I recognized it, of course I did, only it felt odd to see it now, external to 
my own personal first witnessing of the events. 

The footage was likely from a security camera it sat up, peering down at 
the events below. The Lionsbrink Department Store, I knew it instantly, 
decorated for Christmas with toys and displays everywhere. 

I’d been there that day, with Betty. She’d insisted we come down 
because my first toy was being launched – the toy on my shelf back in my room. 
Of course there’s been a lot more to our shopping trip than that. 

A whole lot more. 
Now, dead centre to the screen, fuzzy and out of focus was me. I spotted 

myself, doubled over, reaching for something near my neck. A dart, one of 
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Nightshade’s darts. Then she appeared, in full costume, grinning as she circled 
around taking her place alongside Blue.  

Everything was tangled in carnage and it all happened so quickly. I saw 
myself and Nightshade spar off at one another, quick hits and movements. She 
was faster than me, but I suspected that was as a result of the drugs in my 
system from her dart. 

Then Blue got involved, and the store floor was hazed in water because 
the fire sprinklers had gone off. There was talking and once or twice we 
vanished out of view.  

I watched the whole thing in a kind of horror. My heart beat raced faster 
and faster and that stone like anxiety filled me from the bottom up like cement. 

I wanted to stop it, the video, but I couldn’t. 
I just could not seem to bring myself to reach out and close it down. Eyes 

glued to the screen I saw myself grabbed by Blue, and Nightshade reach for my 
mask. I’d kicked out, scuttling away. The next time I saw myself there was paint 
on my face, hiding my identity. 

There was nothing worse than losing your mask, I considered, shivering 
now, nothing. 

Everything sort of unwound now, Nightshade had vanished, and Blue 
stood squarely opposite me, taking aim with his gun he fired once and I toppled 
over, grasping my shoulder. 

Instantly, my hand went to the old wound, a scar now, but it seemed to 
ache as if it had only just occurred. 

Then – my eyes widened in grief – a more familiar figure came into view. 
Wrapped up in a scarf and heavy sweater, even in the black and white of the 
security footage I knew her hair was red. 

Betty. 
My eyes burned as I glared at the screen ahead. Betty placing herself 

between Blue and I. Unable to move, completely paralyzed the footage froze, 
resting on that image, me, Blue, Betty. 

Initially I was confused, only then I realized that Nightshade had gone, so 
this was clearly the end of what Hojac considered to be relevant to her file. 

The picture remained on the screen, vivid before me as I shivered all 
over, my lungs tight. I dragged my gaze away, running a hand through my hair 
and dropping my notebook onto the floor.  

Everything buzzed with a sort of disgust. I couldn’t stand it. My skin 
prickled all over with goosebumps and I shook my head from side to side as if 
that would dislodged the image from my mind. 

She shouldn’t have done it, I told myself internally, Betty shouldn’t have 
done that, putting herself between Blue and I. She never should have done it. 
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But she had. 
My hands trembled as I clasped them to my face, that horrible anxiety 

winding its way through my body and clutching every muscle and bone tight. 
I was riddled with fury, not at Nightshade, of course not at Betty, and not 

even at Blue but at myself. 
I had to find Nightshade, because she had the answers to the questions I 

did not know. In order to do this I needed to be braver, stronger, in control, not 
falling apart at every turn. 

I had to be better than this, I thought fiercely, I had to be better, I had to 
be Dare, not Roe. Roe was weak, Roe was still crippled by the death of the girl 
he’d loved and couldn’t let it go. 

I curled my hands into fists and glared ahead at the screen again, ‘I am 
Dare.’ I said in a stern whisper, ‘I am Dare.’ 

My eyes flittering over the frozen footage I considered the information I’d 
gathered. Evidently, there was still much about Nightshade that Hojac felt they 
needed to keep secret, although I had no idea why. 

Why had they hidden it? 
More importantly, how was I going to access it? 
With steady, measured breaths, I stepped towards the screen, my eyes 

running over it one last time – taking in Betty, moving, living, heart beating one 
last time – before I tapped the far right hand side of the screen, shutting the 
whole thing down. 

The walls around me phased transparent again, the displays vanishing in 
an instant and I found myself once more back in the sunlit library, surrounded 
by books, students and white uniformed administration staff quietly working at 
their desks. 

Quietly, I bent down, plucked up my notebook and tucked it away in my 
utility belt again. I checked my watch, it was a half past four. I’d been here ages, 
personal development time was over. 

Quietly, I left the small archive room, and headed out of the library back 
to the third year living quarters. 

A number of students were already back then, chattering and laughing 
with the television blaring in the background. I didn’t feel much like talking so 
made for my room, mind racing. 

‘Hey, Loophole!’ I heard Friction sneer from across the way, ‘where have 
you been?’ 

I ignored him, mostly because I was a mess and I really was not in the 
headspace for Friction’s stupidity. 
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‘Didn’t you hear me, Loophole? Where you been?’ Friction jeered again, 
his friends laughed. My eyes narrowed as I stalked up the stairs. ‘Hey!’ Friction 
snapped louder, ‘Loophole!’  

I felt a sudden jab of static up through my boots, shivering up my spine 
and through my body. Energy – I glared across at Friction, whose fingers were 
pressed together, the obvious author of the sudden zap I’d received. 

He’d used his powers against me, I thought, shocked, was he allowed to 
do that? 

Before I could say or do anything there was a sudden blaring alarm and 
flash of red light. Confused, Friction grinned. 

‘Ah ha.’ He announced, ‘perfect timing.’ He remarked, already people 
were moving, shuffling. I spotted Bright appear out of her room, then 
Constellation, Bulldoze Boy was shuffling towards a heavy aluminum door 
across the way, above which the sirens blared. 

‘What…?’ I stammered, confused. 
‘Six List.’ Friction answered, headed after Bulldoze Boy, the aluminum 

doors slid open, revealing an elevator space within, ‘come on, Loophole, let’s 
see what you got.’ 

Instantly, I was a fizz with nervous excitement. 
The Six List. This was a call out. Alongside Friction, Bright was fiddling with 

the brace at her knee, while Herald, Constellation, and Bulldoze Boy. Danerang, 
who I suspected I’d replaced on the Six List, glowered up at me. 

In saying this, I didn’t exactly feel bad. 
Instead, I rotated on the balls of my feet, darting back down to the join 

the others. At the base of the stairs I crossed paths with Bright who grinned at 
me fixing her mask over the bridge of her nose, ‘ready?’ 

‘Ready.’ I agreed, meaning it. 
After everything that I’d felt in the library only a moment earlier I really, 

really needed to hit something. I didn’t say this though. 
Not to mention that as strange as it sounded, being cooped up the last 

two days at the Elite had me feeling a little cramped. I was accustomed to being 
on the field bringing bad guys to justice, not spending hours on end in a 
classroom discussing it.  

I was desperate to get out there, do something, not to mention it was a 
prime opportunity to do something I actually knew a fair bit about. 

Friction led the way inside of the elevator, he didn’t apologize for the 
electric shock he’d given me, but I didn’t expect it anyway. The other ten Third 
Years peered jealously as the doors whooshed open and we shuffled inside a 
small elevator like space. 
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Admittedly, it was awesome. I was buzzing now, my fingers twitching with 
excitement.  

A second later the doors opened again and we had been transported into 
a small cabin like space – a jet of some kind – with seats to the right and left. 
There was a pair of pilots ahead, one of which shuffled out of his seat and 
handed Friction a clipboard. 

‘What’s the situation?’ I heard Friction ask – a line I’d uttered to Officer 
John back in Lionsbrink a million times. 

‘Fire down at the Pier.’ The pilot told him, behind a pair of black 
sunglasses, ‘arson, probably, there’s at least thirty or forty people trapped 
beyond the flames.’ 

‘I see.’ Friction concluded. The others shuffled to their seats as Friction 
thanked the pilot and consulted the clipboard. ‘Sit down, Loophole.’ He told me 
bluntly. 

I lowered myself down on the far left, alongside Bulldoze Boy. I sort of sat 
awkwardly with my arms folded across my chest. This was mostly because I 
wasn’t used to going out as a big team. Liam and I used to joke in the car, talk 
about school, or my homework. 

In this case not one of the Six List said a thing. 
There was a huge jolt forwards as the jet seemed to lurch out at a 

ridiculous speed. The cabin had no windows at all – other than the cockpit – so I 
stared at the opposing wall with my mouth snapped shut. 

‘Aright.’ Friction announced at last, ‘simple rescue mission down at the 
Harbourelle Pier. No brainer.’  

I sort of hated the way he’d taken command, and simmered quietly in my 
seat as he went on about our ‘tactics.’  

‘Constellation, Herald, you two have the advantage of flight. Do you best 
to relay as many people as you can up over the flames and to the shore side. 
Bulldoze Boy – your job will be ensuring the pier doesn’t give way beneath us 
while we work. Bright, you and I’ll jump the flames and ferry people in and out 
of buildings or rides…’ Friction hesitated, ‘and Dare?’ 

I glanced up at him, our eyes meeting for a moment. 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Try not to die.’ 
My teeth tightened together, Bright offered me a sort of sympathetic 

smile. As much as I wanted to tell Friction that actually, I was alright and had far 
more experience than he did so he could shut the hell up, I deiced it would be 
better to show him. 

So that’s what I decided to do. 
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Barely a minute later, the jet swooped in a wide circle and then – to my 
total astonishment – the back side began to open out revealing the city below. 

We were directly above the pier, I could sell that. 
The air smelt of smoke and burning rubber and somehow the jet had 

moved into a hovering position directly over the shoreline. 
Friction was already up, ‘We’ll get them to let us off here, Dare.’ He was 

telling me in an infuriatingly patronizing voice, ‘Then get a little lower for you…’ 
As he spoke the words I’d already risen to my feet, dusted off my 

costume and pressed my mask to my feet. He had barely a chance to cry, ‘what 
are you doing!?’ as I sprinted past him and threw myself out of the door, 
plummeting to the ground below. 

Friction had underestimated me and to me that was the best part. 
I reveled in this as I fell the few hundred yards directly downwards, 

ripping through the brilliant blue sky. Below me the pier, already nearly 
completely consumed in flames. I watched carefully, deliberating my speed and 
height, then drawing my grapple gun at the very last moment, taking aim and 
firing directly at the monumental roller-coaster ahead. 

The anchor end rattled through the metal bracing, yanking tight and 
instantly allowing me to swing directly down where I landed, feet first, grinning 
a mile wide. 

Everywhere around me was chaos.  
The fires were impossibly high, consuming nearly everything, the heat 

absolutely debilitating, I was already sweating heavily. 
There were screams, and people everywhere, at least two dozen 

collected together in the main open area where I’d landed. 
‘That’s Dare!’ I heard people say, shouting, pointing towards me. Their 

relief felt familiar and probably for the first time in days I felt like myself again. 
‘Right!’ I shouted, my grapple already retracted, ‘we need to get you guys 

out of here.’ 
I was already making for the largest cluster when the others of the Six List 

appeared. 
‘What the hell was that!?’ Friction erupted, all fury. I glanced back at him, 

already lifting a six year old with a sooty face into my arms. 
‘A short lesson on not wasting time – you’re welcome.’ I noted tartly. 

Bright, Herald, and Constellation likewise were moving about us, approaching 
the terrified public in order to lift them to safety. I swear I saw Bright smirk at 
my remark. 

‘You follow my command, Dare!’ 
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‘Says who?’ I replied, the six year old grasping their arms around my neck 
uncomfortably, ‘Now stand back, Friction, and let a pro show you how it’s 
done.’ 

I was in my element and it was brilliant. I glanced at the little girl in my 
eyes, reaching for my grapple gun again. ‘You alright?’ I asked her, walking 
towards the flames. 

‘No.’ she told me anxiously. 
‘Alright.’ I concluded, ‘well that’s fine, I’ll be brave for the both of us. Can 

you hang on tight? No… not around my neck,’ she was nearly choking me, 
‘there, around my shoulders, that’s it. Good.’ 

Friction was spitting tacks as I took aim with my grapple gun, up high, 
anchoring above. 

‘Ready?’ I asked the small girl. 
‘Okay…’ 
‘Alright.’ I agreed, tugging at the line to ensure it was secure, ‘close your 

eyes.’ Then I hit the recoil button and we were dragged upwards and over the 
flames. 

Once up, I selected the release and we shot down again, hitting the 
ground with a bump. The girl started to bawl but we were safe, on the other 
side. 

‘DARE!’ came a shrill, a hedge of citizens, locked behind a line of firemen 
and police.  

‘Mummy!’ the girl squealed, wriggling in my hold now. I lowered her 
down, and watched as she sprinted to who I suspected was her waiting mother.  

‘Thank you!’ the woman cried, face red with salty tears, ‘thank you! 
Thank you!’ 

I dipped my head in thanks, but said nothing. This was mostly because in 
the time I’d served as a hero I’d realized that as wonderful as the adoration and 
thank-yous feel for us, they are actually more significant to the person you 
saved. 

Generally the situations we enter their lives are dangerous ones with real 
risk. Their thanks to us are an expression of that relief, of them refocusing again, 
not necessarily an opportunity for me to revel in my own awesomeness. 

That was something I’d worked on my own, not something Liam had 
taught me. 

Already I was headed back over the flames, I took aim with my grapple 
gun again, readying to fire. 

‘That was brilliant!’ I heard a voice – Constellation – call, as she arched 
down two citizens tucked under her arms. 
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I grinned broadly at her, ‘Thanks.’ Then fired, shooting up and over the 
flames. 

The problem, though, that I realized five minutes later as the pier cracked 
ominously beneath our feet, was that we were moving far too slowly. We’d 
managed to locate every single person we suspected were trapped in the pier, 
Herald, however was scouting the burning buildings, ensuring that no one was 
left behind. 

The fundamental issue, however, was that the fires were fast, really, 
really, fast and as quickly as we were managing to relay people over to safety 
the wood beneath our feet cracked threateningly. 

‘Is Bulldoze Boy down there?’ I called to Herald, she blinked back at me. 
‘Yeah!?’ 
‘Damn it.’ I hissed, as the structure shuddered again, then glared up over 

towards Friction, ‘We’re not going to make it!’ I called. 
Of course this sentiment was overheard by at least a half a dozen of the 

people still left on the wrong side of the flames. They turned white at my 
allegation, as Friction simmered. 

‘What the hell was that, Dare!?’ He snapped, stalking towards me, as 
Bright appeared again, already motioning for the next pair to lift to safety. 

I backed up, hands flat in a kind of submission, I hadn’t meant to offend 
him, it was just reality, fact, we were running out of time. The pier had very little 
time left. 

‘We need to get out of here.’ I stated. 
‘You don’t just say that in front of the public.’ He snapped. 
‘I do when it’s true.’ 
‘So help me, Dare, I will –’ 
Whatever he was about to threaten me with, Friction did not get a 

chance. Before he was able to finish his sentence, Herald appeared again, like a 
violet flash, her eyes wide with terror. 

‘Friction,’ she stated, ‘there are people in the haunted house.’ 
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Six 
 
Friction blinked back at Herald, as if the words didn’t make sense. 
‘What!?’ he managed to say at last. 
‘Someone – one of the people there – they told me they’d seen a student 

group head inside shortly before the fire started.’ Herald explained again ‘No 
one’s seen them since. I was near there before… I heard them, Friction. There 
are people inside the Haunted House.’ 

The structure stood beyond us, coiled in flames already, near the furthest 
side of the pier, superseded only by the imposing shape of the log flume. 

Friction said something unrepeatable under his breath, then, his hands 
rolled into fists. ‘Right.’ He snapped, ‘get these others out. These ones here.’ He 
stated, referring to the final four of the public who lingered over his shoulder. 
Bright appeared again joining us. 

‘What’s happened?’ 
‘There are people in the Haunted House.’ Friction stated bluntly, ‘get 

these last four out. Now. Herald, Bright, go.’  
Bright opened her mouth to speak, only must have thought the better of 

it, as she and Herald were already moving, headed for the final two pairs. Once 
they were gone we were left with the larger question. How were we going to 
get inside that Haunted House and get whoever was in there out. 

Constellation dipped down, her hair matted with smoke, Friction quickly 
explained the situation to her. 

‘So what do we do?’ she asked cautiously.  
Friction didn’t know, but he wasn’t about to say. 
‘The place is absolutely riddled with fire.’ Bright said, once she and Herald 

had returned. Bulldoze Boy was likely still beneath the pier but I didn’t ask any 
questions. 

As a matter of fact, their standing there, talking, and planning while 
people remained trapped inside of that Haunted House frustrated me. What 
the hell were they doing!? There were people, in real danger, it did not need a 
briefing, it needed action. 

So I was already moving. Without even a word, I was moving. 
In the carnage no one noticed my movements out, this was rather 

excellent because I couldn’t stand another lecture from Friction. 
I was already headed up towards the Haunted House, rounding the side 

towards the main entrance. 
The whole thing was being chewed by fire. 
There was no way I was getting in there. Not at all.  
I felt my lungs tighten with a familiar anxiety. 
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I hated this, I hated death. Somehow it always seemed to smell like this, 
smoke, soot, and stale air.  

No – I reminded myself, as the thought snuck into my mind – no these 
people were making it out alive. They were absolutely making it out alive.  

But how? I questioned, my eyes everywhere. How the hell was I going to 
get them out of that burning house? 

Already I could see the windows were absolutely gnashed with fire, red 
and hungry, eating the structure whole. 

Again, below my feet the pier trembled. 
Who knew how much time we had? Who knew how long the wood would 

hold even with Bulldoze Boy’s super strength? 
‘HELP!’ I heard a shrill from within, ‘HELP US! HELP US PLEASE!?’ 
Death – I considered, the thought tickled the back of my mind – no. I 

countered. No. Not today. These people were not going to die today. 
Then I spotted it. The Log Flume. 
It rounded the highest point of the Haunted House, knitted in together, 

erect and partially engulfed by the flames. 
Regardless, there was a fairly convincing case which suggested there 

would be water there. 
Water to douse the flames. 
I moved fast and didn’t allow myself to think the whole thing through. 
I didn’t allow myself to consider that once I’d climbed the Log Flume 

there was a possibility I wasn’t coming down. 
Instead, I focused on the task at hand. 
The climb was easy – in the most part – I followed the railings, climbing 

the steep incline to the top rather than using my grapple gun again. There was 
no telling the extent that the integral structure had been damaged by the 
flames. I wasn’t risking it. 

The metal tracks that the Log Flume rode on were hot, and burnt through 
the bottoms of my boots. Unfortunately, though, seeing as I didn’t wear gloves, 
my hands were burnt painfully by the railings allowing me to hold on only for a 
moment until I needed to take the next rung. 

I reached the very top in no time at all but the palms of my hands and 
fingers were red and blistered. 

By this stage the others had seemingly realized I was gone and had 
spotted me at the top of the Log Flume. 

‘What are you doing, Loophole!?’ Friction cried, ‘you’re going to get 
yourself killed!’ 
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I ignored him, and set to work finding the water system. There was a 
large tank and pump up at the very top, at the point of the ride’s final, and 
largest point.  

It was – in the most part – a tunnel of types that the ride travelled 
through, with a ledge and a knot of internal equipment lodged off to the side of 
the railings. I clambered towards them, sweltering in the heat, with sweat 
having absolutely drenched my costume. It was a small space, mostly 
mechanical with a little door – a safety exit – which peered out towards the 
burning Haunted House. 

I quickly assessed the situation. Spotting a tank which sent water 
humming through an enormous pump. I supposed it must have powered the 
rushing water within the ride. 

With very little time to spare, I was already fiddling at the side. 
‘DARE!’ I heard shouts from outside, mostly Friction, ‘WE DON’T HAVE 

TIME FOR THIS!’ 
Thankfully, I laid hands onto the main valve which connected through to 

the ride channel. Backing up, and pushing the door as open as I possibly could, I 
grabbed at the valve, twisting it as hard as I possibly could with my already 
scarred hands. 

It rocked and groaned, thankfully was already heavily corroded and in a 
moment or two, with one final shove of force it snapped and water gushed 
absolutely everywhere, soaking me in an instant. 

Thankfully, though, the water exploded with such a force that it shot out 
the tunnel up the top of the Log Flume and the side hatch of the façade with 
tremendous energy. 

I stumbled back, pressing myself to the very side of the cavity, gasping for 
air and collecting myself back together again. 

Had it worked? I wondered, eventually managing to peer beyond the 
volume of water – still erupting from the pump – thankfully, absolutely 
saturating the Haunted House. 

It wouldn’t extinguish every flame, but it would certainly have doused the 
doors and windows. I could see the others too, already moving inside the 
house, all but Friction who stood, glaring at the Log Flume. 

My whole body was shaking in a sort of disbelief, but I wasn’t going to 
allow this opportunity to pass. So with slowly, cautious as a result of my 
blistered hands, I headed down the back the incline of the Log Flume, wet again 
by the turret of water.  

In seconds I was on the ground again. 
Friction, furious, was waiting for me. 
‘What was that?’ 
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‘That?’ I asked, panting, and in all honestly, pretty proud of myself, ‘that 
was a real lesson in being a super hero, Friction. I hope you took notes.’  

Friction was a mess. His hair matted to his head, and soot wiped all over 
his face and his expression grew very slightly defeated. He didn’t respond to 
this, instead turned to face the Haunted House from which Bright and 
Constellation were already emerging from with bewildered students behind. 

Herald – who stood alongside Friction – elbowed him just as the pier 
shuddered threateningly below us. ‘Come on, Friction, let’s finish this up.’ 

Despite myself, I grinned. 
 
Afterwards, once we were on the safer side of the pier, and the fire 

services were able to work to subdue the rest of the flames we gathered 
together again. 

There were people everywhere. Relieved people, who we’d rescued from 
the flames, firemen, police officers, onlookers, and of course, the local media. 

I was used to the blinding flash of cameras – they were a common part of 
my job back at Lionsbrink. It was as a result of this that I knew how powerful 
they were. 

‘Dare!’ reporters shouted, as we headed back to the hover jet that had 
taken us here. ‘Dare! Dare! A photo? Could we have one photo?’ 

I grinned, ambling to a halt where I’d been walking sandwiched between 
the Six List. ‘Of course.’ I declared. 

Friction – who led the way – was already vanishing inside of the jet, 
evidently well aware that he’d been shown up today. 

I hesitated for a brief picture before jogging to join the others, the last to 
board the plane. Herald, Bulldoze Boy and Friction were already chatting quietly 
at the far side of the plane, seated along the right hand side. I lowered myself 
down beside Constellation who immediately grinned my way. 

‘That was awesome.’ She noted. 
‘Thanks,’ I replied gently, fastening my seat belt. The back door groaned 

closed and we were already rising up into the brilliant blue air.  
‘How’d you learn all that?’ she furthered, fiddling with her long, deep 

blue hair, dusting out the ash and soot. 
‘Not sure?’ I answered honestly, ‘I sort of just make it up.’ 
Bright was smiling again, where she sat to Constellation’s right, I ignored 

her and instead presented Constellation with my most imploring smile. 
‘You didn’t do too bad yourself.’ I told her. 
Constellation blushed, shaking her head, ‘you’re just saying that.’ 
‘I’m not. It was brilliant. The whole thing was brilliant.’ 
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Constellation beamed while Bright maintained her knowing smirk. Gosh I 
hated that smirk. 

‘Thanks.’ Constellation told me, her hand on my knee, ‘even if you are 
just saying it.’ 

‘Your powers were awesome.’ I went on, her hand still on my knee, ‘how 
did you get them?’ 

Constellation was laughing now, her amber eyes on me, ‘no one’s asked 
me that for years.’ She said. 

‘Sorry.’ I remarked, admittedly, a little embarrassed. 
She squeezed my knee, ‘don’t be.’ Clearing her throat, ‘nothing special. I 

was caught in the fallout of a shooting star when I was a baby. The impact 
levelled my town, I was the only thing left alive.’ 

I winced, ‘Wow. That’s awful.’ 
‘Mmm. I was barely a few days old. I don’t remember it. Besides. I’m not 

the first super hero to have been born out of those kinds of circumstances am 
I?’ she had a point. I could name three dozen super heroes whose origin stories 
involved death of some kind – myself included. 

‘So your powers were from the meteor?’ 
‘Yeah. Like radiation. A kind we’d never seen on earth. I think that’s my 

why hair’s blue, although I put these stars in myself.’ she pointed to the little 
golden shapes in her hair. ‘Part of the costume.’ 

‘They’re nice.’ 
‘Thanks.’ 
‘For goodness sake, Dare.’ Friction snarled from across the way, ‘It was 

bad enough we had to be your entourage for your paparazzi shot, I for one 
would appreciate not being dragged along for your romantic endeavors.’ 

Constellation grinned, squeezing my knee again before she withdrew her 
hand. I felt a twist of guilt in the pit of my stomach and shook my head, ‘Sorry, 
Friction.’ I muttered. 

He scowled, still watching us. I suspected that there was more to 
Friction’s frustration that witnessing me flirt with another student. I suspected 
he liked Constellation – I’d sort of guessed that the other day after class when 
he’d been rude to Bright. 

I didn’t say much more now, but instead fiddled at the velvet ribbon 
fastened around my wrist, hands still tender from the scolding Log Flume tracks. 

The others dissolved into chatter and Constellation began to talk quietly 
with Herald across the way. Rather awfully my thoughts returned to the notes 
I’d taken in my book, and the fact that I still had no forward way to locate the 
hidden information regarding Nightshade. 
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Despite being in deep thought I felt Bright’s eyes on me and I tried my 
level best to ignore it.  

 
On our return to the Elite we were welcomed by grinning students who’d 

watched the whole thing unfold on TV. 
‘That was awesome!’ Tomahawk, or Sterling Silver or whoever would say, 

slapping my hard on the back. 
I grinned, or gave them a thumbs up, although internally, desperate to 

head back to my room, clean up and tend to the burns on my hands. It had 
been an intense afternoon and I needed head space. 

Once on my own, I examined the damage on my hands. It wasn’t bad, just 
red and blistered. I rinsed them under the cold tap in my bathroom, steeling a 
glance at my reflection. 

I looked awful. My face smeared with dirt and everything absolutely 
drenched through with water and sweat. Once my hands felt a little better, I 
peeled off my costume and took a long shower changing into one of my spare 
uniforms. 

Soon enough, the dinner bell rung, and I tentatively ventured out of my 
room. Once more met by grinning faces. A number offered me congratulations. 
It was Union Jack, however, in his red, white and blue costume who appeared 
and grinned at me. ‘You made the news, Hot Shot.’ 

I smirked, wondering just how Friction would feel about this. Bad 
probably, which was excellent.  

‘Did I?’ was what I said instead, as if I didn’t care at all, which I did. 
‘Yeah. Even beat out Gravity Guy for top story.’ He noted. I scowled. 
‘Gravity Guy?’ 
‘Saved a bunch of people at a bank robbery in your old neighborhood – 

Lionsbrink.’ Union Jack explained. 
Instantly, my blood ran cold. Sure, I suspected I’d hear something of 

Gravity Guy’s pursuits in my city eventually. In saying this, it sort of sucked to 
hear it now.  

After all, Lionsbrink was my city, I belonged there. 
‘Anyway, I’m starving.’ Union Jack concluded, headed for the door, 

‘coming for dinner?’ 
I nodded, stuffing my hands into my pockets, sort of thrilled than he was 

being so nice to me. Other than Friction, Bright, Errey and occasionally 
Constellation no one else had made the effort to speak to me. It had been a 
lonely few days and I was pretty eager not to sit alone at another meal time. 

‘Sure.’ I agreed. 
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Union Jack and I wandered down to the Cafeteria and took a seat having 
collected our meals – which by the way was a thick stew sort of thing that smelt 
awful.  

Friction was elsewhere, seated opposite Bulldoze Boy, Danerang and 
Sterling Silver. I glanced back at them, then back at Union Jack. 

‘You’re not the only one who thinks Friction’s an ass.’ Union Jack told me, 
tucking into his dinner, as if completely reading my mind. 

‘Aren’t I?’ 
‘No.’ Union Jack shook his head, ‘actually very few people tolerate 

Friction.’ 
‘Then why does he seem so popular?’ I asked lightly, because Friction 

seemed to have a hedge of friends regardless of how much of an ass he was. 
‘Because he’s powerful.’ Union Jack told me with a smirk, ‘unlike me.’ he 

added. 
I caught the reference, and recalled that upon the list of student’s 

gradings Union Jack’s name had been at the very bottom. 
I sort of felt bad for him and he knew it, ‘Don’t worry about it.’ He told 

me, ‘I suck, it’ll be a miracle if I get a desk job at Hojac, let alone a city.’ 
‘Sorry.’ 
‘Don’t be.’ Union Jack shrugged, ‘so how are you liking it anyway? Being 

here?’ 
‘Honestly?’ 
‘Honestly.’ 
‘I did hate it.’ I admitted quietly. 
‘Because Gravity Guy is a pain in the ass?’ Union Jack remarked in his 

brisk accent, parroting what I’d said that first day in class. I turned almost as red 
as my suit. 

‘Yes.’ 
‘It’s no secret you hate Hojac. We all heard the story.’ Union Jack 

admitted, which surprised me.  
‘You did?’ 
‘Oh yeah. Everyone knows you hate Hojac. The whole thing was like a 

movie – seeing it on TV I mean – you’re famous.’ 
‘So I’ve heard.’ I mumbled, poking at my meal. 
‘Sucked though… in the end…’ Union Jack remarked, meaning Betty and 

the fact she’d died, ‘sorry…’ 
‘Don’t be…’ I muttered, just as he had done, ‘things happen.’ 
Union Jack watched me carefully, as if wanting to say something but he 

didn’t. ‘So you still hate it here?’ 
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‘Not as much as I did.’ I admitted, because the truth was I didn’t, I 
couldn’t afford to. I needed my qualifications, not to mention I’d already 
gathered far more information regarding Nightshade than I’d initially had access 
to. I figured that just maybe my time here might be productive. 

‘That’s good.’ Union Jack nodded, sounding as though he meant it, 
‘Hojac’s not that bad though, not as bad as you think. It’s like Human Cannon 
said, it’s good because we’re stronger together.’ 

‘Uh huh.’ I hummed, ‘sure.’ 
‘We are. You’ll see that.’ 
‘If you say so…’ I rolled my eyes, ‘anyway, so what’s your story?’ 
‘Exchange student of course.’ Union Jack grinned broadly, ‘London based, 

but of course no matter where you serve in the field everyone ends up here.’ 
‘You serve in the field?’ I frowned, because he genuinely was pretty awful 

at this super-hero stuff so I was surprised if he really was a working sidekick.  
Union Jack smirked, probably guessing my thoughts again, ‘Yeah. But like 

you, I’m pretty sure the only reason it ended well for me is because of my 
contract. I’m signed on to London with Endeavor – that’s my hero – until the 
end of this year. They couldn’t have gotten rid of me, even if they’d wanted to, 
and I was pretty sure they wanted to.’ 

I’d heard of Endeavor, and nodded understanding Union Jack’s situation. 
‘I don’t know, maybe I’ll manage to somehow get amazingly better?’ he offered, 
‘but I doubt it.’ 

‘Bummer.’ I concluded, because I wasn’t going to patronize Union Jack by 
lying to him. 

‘Mm…’ Union Jack’s eyebrows shot up, ‘Anyway, so I saw you down in the 
library this afternoon.’ 

‘You did?’ I replied, startled, my mind flickering back to the time I’d spent 
in the archives space earlier that day. 

‘Yeah. I was studying. What were you doing?’ 
‘Personal development, like you?’ I offered. 
‘Ah yes, because you’re Mister Second In Class, isn’t that right?’ Union 

Jack grinned, ‘not that I blame you. Friction was right, having no powers sets 
you at a disadvantage, you have to work hard.’ 

I flinched, skeptical, ‘We’ll see about that. Anyway, I was just 
researching… I’ve never had proper access to Hojac archives.’ 

‘What would you want with Hojac archives?’ 
‘What does it matter to you?’ I smirked, ‘just Dare stuff,’ I concluded with 

a forced laugh, not mentioning Nightshade at all, ‘there’s a heap still restricted.’ 
‘Yeah of course. Hojac keep everything at varying levels of secrecy.’  

Union Jack agreed. 
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‘Damn.’ I said, defeated. 
‘Yeah, if you wanted access to everything – I mean everything – you’d 

have to go to the Observation Deck.’ 
I frowned thoughtfully, ‘Observation Deck?’ 
‘Yeah. Top level of the administration block. That’s what all the white 

suits are doing here.’ He meant the white uniformed workers, ‘they work here, 
on the Observation Deck, watching everything.’ 

‘Watching everything?’ I echoed, ‘like what?’ 
‘Everything. Distress calls, communications… all that stuff.’ Union Jack let 

out a huge sigh, ‘my future, obviously. When I swap my costume for a white 
uniform.’ 

I offered him a supportive smile, ‘Don’t give up just yet.’ I said quietly, 
‘you might surprise yourself.’ 

‘Is that what you did?’ Union Jack asked, nodding my way, ‘surprised 
yourself?’ 

‘In a way.’ I agreed. 
‘Perhaps there’s hope for me then.’ 
 
Of course I was going to go to the Observation Deck. 
The only thing was I’d have to do it when I wasn’t going to be seen. It was 

because of this that I waited until eleven thirty before I ventured back out into 
the halls of the Elite. 

I didn’t wear costume, it felt weird wandering about the Elite looking 
more like Romulus than Dare. I dressed in a pair of dark track pants and a black 
t-shirt, moving carefully through the shadows. 

Thankfully, as a result of my years as Dare, I was pretty good at that. 
I had no real idea where the Observation Deck was. I didn’t remember 

seeing it when I’d skulked around the Elite earlier that week. As a matter of fact 
the majority of the administration block had been blocked off, so I wasn’t 
hugely optimistic on my chances of accessing it anyway. 

In saying this, it was worth a shot. 
As I neared the halls which led through the Administration wing I caught 

voices. A wide smile of delight spread across my face. Ahead of me, just around 
the bend, a pair of administration staff wandered, sipping at mugs of, chattering 
between themselves. They were headed up and through the main glass doors – 
the doors I’d found locked the other day.  

There was something Liam had taught me once, years and years ago, and 
that was that only about fifteen present of people actually close doors behind 
them. 



78 
 

Others wander through and offer a motion pushing it back in the other 
direction without paying much attention to whether it shuts completely or not. 

I remembered this as I crept behind the pair and watched them amble 
through. 

Thankfully, they were amongst the eighty five percent of the population 
who failed to properly secure their exits and entrances. I grinned, slipping 
quickly after them and ducking one side of the shadows without once making a 
noise. 

Brilliant – I considered – now I was in, all I had to do was find the 
Observation Deck. 

Carefully, as quiet as possible on my feet, I tailed the pair of admin 
workers. They were still laughing, chatting, and discussing a woman – Denise – 
from the accounts department. Apparently she was a huge cow. I ignored all of 
this however, and followed the pair. I figured that whatever the Observation 
Deck was, that it would be along the main halls of the administration block.  

Calculated conclusions, that’s what Liam had called it, you had to learn to 
make calculated conclusions. To my delight the women headed around to a 
large glass entrance way with a flashy metal handle on one side helpfully 
marked with a sign which read ‘Observation Deck’ directly above it. 

Brilliant, I beamed, thank goodness for Hojac and there dead set 
determination to mark every room accurately. 

Unfortunately, there was no way I was going to be able to tail the two 
women from the accounts department – who I now knew to be Barbara and 
Susan – inside. 

I hesitated, pressed hard against the hall wall, considering my options. 
Evidently the Observation Deck was just that – an observation deck – and 

appeared to be manned at all times. That was going to be problematic for 
accessing this restricted information on Nightshade. 

Despite this, a very big part of me really, really didn’t want to give up.  
I had to find her, I had to have the answers. 
All this aside, it became pretty clear that I would be unable to access 

them that night. With a slow exhale I rotated on the balls of my feet, about to 
leave when I found that I was no longer alone in the corridor and someone was 
standing, watching me. 

As a matter of fact, it wasn’t just someone, it was Bright, and I had 
absolutely no idea what to say to her. 

I’d never really been any good at lying. It was as a result of this that my 
mind sort of reeled and I stared at her, like a deer in the headlights. 

Bright pressed her lips together, weaving her fingers together, before 
tipping her head to one side. 
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‘What are you doing here?’ 
I had no idea how to answer that question, nor could I think of a good 

excuse. However it did strike me that perhaps neither Bright nor I should be in 
this part of the Elite, especially at that time of night. 

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked instead. 
Bright smirked, ‘I asked you first.’ 
‘I’m lost.’ I shrugged. 
‘You’re lost?’ Bright repeated doubtfully, ‘that’s your explanation?’ 
‘It sure is.’ I agreed. 
‘You shouldn’t be here.’ 
‘Neither should you.’ I remarked, Bright smiled again, as if there was 

something she knew that I didn’t, ‘besides, what are they doing to do, kick me 
out?’ 

‘They might.’ 
I cocked an eyebrow, ‘After the fuss they made to get me here? Besides, 

what on earth could be here worth hiding?’ 
Bright narrowed her eyes, ‘how’d you get in?’ 
‘Fifteen percent of people close doors.’ I answered without explanation, 

she peered at me, confused. 
‘What?’ 
I huffed loudly, ‘fifteen percent of people close doors properly. I followed 

some ladies in – Barbara and Susan.’ 
I figured Bright would be furious, that she’d shout and say she was going 

to go straight to some teacher and report me and I’d have super-detention or 
something. Only she didn’t.  

Instead, she laughed lightly, ‘You’re one of a kind, you really are.’ 
I wasn’t impressed at her response and sort of glared at her, ‘Is that 

meant to be a complement?’ 
‘Yes.’ She agreed, folding her arms across her chest, ‘yes is it. You’re 

smart. That fifteen percent, did you figure that out on your own?’ 
‘Liam taught me.’ I said quietly, a little embarrassed. 
‘Smart.’ 
‘He was.’ I agreed. 
‘So why are you here?’ Bright furthered. 
‘I was curious.’ I offered, this was a better lie, ‘what was down here. Why 

it was locked.’ 
‘Administration.’ Bright told me, still staring, ‘like the stuff you see at 

Hojac HQ, only a slightly smaller scale. You know how it works. Hojac has 
satellite bases around the globe, monitoring stuff.’ 
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‘Monitoring stuff?’ I echoed, glancing back at the glass door to the 
observation deck, ‘what kind of stuff?’ 

‘All kinds.’ Bright said lightly, ‘they’ve got all the locations so they don’t 
miss anything… anyway, you shouldn’t be here. I’ll walk you out.’ 

I wanted to argue but she had a point. I also wanted to ask why it was 
that she was here but I didn’t. Instead, she and I headed back down the way I’d 
come. 

We wandered in silence most of the way, I kept catching the flash of 
Bright’s metal brace out of the corner of my eye. I couldn’t quite figure out the 
purpose of it but then again she wouldn’t be the first super hero to have a 
costume feature which served no purpose. 

‘So I’m going to beat you.’ I said out of the blue, I’m not sure why 
because I made a genuine effort to avoid speaking to Bright, ‘for top in the class 
I mean.’ 

Bright laughed again, and shook her head, her long white hair was tied up 
now, in a tight ponytail. ‘No you’re not.’ 

‘I am.’ I glanced at her sideways, ‘you just watch me.’ 
‘Sure. You can try, Dare, but even you’re not that lucky.’ 
I flinched at the reference, of course my thoughts flickered to Friction, 

and his comments regarding me being a ‘Loophole.’ Bright seemed to realize 
this and her expression softened. 

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean that.’ 
‘It’s fine.’ 
‘It isn’t. I always seem to make an ass of myself in front of you.’ She 

added, fiddling with the shorter strands of her hair. This was funny because I 
sort of felt the same way about how I was around her, but I didn’t say this. 

‘You deserve it though,’ Bright told me seriously, ‘second top in class,’ she 
added with a toothy grin, ‘you were excellent today. Those people on the pier 
owe you their lives.’ 

I blushed, uncomfortable with her saying so, despite how true her 
statement was. ‘Doesn’t matter.’ I hesitated, ‘besides, I wasn’t going to let them 
die. That’s the worst thing – they won’t tell you that in class, I don’t think – but 
it is the worst thing, when someone dies.’ 

Bright glanced sideways at me, ‘The very worst thing?’ 
I considered the flames, the screams of the people inside. I was always 

going to do everything to save those people. ‘The worst thing.’ I confirmed our 
eyes met for a moment, ‘After that is having to kill someone.’ I added, my voice 
like gravel. 

She watched me for a moment, we were back outside the main doors 
again, ‘Oh…’ she mumbled, her eyes on the floor. 
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‘Yeah.’ I said quietly, ‘more often than not the two sort of go together.’ I 
added. 

Bright pushed the door open, she couldn’t quite look at me and lingered 
awkwardly to one side. ‘That’s awful.’ 

‘Yes.’ I agreed, ‘but it when you realize just why you’re a super hero…’ I 
hesitated, ‘that it’s not about the fame, and having you photo in papers and the 
weapons and the gadgets… that it’s a privilege. And what while it’s a privilege 
sometimes… sometimes you’ll hate it… everything about it.’ 

Bright swallowed nodding, ‘I believe you.’ 
I glanced up at her, she still wouldn’t look at me. I’m not sure why I told 

her that, but I’d said it now so I gestured down the way I’d come in the dark. 
‘Anyway.’ I shrugged, ‘see you around.’ 
‘See you around.’ 
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Seven 
 
With one last punch thrown the black clad criminal tumbled backwards 

and staggered onto his ass a few feet away.  
I, shaking out my fist, grinned, stalking directly for him, drawing out my 

stun gun. 
‘Alright?’ I began, one foot on his chest, my gun pointed directly at him as 

he squirmed painfully, ‘let’s go through this.’ I glanced up, where around me a 
mass of people had scattered through the Harbourelle City Bank, cowering and 
anxiously watching myself and the other Six List round up the bad guys. 

‘So you and your buddies were out cruising on a Friday night and figured 
– hey, we need some extra cash to do something that we probably shouldn’t be 
doing – and so you borrowed your mother’s pantyhose, put them on your heads 
– making small incisions for mouth and eyeholes of course – and decided to 
scare hell out of a bunch of completely innocent people.’ I hesitated, watching 
the offender carefully, ‘is that right?’ 

‘Mhmmh…’ they mumbled. 
‘Here’s the thing,’ I went on a look up, across to Friction who was 

ushering a wave of police officers inside, tailed by paramedics, ‘I have a heap of 
homework. I’m not even kidding, our teachers don’t give a damn that it’s a 
public holiday and I wanted to get everything done tonight.’  

‘Gmrhr…’ 
‘And now, because of you, I didn’t. So you have to understand something. 

you haven’t just ruined the weekends of all these people here because you ran 
out of cash and couldn’t think of alternative methods of generating funds, you 
have ruined my weekend.’ I extended the gun again, taking careful aim, ‘get 
that?’ 

‘Humfff…’ 
Then I pulled the trigger, and a powerful jolt froze whoever it was that lay 

below my boot exactly as he’d been.  
‘Yeah whatever, bud.’ I muttered, already stalking away, clipping my stun 

gun to my utility belt and making to join the others. 
‘For goodness sake,’ Friction hissed as I joined him, Bright and 

Constellation across the way, the police already knotted through the building 
doing their thing. ‘They don’t need the lecture every time, Dare.’ 

I rolled my eyes, ignoring him. 
It was getting late, Good Friday, three months since I’d started at the 

Elite, three months since the first call out as the Six List, three months since I’d 
begun my conquest to find Nightshade. 

Very little had changed. 
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‘Give over, Friction.’ Constellation remarked, ‘I think it’s funny.’ 
‘It’s not necessary. Our job is to stop them, not to administer moral 

advice.’ Friction argued irritably. 
I shrugged, not giving a damn at all. 
‘Captain Stewart wants you, Friction,’ Bright remarked, motioning across 

the way to where the Harbourelle Head of Police stood, peering our way. 
‘Behave.’ Friction advised me, before he rotated on the balls of his feet 

and made to join Captain Stewart. 
‘It’s actually kind of cool.’ Constellation told me once Friction had gone, 

‘how you talk to them.’ 
I smirked, ‘Thanks.’ 
‘Did the Wolf do that?’ 
‘No,’ I shook my head, suddenly serious, ‘no he didn’t.’ 
My reluctance at the mention of the Wolf seemed to escape 

Constellation, regardless, she changed the subject, ‘so have you decided if 
you’re coming?’ 

I glanced back at her, playing dumb, ‘where?’ 
Out the corner of my eye I caught Bright roll her eyes and leave. 
Her tolerance for me had not improved in any way since me joining the 

Elite. 
‘The party. Tomorrow night.’ 
The party tomorrow night, I considered, I’d known what Constellation 

had been talking about. It was all she’s been talking about. As a matter of fact, it 
was all anyone had been talking about. 

Apparently it was an annual tradition. 
To host a stupid party in the Third Year Common Room on Easter 

Saturday, as a kind of mid-term celebration. Constellation had told me all about 
it… several times.  

Supposedly every student shows up and they eat finger food and there’s 
music and everyone can wear whatever they like because it’s the weekend. 

In saying this, it all sounded super lame. 
Besides that, I had somewhere else to be. 
‘Maybe.’ I told her, which is code for no, Constellation’s face fell. 
‘But I really wanted you to come.’ She appealed. 
I shrugged again, ‘Maybe.’ Again – meaning no – like I told random-bad-

guy over there, I’ve got a bunch of homework to do.’ 
‘You’re always doing homework.’ Constellation remarked. 
She had a point. I was always working on something, just more often than 

not it was trawling through all the information I could access on Nightshade. 
Only I didn’t tell her that. I didn’t tell anyone that. 
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Unfortunately I hadn’t been able to get anywhere near accessing the 
Observation Deck, which was a massive pain. In saying that I’d managed to 
make some advances. Situations where people spotted Nightshade either 
before the Wolf was killed or after Betty died. 

Nothing convincing though, which was a pain. 
‘I’ll try.’ I lied, flicking Constellation a smile.  
I sort of felt bad. I did actually like her. She was smart, funny, and rather 

helpfully, drop dead gorgeous. These were of course reasons which explained 
why Friction had an enormous crush on her. 

Of course it was the fact that Friction adored her so diligently that I was 
so intent on winning her affections. 

Annoying Friction had quickly become one of my favorite past times and 
Constellation was a very attractive method to do that. We’d only flirted back 
and forth so far, and the party would have been an excellent opportunity to 
change that. 

But I had somewhere to be. 
Our conversation ended there as Friction motioned that it was time for us 

to leave. Constellation flashed one of her devastating smiles and headed out 
towards the door. I however, lingered back, my eyes dusting over the collection 
of bad guys we’d apprehended. 

They all looked the same – even in Lionsbrink. All black in heavy masks 
and it all ended the same way for them. 

On the floor in handcuffs. 
‘I don’t know why you have to do that.’ a voice – Bright – remarked, 

moseying up alongside me. 
‘Do what?’ 
‘I know all about you, Dare, we all do.’ She informed me briskly, ‘you’re a 

flirt, just like Liam was.’ 
I smirked at that, ‘Am I?’ 
‘Yes.’ Bright narrowed her eyes at me, ‘you are. Romulus Gray was all 

through the gossip magazines. Richest Person Under Thirty philandering with 
everything in a skirt, isn’t that right? You’ve done it here even.’ she teased, ‘I 
understand what the girls see in you Mister Moneybags, but what I don’t get is 
what you see in them?’ 

I blinked back at her, playing dumb, ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘You know what I mean.’ Bright whispered quietly, ‘Betty died… how are 

you able to –?’ 
‘You know your constant need to make judgement calls is a real pain in 

the ass.’ I interrupted fiercely, ‘and honestly, I could do without it. Got that?’ 
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‘Got that…’ Bright mumbled back, as I stalked after the others, leaving 
Bright behind. 

I sort of felt bad for being so blunt with her, but pushed this sensation 
from my mind.  

Bright and I weren’t friends. 
As a matter of fact, I didn’t exactly have friends at the Elite anyway. I’d 

become popular – mostly because people thought I was cool and successful – 
but mostly I spent time on my own. 

Mostly, I spent time looking for Nightshade. Seeing as it was such a 
secret, it was sort of a one person activity. 

And I suppose a part of me didn’t want friends here. I still hated Hojac, I’d 
still have done anything to be in Lionsbrink. None of this, the Elite, grades, 
whatever, meant anything to me. 

Quickly, I climbed into the Elite jet with the others, lowering myself into a 
seat beside the Herald. 

Herald of course offered me a wide smile, because as Bright had 
mentioned, I’d flirted with her too.  

Seconds later, face like thunder, Bright joined us, dropping down beside 
me and sitting in silence the whole way back to the Elite. 

I’d meant what I said to the masked bad guy. I had a ton of homework to 
do. Human Cannon had assigned a massive essay for Tech and Weapons which 
was due Tuesday.  

It was because of this that once back at the Elite I headed directly to my 
room. Once there, I peeled off my mask, rubbed at my bare face, savoring one 
of the few moments that I didn’t have to wear it. 

I sat for a moment on my bed, kicked off my boots, my eyes wandering to 
the opposite wall where above my desk I had now a rather impressive collage of 
papers pasted together.  

It was all Nightshade. Photographs, notes, scraps of information with red 
lines drawn between odds and ends. I scowled at the sight of it. 

Seeing her face made me angry, but in a way that was a good thing. It 
kept me focused.  

Nothing mattered more than finding her, I considered. Nothing. 
I set to work on my essay, because as much it made me a nerd studying 

on a Friday night while I could hear the TV buzzing beneath my door, I had to 
stay ahead. 

I hadn’t quite beat Bright out for top in class, but I remained ahead of 
Friction and had made the Six List every week since the year began – in case you 
were wondering. 
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I chipped away at my opening paragraph for an hour or so, we’d already 
eaten dinner before we’d been called out for the bank robbery. I was barely 
aware of anything until I found myself wanting for a book Human Cannon had 
referenced the other day in class. 

‘Damn it.’ I mumbled, because I didn’t have it but I remembered 
Constellation did – she’d already completed her essay. 

On my feet, I was already headed for the door, and into the living room. A 
few students lounged around watching some stupid show, Friction amongst 
them. Constellation, however, sat at one of the round tables with a bunch of 
other super-girls who all twittered as I made a beeline for them. 

‘Hey.’ I said, trying to ignore the smirks and giggles, ‘Connie, have you got 
The Dark Republic Arms Race?’  

Constellation nudged Jester – who sat alongside her grinning – to be 
quiet. Ordinarily, I’d have savored the whole thing but I was really eager to get 
my essay finished before the next day.  

‘I did.’ Constellation told me, flipping her hair behind her ear, ‘but I gave 
it to Bright.’ 

I groaned, rolling my eyes. ‘Great.’ 
‘I think she’s done with it, though,’ Constellation suggested, the girls still 

smirking, ‘you could ask her? She’s in her room.’ 
‘Alright.’ I concluded, not hugely emphatic about having to approach 

Bright, regardless I needed that text book. ‘Thanks anyway.’ 
‘See you, Dare.’ 
‘See ya.’ I muttered, already making for the mezzanine to the girl’s 

rooms. I left the girls alone to their laughter and scaled the stairs, at Bright’s 
door in a flash, knocking once. 

‘Come in!’ a voice chirped, so I jarred the handle down and stepped 
inside.  

‘Oh.’ I mumbled, instantly startled as I found Bright in pink flannel 
pajamas, tucked up in bed. 

‘Dare.’ She gawped, confused I suppose because I was the very last 
person she was expecting, ‘what are you doing here?’ 

‘I uh…’ I began, fiddling at the hem of my jumper, ‘I needed to borrow a 
book. Constellation said you had it.’ 

Bright blushed, fussing with her duvet cover and tucking one leg up to her 
chin, a look to her bedside table, ‘Which one?’ she asked. 

It was weird. 
I’d only ever see Bright in full costume. To see her now, her white boots 

dumped to one side, in fluffy button up pajamas her hair fastened back in a 
messy braid. 
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She was flustered, suggesting she too felt super awkward and I lingered 
by the door because I felt really uncomfortable. 

‘The Dark Republic Arms Race.’ I answered, scuffing my bare feet on her 
floor, ‘for our Weapons and Tech essay.’ 

‘Oh, right.’ Bright agreed, her eyes wandered across to her own desk, 
which was far tidier than mine and stacked high with books, ‘It’s over there, top 
of that pile… I’ve just finished with it.’ 

‘Cool.’ I mumbled, sort of expecting her to stand up and fetch it so that I 
didn’t have to venture any further into her room. Especially seeing as it was 
barely a few feet from her bed. 

But she didn’t, which was weird. 
‘Right…’ I mumbled, tip toing towards her desk mechanically, ‘thanks…’ 
‘It’s fine.’ Bright shrugged. 
I reached for the book, tucking it under my arm and glancing back at her. 
Then I spotted it, I’m not sure why I took much notice, but the silver knee 

brace she wore was stacked neatly a top of her bedside table. 
Bright caught me looking at it and sunk lower into her bed, ‘Did you need 

something else?’ which is also code for ‘get-the-hell-out-of-my-room’. 
‘No.’ I shook my head, already at her door, ‘thanks, I’ll return it once I’m 

done with it.’ 
‘Cool,’ Bright nodded once, ‘So you’re really not going to the party 

tomorrow night?’ she added almost as an afterthought. 
My hand lingered on the door handle and I shrugged, ‘Nah.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Other things to do.’ I muttered absently because I didn’t want to discuss 

details of what my actual plans were for the following evening. 
‘Like what?’ 
I tipped an eyebrow at her, ‘Good night, Bri,’ I said instead, stepping 

through onto the mezzanine again. 
‘Can you close the door?’ she called after me. 
‘Of course, I’m in the fifteen percent.’ I quipped with a smirk before 

easing the door completely closed. 
Once I was out of her line of sight I scowled. It was odd, not just seeing 

her there in bed, but the fact she hadn’t stood up to fetch the book.  
Bright was always a flurry of energy. Even if she had been in her pajamas 

it was still odd she’d made me cross the entire space of her bedroom to her 
desk to collect the book. 

And the brace – she hadn’t been wearing her silver brace – a strange 
thought tickled in the back of my mind but for the moment I ignored it. 
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The following day was Saturday. 
Everyone was boisterous with the time off, and jumbled about the Elite, 

while I relegated myself down to the PT Hall. 
In all honesty, I was in a pretty foul mood and needed space to think. 
I was grumpy. I’d been here three months and was really no closer to 

finding Nightshade. Meanwhile the front page of that morning’s paper had been 
plastered with photos of Gravity Guy saving Lionsbrink – again.  

I suppose a part of me was worried they’d like him more than me. 
It had also been two weeks since I’d heard from What’s His Name which 

contributed to this concern. I felt far too disconnected with my ‘real life’ and it 
made me tetchy. 

As a result, I spent a while down in the PT Hall, beating hell out of an 
exercise dummy. 

I came down here quite frequently, not just because it was generally 
vacant and gave me time to myself, but because I had to work hard to stay 
ahead. I still had no powers to speak of which was still a pretty decent 
disadvantage.  

Drenched in sweat I slammed punch after punch into the bright blue 
figure, right, left, right, glaring at it. 

Blue, I considered. Admittedly, a large part of me wished I’d done worse 
to him – the villain I mean – he’d died, quickly in an instant when I shot him with 
his own gun. 

The action had been impulsive. 
Initially I’d hated myself for it. Liam had always said it wasn’t up to us to 

administer justice, only to apprehend the bad guys.  
Afterwards, I’d been assured what I’d done wasn’t ‘murder,’ only I knew 

it was. I had murdered Blue, like he’d murdered Betty. 
The thing was that as quickly as I’d killed him, I was instead left to simmer 

in what he’d taken from me.  
I knew it wasn’t heroic or good to wish I’d inflicted a greater amount of 

pain to him before I’d killed him but I did. 
I couldn’t change that. 
I’d never tell anyone, though. After all, I was meant to be a super-hero, I 

was meant to be better than that. 
Right, left, right, as I slammed hit after hit into the plastic shape, behind 

me the door creaked. Jerking around, I spotted a familiar shape – Errey – 
peaking inside. 

‘You’re here.’ She stated, watching me with her huge eyes, ‘they said 
you’d be here.’ 
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I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, panting 
for breath. ‘Who did?’ 

‘Why are you down here?’ she asked, ignoring my question. 
‘Practicing.’ I offered between gulps of air. 
‘You’re always practicing… or studying…’ she noted, drawing closer. Errey 

somehow still managed to look like a superhero in her own clothes. Not that 
she did so intentionally. She wore a large sweater over bright purple tights, her 
hair fastened atop of her head. 

‘No I don’t,’ I argued, only I knew I did. 
‘It’s a holiday.’ Errey informed me as if this were a very sacred thing 

indeed. 
‘I know that.’ 
‘Bright said you weren’t coming to the party.’ 
‘I’m not.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘For goodness sake!’ I snapped irritably, ‘why the hell is everyone so 

worked out about this damn party!?’ 
My sudden anger startled Errey and she sort of hesitated, watching me 

carefully. I felt immediately bad for being so awful to her but I wasn’t going to 
say it. 

I was mad. Mad at her, mad at these stupid super-dorks and their 
obsessions with stupid stuff like this stupid party. And I was mad at myself. 

Because I was still no closer to Nightshade and it had been three months. 
‘Sorry.’ Errey managed to say, very, very quietly. 
I pressed my lips tight together, watching her, unsure what to say. 

Embarrassed at my reaction, but too proud to apologies. 
She lingered there a moment longer before gesturing to the door, ‘I’ll see 

you later. Sorry for bothering you.’ She said, before vanishing the way she’d 
come. 

After that I felt really, really awful.  
Errey was sweet. She and I had spoken often since I’d joined the Elite. She 

was probably the closest thing I had to a real friend here, seeing as aside from 
her my other relationships extended to charming the girls and pissing Friction 
off. 

Regardless of how terrible I felt for how I’d spoken to Errey I didn’t follow 
her. Instead, I turned back to the blue vinyl mannequin and lifted my fists up 
below my face before I aimed another punch. 

 
 
 



90 
 

I tried ringing What’s His Name that evening with no answer. That sort of 
sucked because it contributed to this undeniable feeling that I was being 
forgotten about. 

After that, I reached for a heavy jacket and made for the door. 
There were a number of rules at the Elite all of which we were expected 

to follow. In saying that, I was about to break the most important one. 
I was going to leave. 
Music blared outside of my room, the party going on in the living room. 

I’d have to slip through there in order to get out and hoped to do so without 
attracting much attention. 

Fastening the laces of my shoes I dragged my door open and headed 
down the stairs. 

The party looked kind of fun – despite also looking super dorky. Everyone 
was chatting and sipping red plastic cups and there were bowls of chips and 
loud music. It could have been any other house party as opposed to a bunch of 
super-hero-recruits. 

Unable to help myself, I grinned, shooting for the main door.  
‘Dare!’ I heard a voice gasp, I glanced over my shoulder to find 

Constellation watching me from across the way. ‘Where are you going?’ she 
joined me at the door. 

‘Library.’ I answered, my hands in my pocket. 
She looked brilliant in a soft navy dress which sort made it tempting for 

me to stay only I absolutely had somewhere else to be. 
‘Bummer. So you really aren’t coming?’ Constellation said quietly, she ran 

her hand down my arm, mouth twisted to one side. 
‘Sorry.’ I mumbled, meaning it. 
‘It’s fine. Maybe I’ll catch you later?’ 
‘Sure.’ I agreed, dragging myself away from her and slipping out the door. 
After that I moved fast. 
In the months I’d been at the Elite I’d explored nearly every single 

corridor and hallway. I knew this place inside out. It was for this reason I knew 
the very best way out without being seen. 

In minutes I’d reached the roof – a flat, mess of mechanical plant and 
odds and ends – that stretched wide and airy. It was a hotter evening than most 
and I was whipped by a hot, humid breeze. 

Tip toeing to the very edge of the building, I peered down at Harbourelle. 
It was weird, since starting here I hadn’t once seen Gravity Guy here. This was 
not only weird because he was meant to be the hero of this city, but also 
because he was the principal of the school. 
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Although, perhaps he was too busy protecting my people in my city, I 
noted bitterly. 

It was dark, everywhere, probably about a half past six, and below me a 
sea of lights. I didn’t have much time, I reminded myself. 

Carefully, edging back from the rooftop, I steadied my breathing before 
taking a running sprint and hurtling myself over the edge and to the city below. 

It felt good to be free. 
Properly free, not stuck in the halls of that study academy, nor out in the 

city on a leash otherwise known as the Six List. 
I was away, and no one knew and could do what I liked. 
I fell for a few seconds before grasping for my grapple gun – which I’d 

attached rather thoughtfully to my belt – and taking a perfect shot for an 
opposing apartment complex. With a jerk the line pulled tight, and I swung 
down into a darkened alleyway, my shoes drenched in seconds as I stumbled 
through a particularly deep puddle. 

Great – I considered – there were very few things worse than wet socks. 
I did not take the time to consider this at all because I was running late. 
Instead, I tucked my grapple gun away again and headed down into the 

street. Harbourelle was buzzing, probably as a result of the long weekend, 
people were everywhere and it had genuinely been a miracle no one had seen 
me descend down from the Elite. 

I did not know the city well, but fetched a short list of directions from a 
scrap of paper I’d stashed away in my pocket. I glanced at them briefly before 
setting off rather purposefully through Harbourelle. 

I wondered what the others would be up to now. Admittedly, I sort of 
wished I had gone to their party. Regardless, there was no turning back now, I 
reminded myself. 

As I wandered onwards I became more and more acutely aware of two 
very imperative things. 

Firstly, that I had absolutely no idea where I was. 
Secondly, that I seemed to be being followed. 
I wasn’t sure which one was more worrying. 
The thing was that Romulus Gray was a fairly recognizable face just about 

anywhere. I was the single richest person in the world under thirty – it was for 
this reason I’d endeavored to keep my head down. 

Hastening my steps, I tried to resist the urge to glance over my shoulder. 
Whoever they were, they were following at a distance, in a heavy dark jacket 
and hat, tailing me. 
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Moving quicker and quick, I threaded myself down narrower walkways, 
through denser crowds, still that tickling sensation up my spine, suggesting I 
was not alone. 

I went on and on, unsure what I ought to do as all of my usual tricks 
seemed to be failing until I caught a voice. 

‘For goodness sake, do you have any idea where you’re going?’ 
Bright, I thought, mind reeling as I jerked around to find her there, hair 

covered by a cap and frame draped in a heavy black coat over a white pleated 
dress. Bright was here. 
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Eight 
 
I scowled, having recovered from the immense shock to see Bright here 

on the streets in Harbourelle. ‘What are you doing!?’  
‘What am I doing? What are you doing!?’ She replied as people nipped by 

beneath streetlights and through puddles. 
I scruffed at my hair uncomfortably, because I didn’t want to tell her the 

truth. ‘Walking.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because.’ 
‘Because why?’ 
‘For goodness sake, Bri, do you have to be so irritating!?’ I exploded, 

then, much quieter I added, ‘I’ve been cooped up in that place for months now. 
I needed to get out.’ 

Bright watched me with those blue eyes, she snatched at the paper in my 
hands, ripping it away and glaring at it. 

Then, almost instantly, her anger melted away and she grew a little more 
perplexed. ‘Saint Thomas’ Catholic Church – what’s this about?’ 

My shoulders rose up around my ears, and I turned completely red. I 
opened my mouth to speak, not at all sure what to say, when Bright suddenly 
folded the paper over in her hand and set off in completely the opposite 
direction. 

I sort of blinked after her confused, until she snapped back at me, tipping 
her head to one side, ‘Are you coming?’ 

Wordlessly, I made to follow. 
Thankfully, Bright didn’t ask any further questions, instead she headed 

deep into the city, leaving me very little other option than to follow her. 
A minute or two later we wound our way outside the front of a large and 

rather beautiful church. It rose above us, astute in the midst of the bustling city 
centre.  

Bright rotated on the balls of her feet, planted her hands on her hips and 
stared at me. ‘Now what?’ 

I glanced sideways towards the large stained glass windows, ‘now we go 
inside.’ 

‘Why?’ 
I pressed my lips together, already headed up the stairs, the service had 

clearly already begun as I could hear heavy organ music from within. 
‘You don’t have to come, Bri.’ I snapped hastily, hesitating and glowering 

back at her, ‘I didn’t ask you to.’ 
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Her expression softened. Silently she made her way up alongside me, 
headed inside of the church. 

I followed in after Bright, she’d lingered by the door, removing her cap, 
revealing her long, white hair. The church was absolutely packed and there was 
no way we were getting seats in the pews. I stuffed my hands regretfully into 
my pockets as Bright tugged at my elbows, gesturing to a side door which 
appeared to lead to a stairwell.  

Together, we headed up the narrow passageway and up onto the upper 
mezzanine. I supposed at one stage this would have been used for a choir or 
something. There were a handful of others here, spotted down the seats and 
listening carefully as someone down at the front altar read. 

Bright and I found seats near the very back, our backs pressed up against 
the stained glass windows. 

An earnest priest stood up eventually, looking about a million years old. 
He cleared his throat and addressed the congregation. 

‘It is so lovely,’ he began, ‘to see so many of you here tonight, it really is. 
It is a treasure that there are a number of people who still value the liturgical 
events of Easter and Christmas.’ He offered a shy smile to his bible. 

Bright – who’d said nothing at this point – wriggled in her seat, her eyes 
dusting a glance my way every so often. I of course ignored this, all the more 
frustrated seeing as she would clearly have questions after this. 

Questions I wasn’t all that keen on answering. 
‘Christmas and Easter are the bookends.’ The priest went on, ‘the start 

and end. Christmas says there is hope, and Easter?’ he paused, ‘well Easter is 
the War. Easter’s the end. The victory.’ 

The aged man went on, talking delicately of truth and love which 
overcame darkness, and it all sort of sounded like something out of a Super 
Hero Skills and Practice class. After that he concluded the homily and invited 
people forwards for communion. 

‘We can’t go.’ I told Bright softly although she’d made no movements to 
the front, ‘because we haven’t confessed our sins.’ 

Bright gave me a funny look, ‘Are you a catholic?’ she asked at last. 
I shook my head, because I wasn’t. ‘No.’ 
‘Then why are we here?’ she furthered, the shuffles of others below 

moving forwards for the Eucharist, the organ was playing again, it’s dense 
sound filling the space. 

I shrugged, and Bright gave me a shove with her shoulder. 
‘No. No shrugging. Why are we here? It’s against Hojac rules for us to 

leave the Elite.’ 
I glowered at her, ‘you didn’t have to come. I didn’t ask you to.’ 
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‘I saw you leave the party, you looked suspicious so I followed you. 
Besides, if I hadn’t, you’d be lost in the backstreets of Harbourelle by now.’  

‘So what if I was? At least I wouldn’t be getting some completely pointless 
lecture from you!’ 

Bright simmered on this, her eyes flickering forwards, ‘So you were 
coming to church? That’s why you’re missing the party?’ 

I swallowed and nodded slowly, ‘Yes.’ 
‘Alright.’ 
We fell into silence before against my better judgement I spoke again. 
‘I guess I get this.’ I murmured, motioning ahead, across the way to the 

altar, ‘Jesus I mean. He was basically like us – a super hero. He saved people.’ 
Bright smirked now, ‘I guess you could say that.’ 
I inhaled, watching the people take polite sips from the challis, ‘I know 

you think I’m crazy.’ I told her quietly, ‘I’m not.’ 
‘I don’t think you’re crazy.’ Bright answered, ‘I just think you’re not telling 

the truth.’ 
My eyes met hers again, I felt a sort of nervousness twist through me, 

and gnawed at my lip. ‘The truth is a difficult thing.’ 
‘I know that.’ Bright agreed earnestly. We fell into silence again, Bright 

fiddled at the silver brace on her knee, the only indication she wasn’t some fair 
haired girl from the city streets. She was foolish to wear it, I considered, only 
that reminded me of my suspicions the night before. 

That same suspicious thought tickled in the back of my mind. Bright must 
have caught me staring at it because she glanced up and blushed pink. 

‘When you’re a super hero, a lot of your life can be a lie.’ Bright noted, 
still fiddling at her knee, ‘Even at Hojac, even where the secrets are kept.’ 

I nodded my agreement, because I was perfectly aware that it was not 
only I who was keeping things from Bright, she was keeping things from me. 

‘It is good to have people you don’t have to lie to.’ Bright said levelly, 
‘otherwise you can lose yourself in the lies.’ 

‘Mm,’ I hummed, ‘do you have people you’re honest with?’ 
Bright gave me a knowing smirk, ‘very few. None at the Elite.’ 
‘Not even Constellation?’ I asked, because that was surprising. 
‘No.’ Bright admitted quietly. 
There it was, a hint of her life outside of the students, outside of the 

classes. I knew nothing about Bright, or her life, because I’d never asked. 
‘Do you?’ she echoed. 
‘I do.’ I agreed, thinking of What’s His Name, Gary and Captain John, all of 

who I missed intensely, ‘but none at the Elite.’ I added with a grin. 
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The Priest spoke again, interrupting our conversation, inviting the 
congregation to offer one another a sign of peace. Bright giggled and offered 
me her hand. 

‘Peace be with you,’ she said, shaking my hand firmly. Admittedly, I was a 
little startled. 

‘Are you a catholic?’ 
Bright jerked her eyebrow in that knowing way, ‘Maybe.’ 
‘Peace be with you.’ I replied, still a hold of her hand. 
People began leaving, shuffling down below the organ struck up again. 

Despite this, Bright and I remained on the benches where we sat. 
‘So truth or dare?’ Spark asked lightly, without looking my way. 
I blinked back at her, ‘What?’ 
‘Truth or dare?’ 
‘Seriously?’ I asked, which was code for ‘can-I-trust-you?’ 
‘Seriously.’ Bright insisted, with a promising look. 
I scowled, I knew the game, kids used to play it back at school when we’d 

been younger and stupid, ‘fine, truth?’ 
‘Why are you here? In the church I mean?’ 
I hesitated for a moment, the truth weighing heavily on my insides, 

eventually I gave in against my better judgement, ‘Betty was a catholic.’ I 
admitted at last, the words felt like acid in the pit of my stomach, ‘I guess 
coming here reminds me of her.’ 

Bright held onto my hand, squeezing it, her face painted in pity. I flinched, 
because that was one of the primary reasons I never spoke about this. I hated 
pity. I hated people knowing that it all still hurt so bad. 

‘Don’t look at me like that.’ I told her furiously, tearing my hand away 
from her grasp. 

‘Like what?’ 
‘Like that. Like you feel sorry for me.’ 
‘But I can’t help but feel sorry for you.’ Bright debated softly. 
‘Well don’t.’ I whispered, my voice shaking, that familiar anxiety curling 

through every fiber of my body, ‘I miss her.’ I said very, very quietly. 
‘And all the flirting? The girls…? How does that make sense?’ 
I winced, because it was very, very obvious to me what Betty would say 

or think if she saw me now. Regardless, that didn’t change the reality. My eyes 
met Bright’s, and I spoke with a deep set certainty. ‘You don’t understand. 
Losing Betty was the worst thing. I would have rather died. It should have been 
me anyway. Blue should have killed me.’ my voice fractured, ‘But I was made to 
be Liam. I have to be like Liam. That’s the only way I’ll succeed at this.’ 

‘So what does that have to do with behaving how you do?’ 
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‘It’s how Liam was.’ I snapped irritably, ‘he always had some girl on the 
go. Usually a receptionist… he was famous for it. Like I am now… I guess.’ 

‘So?’ 
‘So, it’s a pretty excellent distraction.’ I argued, which was true. Losing 

myself for a moment even, making out with some girl was easier than having to 
face myself for what I was and how I felt about what I’d done. 

How I felt about what had happened. 
‘And that’s what Constellation is, a distraction?’ 
I wasn’t sure how to answer that, because Bright and Constellation were 

very good friends. So I shrugged noncommittally. 
‘She likes you,’ Bright told me firmly, ‘don’t be an ass.’ Simmering, Bright 

narrowed her eyes, ‘So this conquest of girls is to distract yourself? I don’t 
understand how that pays respect to the memory of that Betty.’ 

I physically winced, hating to hear Betty’s name aloud, ‘Because I was 
stupid!’ I exploded, ‘Liam never would have never let anyone that close. Liam 
wouldn’t have put Betty in danger by trying to have a relationship with her – I 
was stupid. Liam knew that whatever relationships he had to have were 
shallow, and temporary. Enough to enjoy but not enough to pose any real risk… 
to you or anyone else…’ 

‘Oh…’ Bright opened her mouth, all pity all over again. I shook my head 
fiercely. 

‘No.’ I hissed, ‘No I don’t need sympathy. Just because I told you the truth 
doesn’t mean I need your opinion on it.’  

‘Alright then.’ 
‘I was made to be Liam. That’s what I have to do – that’s what I should 

have done – been Liam. Now, I am here, and I’m going to get qualified, go back 
to Lionsbrink and get my life back again, be who I need to be.’ My eyes flashed 
to her, ‘So your turn, truth or dare?’ 

Bright hesitated, for a moment I didn’t think she was going to answer, 
until she exhaled, ‘Truth.’ 

‘What’s wrong with your knee?’ 
Bright turned white, startled by my question. I knew immediately all my 

suppositions had been correct. There was something wrong with her knee. 
That’s why she wore the brace, it wasn’t some super-thing or element to her 
costume. She needed it. 

I watched Bright carefully, although she couldn’t quite meet my gaze. 
‘I had an accident.’ She began, ‘a while ago. The jumping… I landed 

poorly, shattered my knee. I couldn’t walk after that, not on my own. So I wear 
the brace. Without it I can’t do anything.’ She offered me a nervous look, I’m 
not sure what she expected me to do or say, ‘how’d you know?’ 
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‘You always wear it.’ I admittedly, feeling bad for how awkward she felt 
now, ‘I connected the dots last night, because it was the first time you weren’t 
wearing that brace and you didn’t get out of bed.’ 

Bright clasped her red face in her hands, clearly embarrassed. ‘No one’s 
noticed. Not ever. Besides, could you imagine what Friction would say? Please 
don’t tell anyone?’ 

I’d never tell, it was weird she didn’t know that. ‘Of course not.’ I 
promised her. 

Nearly everyone had gone now, the church was empty aside from the 
occasional parishioner still kneeling in prayer at their pews. The moment was 
like glass. I’d spent the last while assuming Bright was frustrating and 
obnoxious, now she seemed gentle and kind of sweet. 

As a matter of fact, I didn’t want to leave.  
I hadn’t talked like that to anyone in weeks, so honestly, and it felt good. 
‘I won’t tell anyone about Betty.’ Bright said after a moment, peeling her 

hands away from her face, ‘or the church… or anything. I understand. It’s hard. 
It must have been awful to lose her.’  

My jaw tightened, I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I nodded my thanks. 
‘It must be difficult for you now.’ Betty went on, ‘I guess I never really thought 
about it before. Being away from your city. That City must mean everything to 
you… Betty… Liam… everything.’ 

‘It does.’ I agreed, with a pause, ‘They don’t tell you how hard it’s going to 
be.’ I admitted, ‘at the Elite. How hard it is going to be being a hero, how much 
you’re going to feel… how connected to your city. It’s not just contracts and 
agents and being paid and negotiations. You care. Really care. And it comes to 
represent stuff. That’s why I have to get back. Get my HALs and get back.’ 

Bright nodded, ‘What about the Observation Deck? The night I caught 
you up there, trying to get inside.’ I winced, not wanting to answer that 
question. ‘No lies.’ She reminded me, ‘we’re friends now. I think.’ 

I smirked, wondering for a moment if that was the case and realized that 
yeah, it probably was. ‘Yes. We are.’ 

‘So we will be honest with one another, alright?’ 
‘Alright.’ I agreed, then took a breath, ‘I’m trying to find her.’ 
‘Her?’ Bright scowled. 
‘Nightshade.’  
‘Blue’s sidekick?’ Bright furthered, ‘why?’ 
‘She wasn’t there the night Betty died. I want to know why. I want to 

know what they wanted with the Quarry, where she’s gone… I never got my 
answers. It all just sort of stopped when I killed Blue – when I killed Callum 
Court. She was part of it… the reason Betty died. I don’t even really know what 
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they wanted with Kissinger Quarry anyway. I owe it to Betty to find out. I need 
answers.’ My words sort of tangled, spoke furiously with a desperation I wished 
she couldn’t hear. 

Bright pressed her lips together, ‘so you figured the Observation Deck 
would be a good place to start looking?’ 

‘Yes.’ I agreed uncomfortably, ‘I’ve been trawling through information the 
last few months from the library but so much is restricted… I figured I could 
access it from the Observation Deck.’ after a moment I added; ‘she knows who I 
am.’ 

‘What?’ 
‘Nightshade.’ I shivered, ‘she knows who I am. Who I really am. They 

unmasked me. Her and Blue, then they went to my house, trashed it and beat 
the hell out of Gary.’ 

‘Gary?’ 
‘My butler.’ 
Bright tried to stifle a smile, ‘You have a butler?’ 
‘That’s beside the point. Nightshade knows exactly who I am and she’s 

still out there. Nothing is safe. No one I care about, my home, all of it…’ 
‘You think Nightshade would try and hurt you?’ Bright furthered, serious 

now. My shoulders were up around my ears again. Nightshade and I had always 
shared a connection – as unusual as that had felt. I was absolutely sure she 
wasn’t done with me. All the more seeing as she’d shown up that night, the 
night before I’d come here.  

‘She and I are not done.’ I decided to say, ‘she has the answers I need. I 
have to find her.’ 

Bright considered what I’d said very deeply, fiddling thoughtfully with her 
knee brace, then snuck me a look. ‘We’re friends.’ She told me gently, ‘I’ll help 
you find her. I know Hojac systems better than the back of my own hand. Why 
didn’t you just ask?’ 

I gnawed at my lip, ‘Honestly? You’ll help me?’ 
‘I volunteer on the Observation Deck a few nights a week… for extra 

credit – it helps me keep ahead of Friction, and you.’ She laughed, ‘You can help 
me if you like. We can do it together… look for Nightshade. I can’t promise you 
we can access anything classified but if she’s communicating out there… we’ll 
find her.’ 

This was probably the best thing I’d heard in over a year at least, and I 
grinned a mile wide, ‘You’re the best.’ I told her, meaning it. 

‘But no more secrets.’ Bright told me, reaching for my hand, ‘you have to 
have people who you’re honest with. I’ll always be honest with you if you’re 
always honest with me? And we’ll be friends now. If you want?’ 
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‘I’d like that.’ I admitted. 
‘Really?’ 
‘Yeah.’ I told her, ‘I was only avoiding you because you know how lame I 

am anyway…’ 
Bright laughed, ‘How lame you are?’ 
‘When we first met. On that transport vehicle. I was hysterical.’ 
Beaming, Bright slid me a skeptical look, ‘and that’s why you were being 

such an ass to me?’ 
My shoulders were up around my ears, ‘anyway, you’re pretty good at 

this.’ 
‘At what?’ 
‘Saving me.’ I concluded meekly, feeling stupid for saying it. ‘Making 

things seem way less difficult than they are. This is the second time now.’ 
Bright grinned, ‘That’s because I’m an optimist.’ She announced, ‘How 

about this, you come and help me with my Observation Duty? While there, we 
use the systems to search for Nightshade?’ 

I could scarcely believe my luck, ‘you’re kidding!?’  
‘I’ll help you find her.’ Bright concluded, ‘it can be our secret.’ 
‘One of our secrets.’ I corrected, a look down to her knee framed in its 

metallic brace, ‘although I don’t know why you don’t tell people about what 
happened.’ 

‘It’s complicated.’ She told me, ‘anyway, seeing as we’re friends now, I 
need to know something.’ 

‘Which is?’ 
‘Who are you?’ 
I blinked at her, confused, ‘What?’ 
‘Who are you? Roe or Dare?’ 
I winced at the question mostly because in all honesty, I didn’t know. All 

the more because I genuinely didn’t want to ask it. I shrugged nonchalantly, 
‘Not sure.’ I told her. ‘Why does it matter?’ 

‘Well everyone’s calling you Dare. Even you told me to.’ Bright told me 
carefully, fiddling with her knee brace again, ‘but when you and I met all that 
time ago you told me your name was Roe, a matter of fact you were pretty 
adamant it was Roe. So I want to know what I should call you.’ 

I wasn’t sure why, but her answer made me smile. I considered this for a 
moment, fiddling with the velvet ribbon again, then peered at her sideways. 
‘Roe.’ I said at last, ‘You can call me Roe. Someone should, at the Elite I mean.’ 

Bright grinned, tipping her head to one side, ‘well alright then.’ 
‘What about you? What’s your name – your real name?’ Bright ducked 

away, not quite looking at me, so I smirked, ‘come on, you know mine.’ 
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‘It’s Brighony.’ She said quietly. 
‘Hence ‘Bright?’’ I guessed, grinning. 
‘Hence ‘Bright,’ she agreed, folding her arms across her chest. 
‘Sorry I’ve been such a jerk to you.’ I offered at last. 
Bright laughed, ‘It’s fine. I knew you weren’t a jerk.’ 
‘How?’ 
‘My sister loves you.’ Bright rolled her eyes, ‘she’s talked about you 

nonstop.’ 
‘Your sister…?’ 
‘Eris.’ Bright tipped an eyebrow, ‘Errey?’ 
My eyes widened in shock. It all made perfect sense now and I wondered 

how I’d missed it. The way Errey talked about Bright, compared herself to her, 
they even looked similar. 

‘Oh.’ 
‘You didn’t know?’ Bright frowned. 
‘No.’ 
‘Oh. Well. She loves you. She’s always talking about how sweet you are. 

So I knew you weren’t a jerk. Not really.’ 
I laughed at this, on my feet, ‘that’s where she’s wrong. I am a jerk.’ I 

admitted. 
Despite the forced smile I sort of felt bitter about saying this because in 

the most part it was true. I’d become a jerk since Betty died, but that was of my 
own invention. It was the character I had to play, to be as much like Liam as 
possible. 

Bright nodded towards the door that led back downstairs, everyone had 
left now and we were alone aside from the occasional person ambling below, 
‘let’s go home, we’ll be in enough trouble already if someone figures out we’re 
gone.’ 

I laughed, ‘I’m always in trouble for something, Bri.’ 
 
It was like someone turned a light on. 
As much as I was far too proud to tell her, being friends with Bright was 

the best that had happened to me since starting the Elite. 
I realized that over the following days. 
We were on holiday, and thankfully we weren’t called out as the Six List 

the whole weekend slipped by with a kind of peace I hadn’t felt for weeks and 
weeks. 

I didn’t vanish to the library or my room to obsess over Nightshade 
either. This was because Bright had promised me that that Wednesday she had 
Observation Duty and we’d look for her then. 
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That Tuesday in classes Human Cannon continued our Super Hero History 
lessons. He seemed noticeably apprehensive before cracking the text book 
open and clearing his throat. 

‘Alright, today we’ll look a little at the Dark Republic’s initially coordinated 
tactics.’ He said lightly, glancing once up at us, ‘their calling cards. That’s what 
you call them. You remember our lesson on calling cards a few weeks back? Can 
anyone remind us what a calling card it?’ 

Hands shot up everywhere. I on the other hand folded my arms together, 
watching Human Cannon carefully. 

‘It is a signature statement.’ Herald quipped, ‘something a villain or hero 
will do in order to leave absolutely no doubt that they are the author behind an 
action.’ 

‘Brilliant. Perfect answer.’ Human Cannon applauded, ‘well done. Now 
what are some examples of calling cards?’ 

‘Gifts and gestures?’ Friction said, ‘like a villain who sends flowers to the 
families he targets?’ 

I winced, recalling Nightshade. She’d had a calling card. Branches of 
deadly nightshade left at the scenes of her crimes. I shivered, shaking the 
thought away. 

‘Anything else?’ Human Cannon prompted. 
‘Effects.’ Someone else offered, ‘explosions, lights intentionally done to 

mark them out to people?’ 
‘Correct, anything else?’ 
‘Markers.’ I said suddenly, my eyes on his face. 
‘Such as?’ 
‘Huge letters painted on the side of a shopping mall wall?’ I offered 

purposefully sharp. Human Cannon pressed his lips together, considering this.  
‘Correct, Dare.’ He agreed, completely ignoring my reference to the night 

before. ‘One last calling card?’  
Bright’s hand shot up, ‘signature crimes.’ She said levelly. Human Cannon 

seemed satisfied with this. 
‘Yes, very good Bright.’ He nodded with a loud exhale, ‘the Dark Republic 

had one particular signature crime as a matter of fact. We’ll talk a little about 
that today. Does anyone know what that signature crime might be?’ 

I knew very little about the Dark Republic, so remained silent. Bright 
however answered again. 

‘Unmasking.’ She said frankly. Human Cannon nodded again. 
‘Correct. Brilliant, Bright. You’re going to have to catch up, Dare.’ He 

added to me with a smirk, alluding to Bright and my constant battling for top in 
class. I hadn’t won yet but I wanted to. 
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‘Uh huh.’ I replied, because my mind was elsewhere, back to the prospect 
of finding Nightshade and how successful Bright and my time would be on the 
Observation Deck. 

‘Unmasking was one of the Dark Republic’s most famous calling cards. 
Their signature crime. This was because at their fundamental heart the Dark 
Republic existed to ride the world of super heroes in order to fully take control. 
They wished to make heroes vulnerable. The best way of doing that, of course, 
is to take away their secrets.’ 

I knew this, Liam had repeated it to no end when he’d been alive. The 
‘Secret reigned supreme,’ had been what he’d told me. The secret mattered 
most. We guarded it because it guarded us. 

‘So they would directly target heroes and unmask them.’ Human Cannon 
said purposefully. ‘The Dark Republic accessed information regarding heroes 
and deliberately targeted them one by one, unmasking them publicly before…’ 
he winced as if this were a painful truth, which I suspected it was, ‘before they 
killed them.’ 

I shifted in my seat because I knew exactly how horrifying the prospect of 
being unmasked was. The thought of it now made my skin prickle.  

There was nothing more terrifying than when a villain came for you 
personally. Not for your city or for your alias, but for who you were. When they 
tried to find you. Blue and Nightshade had tried to find me. 

The first time they’d unmasked me had been in the department store, 
the footage I’d watched those months ago in the library. Nightshade had peeled 
off my mask and at the very last moment I’d managed to get away and smear a 
thick layer of black paint over my features. 

That had been the day I’d first realized that my identity had been 
dangerous. Human Cannon seemed to sense my thoughts as he peered at me. 

‘Dare?’ 
I blinked up at him, ‘Yeah?’ 
‘Did you have anything you wanted to say?’ 
I shrugged, ‘I’m not sure.’ 
‘You look as though something is on your mind. Is it relevant?’ 
I considered this, ‘just that unmasking is really awful.’ I said at last, ‘not 

just for you but for the people you care about.’ 
Friction scoffed loudly, ‘and what would you know about that, Loophole?’  
‘There are a handful of people who will see your face.’ I said, although I 

wasn’t sure why I did, ‘those you allow into your secret, agents, people you 
serve alongside and the like, and medical staff. The medical staff sign contracts 
because occasionally they have to remove your mask in order to treat you.’ I 
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had the attention of the whole class now and it felt super awkward. ‘It 
happened to me more times than I can count.’ 

‘So what does that have to do with anything?’ Friction grumbled irritably. 
‘When I was being hunted, the people coming after me murdered a 

paramedic to try and find me.’ I said starkly, as if the fact didn’t make me feel as 
awful as it did. 

All eyes sort of settled on me in a kind of awestruck admiration. I’m not 
sure why though, given that it had been my fault a man had died. His name had 
been Peter. I’d found out about his death that morning at the department 
store. That’s why I’d been so desperate to hide my identity. 

I was petrified of what my identity would cost those close to me, if Blue 
or Nightshade had found them. 

A sort of silence had settled over the class. I almost wondered if Human 
Cannon had known about Peter and had asked me on purpose to make a point. 
Probably. Evidently, Human Cannon was not just explaining the scare tactics of 
the Dark Republic, but also the importance of keeping our secret guarded. 

‘So he died because he’d seen your face?’ Constellation asked gravely. 
I nodded once, ‘Yes.’ 
‘The Dark Republic were experts of terrifying not only the public, but the 

heroes who served them. That’s another reason why the heroes thought it 
better to bind together. They believed that together they could protect their 
secrets more diligently.’ Human Cannon concluded. 

‘But it still happens.’ Friction reminded, ‘to Loophole over here, but to 
others as well. Even a few months ago… New Year’s Day. Lionman was 
unmasked.’ 

Everything sort of froze and I instantly cursed myself for having forgotten. 
Lionman had died the day I’d been recruited into the Elite.  

Human Cannon’s mouth knotted to one side, as if the recollection of this 
fact in itself was unhelpful. A suspicion began to grow in the back of my mind, 
only I didn’t say a thing now. 

‘Correct.’ Human Cannon managed to say, his voice paper thin, ‘it does in 
fact still happen. So we must be diligent.’ 

 
Back in my room a little later, I finally heard from What’s His Name. 
‘Where have you been?’ I demanded rather than ‘hello,’ or ‘hey,’ or any 

other possible greeting. 
‘Bro. Sorry. School’s been crazy.’ What’s His Name told me guiltily. 
‘Has it?’ I considered incredibly sarcastically, because if anyone’s school 

had been crazy it was mine. ‘Bummer.’ 
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‘I didn’t mean it like that, Roe. I know things must be manic for you…’ 
What’s His Name explained genuinely, ‘but from what I’ve seen in the papers, 
you’re doing well – in the Six List I mean?’ 

‘Yeah.’ I mumbled. 
‘So that must be good, right? Top six in school for three months straight?’ 
‘Sure.’ I shrugged, lowering myself onto my bed and staring up at the 

ceiling, ‘it’s mostly to annoy Friction.’ I added, less tense now, ‘I’ve already got a 
contract with Lionsbrink so grades don’t matter as much to me.’ 

‘Still, it’s not bad. From what you were telling me it’s tough competition. 
All those sidekicks with actual powers.’ 

I winced, because that fact still felt raw, ‘Yeah. It is.’ 
‘Anyway. People miss you.’ What’s His Name offered off-handedly. 
My heart skipped and I felt a smile curl across my face, ‘Really?’ 
‘Yeah.’ What’s His Name agreed, ‘they figured you’d have thrown at least 

four epic parities by now… Lionsbrink Social Life is far duller with you 
supposedly overseas.’ 

I wilted, because I’d supposed he meant people missed Dare, not 
Romulus. 

‘Oh.’ 
‘I mean they miss the costumed guy too,’ What’s His Name added 

hurriedly, probably hearing my dismay. 
‘Uh huh.’ 
‘It’s just the novelty of Gravity Guy,’ What’s His Name said gently, ‘he’s a 

huge deal, Roe. Of course the city is looking forward to having you back.’ 
‘Sure.’ I grumbled, still glaring at the ceiling. 
‘Anyway, how’s the Elite? Tell me everything?’ 
I considered this, head laid back on my pillow, ‘It’s busy.’ I remarked, 

because that was probably the best way to describe things, ‘although we have 
huge amounts of time in the afternoon where we’re meant to develop our 
‘super-alias,’ which is crazy.’ 

‘Develop your ‘super-alias?’’ What’s His Name parroted, ‘what’s what 
mean?’ 

‘Some of the people here haven’t been out on the field.’ I explained, ‘or if 
they have it’s been only as a sidekick. They are still working out what they look 
like as a hero. Developing new weapons, new costumes, that kind of thing.’ 

‘So what have you been developing?’ 
I scowled, confused, and rolling onto my side, my eyes finding the 

collection of scraps pasted onto my far wall, ‘Uh. Nothing. Dare’s pretty well 
established. I don’t need to develop him, he’s fine how he is.’ 
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What’s His Name hesitated before he spoke now, ‘If you say so.’ He 
offered, ‘but it would be pretty sweet to be able to make a new gun or 
something?’ 

‘I don’t need a new gun.’ I grumbled, sort of offended. 
‘So what are you doing with your time?’ 
My eyes traced the various notations to do with Nightshade that 

plastered the space above my desk, ‘Stuff.’ I concluded, ‘you know there’s a lot 
of homework.’ 

‘Cool. Sounds sweet bro.’  
‘Yeah it is.’ I agreed, then as an afterthought I added, ‘I have friends now 

– I think?’ 
What’s His Name laughed, ‘friends?’ he repeated, ‘like the kinds of friends 

you had in Lionsbrink?’ 
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
‘You’ve got a reputation, Roe. Even you know that.’ What’s His Name 

explained, ‘You’re my best friend and even I’d be surprised if you hadn’t 
launched a conquest on the super-girls at your super-dork school.’ 

I smirked at this, ‘Come on,’ I replied, rolling onto my back again, my 
thoughts of course on Constellation, ‘I’m not that bad.’ 

‘Uh huh. If you say so, Roe.’ What’s His Name murmured. 
‘I’ve made a few friends, I think.’ I told him at last, ‘proper ones,’ 
‘So ones you have actual conversations with as opposed to make out with 

at every possible chance?’ 
That sort of made me feel bad, especially because of my conversations 

with Bright about Betty, but I didn’t say so. 
‘Yeah.’ I told him levelly, ‘Bright – have you heard of her?’ 
‘Of course I have. Cute. Well done.’ 
‘Not like that, geez!’ I hissed, because it wasn’t. I hadn’t made a friend – a 

real friend – in a long, long time. Bright was irritatingly self-important but she 
was nice and kind and I met very few people like that. I would never even 
consider ruining that. Not to mention she knew far too much about me, about 
Betty, about how much of a dork I was. ‘We’re proper friends.’ I told What’s His 
Name gently, ‘She’s got a sister too, Eris, she’s kind of cool.’ 

‘Wow and do you sit around braiding each other’s hair?’ What’s His 
Name teased. 

‘Not exactly. But she’s kind of awesome. It is cool to have a proper 
friend.’ 

‘Well I’m happy for you.’ What’s His Name announced, ‘as startled as I 
am.’ 
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‘Oh come on, I’m not that bad.’ I groaned, rolling my eyes, again a pang 
of guilt ached inside of me, ‘besides.’ I added, ‘I’ve got my sights set on 
Constellation.’ 

I heard What’s His Name scoff, ‘Ah ha. There’s the Romulus I remember.’ 
He noted, ‘anyway, sorry it’s been ages since we’ve talked. I’ve got to go, but I’ll 
call later this week I swear.’ 

‘It’s fine.’ I told him, ‘catch ya later.’ 
‘Later, Roe.’ 
Then, with a click he was gone and I breathed a deep sigh. 
I had just enough time to feel content and wonder if maybe this year 

wasn’t going to be as bad as I had supposed it would be. 
Unfortunately, I was not aware of the trouble that was headed my way. 
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Nine 
 
The alarm rung at a half past two the following morning. 
This in itself was weird because this had never happened before ever. 

Regardless, the heavy siren sent me scrambling out of bed and fumbling for my 
costume. 

I blinked at the clock, wondering who on earth would be up to no good at 
this hour. Pressing my mask to my face I shot out into the hall nearly bumping 
into Friction. 

‘Watch where you’re going Loophole,’ he sneered, stalking ahead of me 
down the stairs. 

A number of other students – those not on the Six List – peered out from 
their rooms with interest, probably just as confused as I was that we were being 
called out so late. 

I caught Bright’s eye as we crammed into the aluminum lift. Constellation 
yawned loudly, unimpressed. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked with a groan, ‘does 
anyone know?’ 

Friction said nothing only shook his head, the rest of us too were clueless. 
Seconds later we shot out into the cabin of the Elite Jet. We found our seats – I 
as usual tucked myself alongside Bright and Constellation, both of whom were 
far too tired to talk. 

Rubbing the sleep dust from my eyes I peered over to where Friction 
spoke diligently with one of the pilots. 

‘Alright.’ He concluded, ‘alright, got it.’ 
Friction rotated on the balls of his feet and strode for his seat, scowling. 
‘What is it?’ I asked him, because he didn’t usually seem this concerned. 

Friction glared back up at me. 
‘A mall.’ 
‘A mall, what?’ 
Friction wound his fingers together, my question had attracted the 

attention of each of the other Six List. ‘Broken into.’ 
‘Why are you so worried then?’ I furthered, ‘if it’s just a BIE.’ 
‘BIE?’ Friction replied, confused. 
‘Burglar Intent on Escape.’ I mumbled, a term Liam and I had used. 
Friction rolled his eyes, ‘they haven’t just broken in… they’ve 

commandeered it.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ Bright countered, watching Friction carefully. 
‘I mean the lunatics called the cops themselves. Said they had taken 

control of Harbourelle Central Mall…’ 
‘At two o’clock in the morning?’ 
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‘At two o’clock in the morning.’ Friction agreed, ‘anyway, it’s weird.’ He 
concluded. 

Weird was an understatement, I thought internally. What kind of thieves 
report themselves to the authorities? A strange tugging sensation of dread 
wound through the pit of my stomach, but I folded my arms and ignored it. 

A few minutes later the jet scooped low and down rumbling down onto a 
wide boulevard. Out the windows I could see the looming structure of the 
Harbourelle Central Mall. 

‘Alright, get out.’ Friction barked, because apparently he was the self-
imposed leader of the Six List. I was far too tired and admittedly a little anxious 
to say anything so I trailed after Bright and Constellation out into the morning 
air. 

Police were everywhere. Their cars framed the pavement outside of the 
mall and the first thing that I noticed was there were guns. A whole heap of 
guns, pointed on the building with very terrified looking officers grasping a hold 
of them. 

Something people never tell you is that fear is contagious. It was because 
of this that I shook both hands out, as if trying to physically shake the 
trepidation off. I’d need to be focused. Whatever was going on was weird and 
would require full attention. 

I glanced sideways at Bright as we gathered together clustered below the 
street lights. Barricades had been set up, patrolled by more police, and at least 
fifty or sixty people in pajamas I supposed from the apartments surrounding the 
block leered on from the sidelines.  

We were joined by Captain Stewart who looked every bit as tired as we 
all felt, his expression rather sober. 

‘I’m afraid it’s not quite as straight forward as usual.’ He began placidly. 
‘They called themselves in.’ Herald stated in her husked voice, ‘who does 

that?’ 
‘Not sure.’ Stewart replied, ‘but they’re dangerous. Took down to officers 

around the back – we tried to enter through the food court… to surprise them.’ 
‘They killed them?’ I croaked, my lungs tightened. 
‘Not quite but almost… neither officer is out of the woods.’ Stewart 

replied frankly. 
The mention of death unsettled every single one of the Six List, they 

shuffled on their feet with concern. To me however, it all just sort of felt 
familiar. 

Horribly, horribly familiar. 
‘Right.’ Friction croaked, ‘so we don’t know who they are, what they 

want, or where they are – other than they’re in that mall?’ 
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‘Correct.’ Captain Stewart agreed, ‘only that they called themselves in.’ 
‘Called themselves in, what does that mean?’ I asked, before I realized I’d 

spoken. Friction glared at me, because as terrified as he was, he considered 
himself in charge. 

‘They phoned the emergency line.’ Captain Stewart went on, ignoring 
Friction’s scathing dislike, ‘said that they’d taken control over the Harbourelle 
Central Mall…’ 

‘And…?’ Bright prompted, her face white. 
‘And… then they challenged us to stop them.’ Officer Stewart shrugged, 

as if this wasn’t totally disturbing, ‘They said, ‘try to stop us, we dare you.’’  
My blood ran cold. It sounded stupid but I almost felt there was 

something specific in that message, as if in a way whoever was inside was 
appealing to me. 

But that was stupid, I reminded myself, they were criminals, regular 
criminals with a flair for dramatics. After all this was Harbourelle, not Lionsbrink. 
I was almost a nobody here. 

‘That’s exactly what they said?’ Bright frowned, I wasn’t sure if she was 
thinking what I was, ‘‘we dare you?’’ 

Officer Stewart glanced my way for the briefest moment, ‘Yes.’ 
‘Right. Well we need to get inside.’ Friction declared, clearing his throat 

and trying to seem as brave as he possibly could. 
‘Without being shot.’ Bulldoze Boy added helpfully, a statement which 

made the others squirm where they stood. Evidently they hadn’t faced this level 
of danger before. 

As a matter of fact it struck me as odd Hojac had dispatched us. Surely 
this was a job for Gravity Guy? 

‘I say we split up.’ Constellation announced, ‘we go in there as a group 
they’ll pick us off like fish in a barrel.’ I admired her bluntness. Constellation had 
served on the field and probably dealt with situations of this level of danger 
before. 

‘Fine.’ Friction agreed, he seemed a little surer of himself now. It didn’t 
surprise me because he like Constellation had worked alongside a hero and had 
faced similar circumstances. Between he, Connie and I no one else would have 
had this level of experience. 

This sort of unnerved me. 
‘So we’ll pair up.’ Bright concluded, ‘Herald and Constellation, Friction 

and Bulldoze Boy, me and Dare.’ 
‘Fine.’ Friction huffed. 
‘Fine.’ Bright replied. 
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‘So what’s the plan?’ Constellation furthered, ‘we get in we round them 
up?’ 

‘Isn’t that always the plan?’ Friction replied sternly, fiddling at his utility 
belt. 

‘What if they try to shoot at us?’ Herald asked nervously, I glanced 
sideways at her, sympathetic. Herald was clearly petrified. 

‘Make sure they miss.’ Friction replied obnoxiously, before he gestured to 
Bulldoze Boy, ‘we’ll take the staff exit around the eastern face. Connie and 
Herald, you take the roof. Bright, you and Loophole take the cinema.’ 

‘Got it.’ Bright confirmed. 
Friction didn’t say any more than that, and instead skulked off, Bulldoze 

Boy thundering after him.  
My gaze returned to Herald who was stark white, her lips pressed 

together. 
‘You’ll be fine.’ I told her earnestly, ‘it sounds hard, it’s not. These 

criminals…? They’re minor leagues. Idiots with too much spare time. You on the 
other hand? You’ve been training years for this. Ignore Friction, he’s an ass.’ 

Herald’s mouth turned up in a watery smile, ‘Thanks.’ She managed to 
say. Constellation watched me carefully before nodding towards the opposite 
side of the mall. 

‘Careful.’ She said, I wasn’t sure if she was addressing Bright or me.’ 
‘You too.’ Bright replied, before we went our separate ways. 
I’d never been to Harbourelle Central Mall but thankfully Bright had. She 

explained that the cinemas were around the backside. We couldn’t enter 
through the fire doors seeing as they were alarmed but thankfully there were a 
number of entrances for rubbish collection around the backside. 

‘That was really sweet you know?’ Bright said as we slipped down the 
littered alleyway. 

I frowned, genuinely confused, ‘What?’ 
‘What you said to Herald. That was sweet.’ 
I shrugged, ‘Friction was being a jerk. Herald was scared, I don’t blame 

her… I am too, sort of.’ 
Bright’s smile grew but she didn’t say any more than this. Instead our 

focus concentrated on getting inside the cinemas. 
There was no telling where these criminals were and the Harbourelle 

Central Mall was enormous.  
Bright and I found our way in through the back doors, slipping into the 

dark, cautious and scarcely making a sound. We threaded up through some 
pretty vile smelling hallways up through into the lobby. 
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The huge foyer felt oppressive in the dark, with large blank screens, and 
shadowed posters for various films. There were few places to hide here and 
that made me nervous.  

Bright, likewise, peered from side to side, her eyes everywhere.  
‘Right.’ She whispered, ‘now what?’ 
Then, like a clap of lightening, there was a harrowing BANG!  
Instinctively, I grabbed Bright by the wrist and yanked her back, throwing 

us both hard against the closest wall, pressed into the shadows. Bright was 
gasping for air, while I glared into the dark trying to figure out where the shot 
had come from. 

‘They’ve seen us.’ I hissed, ‘Damn it.’ 
Bright swallowed, her chest heaving, ‘You think!?’ she shuffled back a 

little so we ducked in behind a small ledge, ‘now what?’ 
‘Not completely sure.’ I replied, ‘you got any thoughts?’ 
‘You’re meant to be the ideas man.’ Bright huffed, making me smirk 

despite the imminent danger. 
‘I guess we should be thankful we’ve found them?’ I offered 

optimistically. 
‘Shut up.’ Bright replied with a laugh grinning at me. 
I admired how calm she was being, only I suppose it made sense given 

her experience. Bright peered up into the foyer again, I likewise squinted into 
the shadows. 

‘I can’t see anything.’  
‘Neither.’ 
‘Hold on…’ I muttered, fiddling at my mask and pressing it along the 

edges where it stuck against my temple. Instantly, my vision sharpened, turning 
a glowing green. 

Night vision – one of the benefits of the mask – I could see everything 
now, very easily.  

‘Right.’ I concluded, ‘I can’t see anything up along the far side, they must 
be to our left.’ I gestured to the mezzanine.  

‘How do you –’ 
‘Night vision.’ I replied, motioning to my mask, ‘I can’t be sure though, I’ll 

need to get around over there, near the arcade to be sure.’ 
‘They’ll see you.’ Bright argued. 
‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ I mumbled, ‘I’m pretty sure I can get across there 

without being seen.’ 
‘Seriously?’ Bright asked, doubtful. 
‘Seriously,’ I grinned back at her, ‘gosh, Bri, have some faith in me.’ 



113 
 

Bright rolled her eyes playfully, ‘You tell me where those guys are I’ll 
decimate them.’ She promised, flexing her fingers at her sides as if warming up. 

I believed her. I’d seen Bright’s powers in action several times now.  
‘Give me a second.’ I told her carefully, ‘On my wall you light this place up 

like a Christmas tree.’ 
Bright smirked, ‘got it.’ 
If there was one thing I was, it was light on my feet. I was able to sneak 

around the perimeter of the foyer completely undetected which in itself was a 
miracle given my suite was a bright red. 

At last I reached the arcade. From here I could take in the full scope of 
the space, all the way to the upper levels where I suspected our criminals were 
hiding. I could also just make out constellation’s shape across the way, she 
could see me too and was watching for the sign. 

We had to immobilize whoever was in here.  
That was the Hojac Intended Outcome – we’d learnt it a few weeks back, 

only Liam had taught me the same concept years ago.  
A hero’s job was to capture, not administer judgement.  
A hero’s job was to detain, not kill. 
My eyes wandered up to the upper levels of the cinema, exposed by a rail 

of glass. I suspected the theaters were up there, perhaps that’s where the 
criminals were hiding. 

My plan was simple. Scare hell out of them. 
Bright’s powers were impressive and helpfully bright with their electrical 

glow. Step one was harnessing this to catch these guys off guard. 
With a flash of something above, I had the guarantee I needed. They 

were up there, whoever they were. 
My eyes found those of Bright’s just as I fumbled for the side of my mask 

again. When Bright lit this place up I wouldn’t want to see it through night 
vision. 

Carefully, lifted three fingers for Bright to see. ‘Three.’ I mouthed, ‘two,’ 
counting down, ‘One.’ 

On cue Bright drew both hands up either side of her body, there was a 
crack of light in a huge spider web of electrical current as I disengaged my night 
vision and closed my eyes to avoid the sudden blinding glow. 

There was a painful shout above us, then a yelp, then another furious 
gunshot as the light faded. 

‘RUN!’ I called, ‘UPSTAIRS!’ 
Bright did not hesitate, she was already in the air, one huge jump 

propelled by her super abilities, supported by her brace. She curved up and 
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onto the upper level, while I on the other hand drew my grapple gun, taking aim 
and firing. The mechanism hauled me up quickly onto the upper floor. 

Whoever it was here was running, headed for the theater doors and firing 
blindly over one shoulder. 

‘Careful!’ I warned, 
‘You too!’ Bright called back, sprinting after the figure. 
The brilliant glow Bright had generated had begun to fade off like a dying 

flame, I fiddled at my mask engaging the night vision once more as Bright 
grabbed for the door of cinema two. 

‘He went in here!’ she said urgently, ‘not sure how many rounds he’s 
got...’ 

‘Of if he’s got friends nearby.’ I added, because another thing we’d learnt 
recently was that it was very rare for an offender to undertake large scale crime 
on their own. 

Commandeering a central mall was large scale in my mind. 
As a result of this I was fairly sure whoever they were, they were not 

alone. 
Bright and I darted into the theater and down the aisle. We kept close 

because seeing as I was the only one who could see anything in the darkness. 
There was a collection of shots, and I tugged Bright to one side, ‘Stay 

close!’ I told her, ‘let’s get them out of here.’ 
Bright ran her hand down my arm, threading her fingers between mine. 

‘Tell me where’ I’m shooting, Dare.’ She said. 
I spotted a figure – in glowing green – across the way, they nipped 

around the front and back up the opposing aisle. ‘THERE!’ I cried urgently, 
‘straight ahead!’ 

Bright fired, her fingers generating a wave of electricity, everything like 
lightening which glittered like something directly out of a comic book. I was too 
awestruck to be jealous but it was pretty awesome. 

All this aside, Bright only just missed him. Whoever he was took fire 
again, I hauled Bright to one side urgently, then a SLAM as the cinema door 
snapped shut again. 

‘Damn it.’ Bright huffed, ‘they’re on the move again.’ 
‘So I guess we are too.’ I replied, still grasping a hold of her hand, ‘ready?’ 
‘Ready.’ 
Together we raced back up towards the door. We were back out into the 

upper mezzanine again, I caught a glimpse of whoever they were headed down 
the stairs. 

‘There!’ I called to Bright, ‘they’re just ahead!’ 
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‘I felt Bright release my hand and jerk ahead, propelled by her super 
awesome ability to jump. She shot down like a bullet after the figure a slow 
glow reverberating from her body as she moved. 

I – however – had to travel on foot, seeing as I didn’t have super powers. 
With a huge THUD! Bright tackled whoever they were and pinned them 

to the ground, the gun they’d had tumbled to one side clattering on the marble. 
I approached cautiously, remembering that whoever this person was it 

was unlikely they were alone. Bright had them restrained sufficiently to the 
ground, although they writhed and wriggled in her hold. 

‘Right.’ I noted, bending to collect their gun, ‘so who have we got here, 
Bri?’ 

Bright gritted her teeth tight together, ‘I don’t know.’ 
‘Let me go!’ whoever they were seethed, ‘let me go!’ 
‘Let me get this straight,’ I replied, peering at their gun, ‘you just tried to 

kill us and you want us to let you go?’ 
‘You don’t know what you’re dealing with!’ the masked villain growled, 

‘you don’t! You don’t know what you’re dealing with!’ 
Something about the way they said this made me shiver to my core. 

Despite this, it only deepened my resolve. 
‘And what are we dealing with?’ I demanded, as Bright forced them 

harder against the floor. I couldn’t see a face, whoever they were they’d 
covered their features with a heavy grate like fixing which covered everything 
but their eyes. It was terrifying mechanical and because of that reminded me of 
Blue. 

Whoever they were, they scoffed, eyes wrinkling at the edges with 
delight. Then, with a flicker of white every single screen flashed to life around 
us, dusting Bright, the Villain and I in a crackly static light. 

‘Long live the DR…’ a voice wheezed, fractured and automated over the 
loud system, ‘long live the DR… long live the DR…’ 

The figure began to laugh, almost manically, convulsing in such a way that 
Bright was thrown to one side as they continued to thrash on the tiled floor. 

‘Dare…’ Bright began to say, her eyes wide and startled, around us the 
screens still flashed with static, that same voice groaning again and again, ‘Long 
live the DR… long live the DR…’ 

I glared at the figure who shook and thrashed upon the floor, his gun in 
my hand. ‘What the hell is this!?’  

Still laughing, the masked figure convulsed again and again, unnaturally 
now, as if they were having a seizure.  

‘WHAT THE HELL IS THIS!?’ I shouted again, my words sharp and echoing 
across the foyer. 
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‘Long live the DR…’ the voice churned on, Bright was on her feet, stepping 
back tentatively. She like me, had no idea what it was we were witnessing. 

Then, as if something inside of him snapped, the figure froze, and sunk 
back, lifeless, completely dead. Bright flinched, her mouth ajar. 

‘I –’ 
BANG! 
Another shot snapped across, slamming into the tiles at our feet. Amidst 

the hideous voice and the flashing of static screens, I glared ahead. 
‘We’re not alone.’ I told her. 
‘What is this!?’ Bright demanded, yanking my by the elbow away from 

the first of the offenders. 
‘I… I’m not sure…’ I stammered, my bones like ice inside of me. 
‘We’ll let’s find out.’ Bright hissed, her eyes small. Then, without another 

word she drew up a powerful surge of energy and threw herself towards the 
entrance of the cinemas in huge bounds. 

In the exact direction the most recent shot had come from. 
I had no other choice but to follow her, on feet of course, because I was 

painfully normal. In saying this I kept a hold of the criminal’s gun, and held it 
tight in my hand. 

I wasn’t sure how many bullets were left but I felt better with it in my 
grasp. 

Trailing out after Bright into the vaulted ceilings of the mall, I found 
nearly every single screen glittered with the same static snow. Over the 
intercom and every other possible speak system that same harrowing voice 
spoke. 

‘Long live the DR… long live the DR…’ 
The whole thing was insane, I considered as I sprinted after the brilliant 

golden glow of Bright and a black costumed figure a few yards ahead. This 
attack – this siege – it was far too unusual, far too coordinated to be anything 
harmless. 

Something more was happening here, I knew it, not that I had any idea 
what it was. 

‘Long live the DR…’ the voice repeated on loop. 
DR? What on earth was that? I thought furiously. 
‘BRIGHT! DARE!’ I heard someone shout, hauling me from my thoughts. 

The voice was short, irritated, and undoubtedly Friction. 
There was a flurry of footsteps, sudden snaps of gunshots, Bright 

launched a full wave of attacks on the sprinting black figure. 
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But there were more of them now, I glared across the way to the 
opposite walkway, where Friction ran, and a static aura around him as he too 
pursued two more masked assailants. 

‘STOP THEM!’ Someone else – Constellation I guess – yelped, I spotted 
her too, up ahead, stars at her hands. Herald was there too, at her side. 

I glared through the shadows and darkness. As a result of the screens, 
and glows of Friction, Bright and Constellation’s powers I spotted at least seven 
black costumed shapes, all scattering the various walkways, frozen escalators 
and store fronts.  

Shattering BANGS! SNAPS! BOOMS! Sounded as their guns fired again 
and again and the others of the Six List unleased their attacks. 

Whoever these people were they were too fast – far too fast – and 
scuttled like ants, ducking in and out of the shadows. 

‘Long live the DR…’ the voice still groaned, ‘Long live the DR…’ 
‘CONNIE!’ Friction called, ‘give us some light!’ 
Constellation glanced back over her shoulder, nodding once, and curling 

her fists tighter together, the steady glow of light around her grew brighter and 
brighter, filling the whole of the atrium space. 

‘Bright!’ Friction hollered, being frustratingly productive, ‘you too!’ 
Bright’s jaw tightened and she instantly swung both hands up, with this 

movement a huge jarring glitter of electrical power which ricocheted through 
the lights above, bringing them suddenly to life, and flittering on one by one. 

I instantly fiddled at my mask, disengaging the night vision. 
In the full light of the mall everything was visible now. The shattered 

store windows, broken glass and shattered tiles. The black figures were easily 
spotted and as a result of this fired more frequently. 

We weren’t going to stop them, I knew that, as much as I didn’t want to 
admit it. 

‘Long live the DR…’ the voice churned on and on as we torpedoed after 
the group, down onto the ground floor, ‘Long live the DR…’ 

I was exhausted now, my arms and legs aching in the sprint, the others 
however were irritatingly fine, relentless in their attacks. 

Unfortunately, barely a moment after we reached the ground floor food 
court every single one of the black uniformed villains had vanished darting out 
side doors and hallways. Bulldoze Boy with his huge bulky shape headed after 
them, Bright and Constellation likewise followed pursuit. Friction however 
staggered to a stop, a deep scowl across his features, Herald and I sort of 
staggered to a stop alongside him. 

‘What was that?’ Herald asked gently, her gaze everywhere.  
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Friction was gasping for air, I likewise, unable to breathe, the gun still in 
my hand. 

‘I don’t know…’ Friction managed to say. 
I struggled to stand completely upright, with one movement surveying 

the now ruined mall.  
Then I saw it. 
Behind us, upon the large central column of the atrium, right above the 

series of escalators that strung between the levels, two black letters painted 
roughly within a wide circle. 

‘DR’. 
The static upon the screens and the haunting voice faded like someone 

switching off a TV with a kind of suddenness that was both confusing and 
terrifying. 

I pressed my lips tight together, glaring at the large black letters. 
‘DR?’ Herald read aloud, ‘what’s that?’ 
I wasn’t sure how, but instantly, two words found their way to my lips. 
‘Dark Republic.’ I whispered. 
Friction visibly winced, shaking his head. 
‘No way.’ He whispered, his voice shook with a fear we all felt. 
 
I’m not sure how or where he’d come from, but Gravity Guy appeared 

and met us in the docking bay and he was not happy. 
The black costumed villains had vanished, neither Bright, Constellation or 

Bulldoze Boy found any sight of them outside of the mall. Meanwhile, inside, 
Friction, Herald and I were left awestruck by the possibility suggested by the 
large black letters. 

Was it possible that the ‘DR’ mentioned in the voice over the speakers 
and the letters painted upon the column referenced the Dark Republic? 

It seemed stupid, but there was a kind of obviousness in the attack. 
The police were called in, they began their investigation, and checked in 

with Friction who explained all that had occurred. 
‘They’re still out there.’ he told Captain Stewart, ‘they escaped.’ 
That statement alone a defeat that we all felt. 
‘We got one.’ I heard myself say, Friction blinked at me, confused. 
‘What?’ 
‘We got one. Sort of. Bright and I… up in the cinemas. But they’re dead.’ 
‘You killed them?’ Friction demanded in disbelief, which seemed pretty 

plausible seeing as I still held the pistol in my hand. 
I shook my head, the pistol hanging like lead in my grasp, ‘No. They sort 

of… died…’ 



119 
 

‘Sort of died…?’ Friction echoed, all fury now, I suppose because this 
mission was a failure.  

‘He had a fit… of sorts… he was laughing then he just… died?’ I offered, a 
glance towards Stewart, ‘he’s on the floor of the foyer.’ 

Of course Stewart sent a hedge of police men up to the cinema. 
Only they didn’t find anything and everyone sort of looked at me like I 

had completely lost my mind. 
‘They were there.’ Bright said, helpfully coming to my aid, ‘I saw him too. 

He was thrashing about on the floor…’ 
The thought of it, the memory of the figures movements as they jerked 

and writhed before they fell still made me feel very, very ill. I instantly turned 
and stalked away, taking a series of deep breaths to clear my head. 

‘Roe,’ Constellation whispered, she stood to one side, her arms wrapped 
around her small frame, ‘did you really see that?’ 

I swallowed, my gag reflex jerking in the back of my throat, then nodded. 
I didn’t trust myself to speak. 

Constellation exhaled slowly, her eyes on the floor. 
‘What is this?’ 
No one said anything on the way back, we all just sort of sat in the back of 

the jet in total silence. I felt filthy, like I needed a long, hot shower. Not because 
of dirt of sweat or whatever, but because of what I’d seen, what I’d witnessed. 

‘You don’t seriously think it was Dark Republic, do you?’ Herald asked me 
from where she sat alongside Friction. 

Friction’s teeth gritted and he shook his head once, ‘Dark Republic is 
dead. Besides, Hojac wouldn’t send us to fight them. We’re only Six List.’ 

My knees trembled unwillingly as I peeled my mask off, unsure what to 
make of what we’d seen. 

‘Maybe it’s a copycat?’ Constellation offered. 
No one replied to that either because no one wanted to even remotely 

suggest she might be right. 
Gravity Guy was furious when we saw him, his eyes small, and shoulders 

arched. I’d never seen him angry, not ever, which was amazing given the things 
I’d said and done. 

‘This is ridiculous!’ he was saying, not to us, to the pilots, ‘how did this 
happen!?’ 

‘Sir, we were only following orders.’ One of the pilots was saying, ‘the 
message came through like it always does, allocated to the third year Six List so 
we took them down.’ 

‘We had no idea what was going on.’ Another added. 
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They seemed genuinely astonished, and I felt sort of sorry for them 
because what had happened – the chaos of it – it hadn’t been their fault, it 
hadn’t been anyone’s fault. 

I knew how the system worked now. The various call outs were reported 
through to the Observation Deck, then assigned to a team, either the First, 
Second or Third Year Six List. Then the alarm was issued and we were flown to 
our drop off point. 

‘Something must have happened.’ Gravity Guy stated frankly, ‘I’ve spoken 
with the Observation Deck, they remember receiving the call only it was never 
meant to be assigned to the Six List – not on any level. They said they issued it 
through to me not to you.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Sir.’ 
‘They were in real danger.’ Gravity Guy went on, ‘very real danger. I just 

don’t know how this could have happened!’ 
‘Sir, we didn’t know what we were heading into.’ The other pilot offered 

helplessly, ‘we were following orders.’ 
‘I just don’t know who gave the orders!’ Gravity Guy exploded, ‘it should 

have been me. That level of threat, it should only ever be me.’ His voice sort of 
trailed off, I guessed because he realized that we were all sort of watching. As a 
result, Gravity Guy straightened his cape and turned to face us. 

‘It seemed perfectly normal.’ Bright offered, the first to speak, ‘nothing 
out of the ordinary.’ 

Gravity Guy’s gaze fell on her, a pained expression flittered behind his 
mask. ‘Something went wrong. The Observation Deck issued the request to me, 
only the message never reached me. It diverted… internally by the looks of 
things… to you.’  

‘How?’ Friction scowled, because it was genuinely uncommon for Hojac 
systems to fail. 

‘Not sure. I guess we’ll have to find out.’ Gravity Guy replied, exhaling as 
he spoke, ‘are you all alright?’ 

I scowled as the others nodded and offered confirmation that they were 
indeed okay. 

‘Good.’ Gravity Guy nodded, satisfied at this, ‘You’ll be excused from class 
tomorrow morning, no doubt you’ll need to rest.’ 

‘Thank you sir.’ Friction said, sounding like a super-dork. 
‘Quite alright, Friction, things like this… they’re hard. On every level.’ 

Gravity Guy hesitated, ‘it won’t happen again. A call out like that, I mean. Even 
at Third Year, it should have come to me. We’ll be extra diligent now.’ 

‘Sounds good, Sir.’ Friction replied. 
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‘You’ll all have to swing by the medical bay, before you return to your 
rooms. Just to check you over. I know you said you’re all fine, but it’s always 
good to be doubly sure… strain injuries, the like.’ 

The others were murmuring and nodding and mumbling agreement at 
this being a good idea. I on the other hand loomed by, my hands trembling.  

‘But what was it?’ I struggled to say, trying to speak as levelly as possible. 
Gravity Guy’s brown eyes rested on me, his expression indeterminable, 

‘what was that, Dare?’ 
‘What was that?’ I asked again, this time, a little surer.  
Gravity Guy considered his words for a moment, everyone else, 

meanwhile stared at me sort of horrified I’d spoken so frankly with him seeing 
as he was not only principal of the Elite but unofficial leader of the Sanctum. 

‘We’re not sure,’ Gravity Guy said at last, ‘Hojac had begun an official 
investigation.’ 

‘DR. That’s what it said, that’s Dark Republic, surely.’ 
‘Dark Republic is dead.’ Gravity Guy countered quickly, ‘everyone knows 

that.’ 
I tipped an eyebrow, ‘Do they?’ 
‘Yes.’ Gravity Guy confirmed, his voice like glass. 
‘Well what else was it? Long live the DR, that’s what they said. That has to 

be the Dark Republic.’ 
‘Or a copycat,’ Friction offered suddenly, all gentle and good graces which 

made me sick, ‘that’s what Constellation said.’ 
Constellation nodded, while I simmered, unsure if I agreed or not. Either 

way, Gravity Guy was far more concerned than he’d admit to. Something 
significant had happened that night, and I wish that he’d be honest about it for 
a change. 

‘That is what we suspect.’ Gravity Guy agreed, although there was far 
more to his expression than that. 

‘But –’ I began to say. 
‘Thank you, Roe that is about enough.’ 
I glowered, understanding his deliberate use of my name – my real name 

– to remind me what I was. A boy, unqualified, less important than he was. That 
made me all the more furious. 

‘You’re lying.’ I hissed, because I knew he was. I could see it in his eyes. 
Gravity Guy narrowed his gaze. 

‘Roe…’ 
‘Don’t talk to me like that, like you think you know better… like you think 

you can parade around like you’re above everyone else, we deserve real 
answers. What the hell did we see tonight!? Who were they? More importantly, 
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why were they there?’ I rasped, my voice broke under the urgency, ‘attacking 
Harbourelle… there are only two guaranteed responses. You or the Six List. 
Those people in black, they obviously wanted one of us.’ 

I watched Gravity Guy now, daring him to tell me, daring him to be 
honest. Only the corner of his mouth twitched and he motioned to the door. 

‘It is late.’ He said finally, ‘and you need to rest, Romulus. I have no doubt 
we will talk again at another time.’ 

I could barely stand it. Of course everything in me wanted to shout and 
refuse to leave only I knew I couldn’t and that there was no point. Gravity Guy 
was already moving away and Bright appeared, laying her hand on my arm. 

‘Roe. That’s enough.’ 
‘He’s a liar.’ I hissed, ‘he knows what happened tonight. He knows who 

they were.’ 
‘They can’t be Dark Republic,’ Bright countered, the others already 

shifting for the door, probably down to the medical bay. ‘They were eradicated 
years ago. Things like that don’t come back overnight.’ 

‘Even if it was a copycat that still doesn’t change the truth.’ I hissed, ‘that 
whoever those people were wanted to hurt either us or him. The whole thing 
was a show. I know it because I’ve seen it before. And it’s dangerous. Those are 
the villains to be scared of.’ 

Bright’s hand tightened around my arm, ‘Roe. We can talk about it in the 
morning.’ 

I exhaled loudly, jerking away from her and stalking after the others. 
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Ten 
 
The following day was abuzz with all that happened down at the 

Harbourelle Central Mall. 
Of course Friction told the story so many times he got pretty good at it, 

each time he relayed the events they sort of changed making him sound more 
fantastic and me more helpless. 

I tried to ignore it, but it bugged me.  
‘Because he doesn’t have powers,’ I’d catch him saying, ‘or proper 

weapons so he just sort of brought up the rear.’ 
There was no point trying to defend myself. After all, that’s what Friction 

wanted. Besides my thoughts were distracted on other things. 
Gravity Guy had been infuriatingly vague. There was a lot more going on 

than he’d admit. I was one hundred percent convinced that ‘DR’ was a 
reference to the Dark Republic. 

Gravity Guy probably didn’t want to admit it seeing as his place in Hojac 
and his appointment to the Sanctum had been awarded for getting rid of the 
Dark Republic. It would be embarrassing for him if he’d been wrong. If they 
really were out there. 

Unfortunately, I knew there wouldn’t be answers. Hojac didn’t provide 
answers, I’d learnt that. 

As a result of this I focused my attentions on something that actually 
mattered. Something I could actually do something about. 

That night I was accompanying Bright on Observation Duty. My first step 
towards finding Nightshade.  

During personal development, I ran into Constellation out in the gardens. 
She was out of costume, wearing an oversized shirt over leggings, hair fastened 
back. It was the most normal I’d seen her look and I guess she’d been down at 
the PT Hall. 

‘Dare, hey.’ 
‘Hey.’ I replied, ambling to her side. 
‘Still avoiding personal development?’ she asked me motioning for us to 

walk. I stuffed my hands into my pockets. 
‘It’s not so much I am avoiding it.’ I told her with a smirk, ‘just that there’s 

literally nothing for me to personally develop.’ 
‘Is that so?’ Constellation asked, with that sort of knowing look, ‘You need 

to be careful, Dare.’ 
Confused, I peered sideways at her, ‘of what?’ 
She jerked her eyebrows up as if the answer were obvious, ‘Of Friction.’ 
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‘I’m not scared of Friction.’ I laughed, ‘Trust me, I’ve faced worse than 
him.’ Constellation’s eyes lingered on me, her gaze making me feel hugely 
uncomfortable. 

It was like I was missing something, although I wasn’t completely sure 
what. 

‘He’s just a bully,’ I shrugged as we ambled, ‘I’m not scared of bullies.’ 
‘Dare.’ Constellation said frankly, ‘Friction said he wants to get rid of you.’ 
I’m not sure why but I laughed, ‘I wish him luck! If I was that easy to get 

rid of I’m sure Hojac would have done it before now.’ 
‘I’m serious, Dare.’ She rested a hand on the bend of my arm. 
‘I know.’ 
‘So keep focused.’ Constellation insisted, ‘I heard him just before, Friction 

I mean. He was talking with Bulldoze Boy and Danerang in the PT Hall. He said 
he’s going to knock you from top spot.’ 

I shrugged again, ‘So?’ 
‘So, don’t you care about doing well?’ 
I shook my head, ‘Connie, I’ve already got a contract with Lionsbrink. The 

only reason my marks matter to me is to irritate Friction.’ 
‘Yeah well, it’s working. He’s irritated alright, and I heard him say he’s 

going to get rid of you.’ 
‘I’m so scared.’ I grinned, my tone sarcastic. This made Constellation 

scowl all the more. 
‘Stay focused, Dare. On the right things.’ She tapped my chest with her 

index finger, ‘I kind of like having you around.’ 
My eyes met hers for the briefest moment, ‘Thanks.’ I managed to say. 
‘You’re welcome.’ Constellation replied with a smile, ‘so focus on the 

right things.’ I swallowed, nodding. ‘Anyway, I have places to be,’ Constellation 
went on, ‘I suppose I’ll see you later?’ 

‘I’d like that.’ I promised. 
‘So would I.’ Constellation echoed, although her gaze suggested there 

was far more to this admission. 
Despite myself I ducked away, unthreading myself from her hand around 

my arm and nodding towards the doors. 
‘Bye Connie,’ 
‘Bye Dare.’ 
I took a series of nimble steps, headed from the garden back inside. 

Internally, I scoffed at the idea of Friction boasting to the others about ‘getting 
rid of me’. It sounded stupid. 

Besides, I was focused – I considered – on Nightshade, on finding her. 
After all, that was the most important thing. 
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After dinner I changed into my own clothes and met Bright in the 

common room. She too was out of costume. Admittedly I was still getting used 
to seeing her look so ‘non super’.  

‘Right.’ Bright announced, she had remained mostly silent over dinner 
and seemed similarly withdrawn even now, ‘shall we?’ 

‘We shall,’ I joked stupidly. 
Together, Bright and I headed up the way I’d come that night, to the 

Administration Block, through the glass doors and to the Observation Deck. 
I was ridiculously optimistic. The Observation Deck had loomed as this 

sort of ‘oracle of answers’ in my mind. As much as I knew we wouldn’t be able 
to get our hands on the confidential files I so badly wanted, we’d be able to 
access a lot more than I could in the library. 

Bright didn’t say a word until we were at the opaque glass entrance that 
led inside of the Observation Deck. 

‘Alright.’ She breathed, lingering by the doors, ‘so you can’t tell anyone 
the stuff you see up here.’ 

I blinked at her, ‘who would I tell?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ She wriggled, tugging at the zip of her jumper, ‘I had to 

beg to have permission for you to assist me.’ 
‘From who?’ 
‘People.’ Bright answered obscurely. She drew a swipe card from her 

pocket and flashed it alongside a small reader. There was a beep and a click 
then she pushed the door open hard. 

 I followed her inside, we weren’t alone. There were at least three other 
white uniformed workers dotted about peering at screens only they didn’t look 
up. 

I trailed after Bright who stalked across towards the central, largest 
control panel.  

The impressiveness of the space was not lost on me, not at all. It was 
probably one of the coolest places I’d ever been in my whole life. Large, and jam 
packed with computer stations, the screens these suspended clear display 
panels making the room seem super futuristic. 

Bright could tell I was impressed and smirked as a result of this, trying to 
be as humble as possible. 

In saying this she wasn’t succeeding. 
‘Welcome to the Observation Deck.’ She told me, sliding into a bench 

seat before the very front screen. 
My eyes were everywhere, trained on the transparent displays, and the 

flashing lights and buttons. The view was awesome too, with no walls glass 
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windows peered out at the sky about us. I could see down into the gardens and 
courtyards of the Elite, and the glittering lights of Harbourelle even further 
below us. 

‘Lionsbrink.’ Bright added, pointing to the north, through the glass to the 
left of the central control panel. A trail of lights across the water which I knew 
to be my city. The sight of it made my stomach twist with something I supposed 
was homesickness. 

I thought of Gary and Captain John and What’s His Name. 
‘Not bad.’ Was all I said, dropping onto the bench seat beside her. Bright 

grinned. 
‘It’s more than not bad.’ 
‘I know.’ I shushed her, ‘but I’m trying to play it cool.’ 
Bright laughed and lent forwards to the control panel at her fingertips. 

We sat the very centre front of the room, amidst various work stations which I 
assumed were typically filled during the day by a number of the other white 
uniformed admin workers. 

Right now, however, it seemed deserted.  
‘So what do you do here?’ I asked, watching her as she brought up all 

kinds of displays on the central screen.  
‘All kinds of things.’ Bright told me, leaning back in the seat, ‘mostly just 

crossword puzzles and homework though.’ She smirked, ‘night duty is 
notoriously uneventful.’ 

‘So what, you just watch the readings?’ 
‘That’s exactly what I do.’ 
‘What kind of stuff comes up?’ I promoted, peering at the screen ahead. 

There was a large picture of a globe, covered with flashing lights, another 
seismic feed communicating real time movements of the earth’s crust, weather 
reports, all rather generic things. 

‘This room is like a satellite.’ Bight told me carefully, tucking her knees up 
beneath her chin, ‘it picks up and relays all communication within Hojac. Our 
job is to watch it.’ 

‘Watch it? Why?’ 
‘Because the communication lines are one of the most important assets 

we have.’ 
I scowled at this, ‘So we’re guarding them?’ 
‘Exactly.’ Bright confirmed, ‘we’re guarding them. Which is why it isn’t 

huge interesting. The Hojac firewalls are strong, you’d have to be a genius to 
get past them. Which is why this job is so easy. We just watch the lines,’ she 
nodded towards the world map that sat central to the screen. The whole thing 
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was lined with blue arches spanning from point to point across the different 
countries. ‘Blue means safe.’ 

‘So we just sit here and make sure the line stay blue?’ I asked in disbelief. 
‘Yes. That’s exactly what we do.’ Bright told me, ‘sound easy.’ 
I scowled, ‘So how will this help me find Nightshade?’ 
Bright’s mouth tugged up to one side, ‘If Nightshade is communicating, 

we’ll find her in the system.’ She explained, gesturing to a smaller screen on the 
desk before me before tapping something onto a keyboard. Before me the blue 
marked globe appeared, then flashed once before being replaced with another 
one – a green display – with similar lines curving the face of the planet. 

‘Hojac’s satellite is pretty powerful. We can track everything here.’ She 
explained, ‘that there… that’s every known communication in the world right 
this very second. Every phone call, internet search, every email everything… we 
can see it all.’ 

My eyes widened in disbelief, ‘this is awesome.’ 
‘It’s all there.’ Bright went on, her eyes on the smaller screen, ‘it’s just a 

matter of finding it.’ 
‘How do I find it?’ 
‘By watching. Unfortunately, there’s no search bar that can trawl through 

the system. You can program alerts though.’ She fiddled at the keyboard again, 
‘So what words did we want to look for?’ 

‘Nightshade – obviously.’ I said, on the edge of my seat, watching her 
type. 

‘What else?’ 
‘Blue, I guess?’ 
‘Right, what else?’ 
My mind went blank, ‘I’m not sure?’ 
‘Other things Nightshade may say in communication?’ Bright furthered, 

she glanced at me briefly, ‘Liam?’ 
‘Liam.’ I agreed, ‘and Kissinger Quarry, Lionsbrink… Dare?’ 
‘Dare.’ Bright agreed with a definitive nod, ‘and Romulus.’ 
I winced, yes, Nightshade knew my name, ‘Romulus Gray.’ I clarified. 
‘Done.’ Bright beamed, leaning back, ‘if anyone says any one of those 

things, we’ll know about it.’ 
‘What about Hojac, won’t they be against us doing this?’ I asked, because 

what we were doing was completely counter to what I’d been told to do by 
Gravity Guy. He’d instructed me to leave Nightshade alone. 

This was the total opposite. Only Bright, thankfully, didn’t know all of this. 
‘What they don’t know won’t hurt them?’ Bright replied with a shrug, 

completely surprising me with her response. 
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‘You, Bri, surprise me.’ I said carefully.  
‘Thank you.’ Bright beamed at this before tapping her thumb down on 

the ‘enter’ button. ‘Right.’ She announced, ‘now all we do is wait for the 
information to review. And watch, I guess. That’s the boring part, I’m afraid. But 
at least you’ll get extra credit.’ 

‘And your company.’ I pointed out. 
Bright turned red and shook her head, ‘and my company.’ She agreed, 

‘although I’m afraid it won’t be as enjoyable as some of the other girls here.’ 
I understood exactly what she meant and likewise blushed profusely, ‘Of 

course not.’ I agreed. 
‘Good.’ 
‘Good?’ 
Bright’s jaw tightened, ‘yes good.’ She agreed, ‘I am your friend, Roe, but 

I don’t agree with what you do. To girls, I mean…’ she was getting flustered and 
it would have been hilarious if it didn’t make me feel so awkward. 

‘Is that code for I’ve been friend-zoned, Bri?’ I asked, trying to joke. 
‘Yes. That’s exactly what its code for.’ 
I tipped my head to one side, ‘That’s fine. You’re not my type anyway.’ 
Bright frowned lightly, ‘And what is your type?’ 
‘Temporary.’ I concluded with a smirk. 
‘Is that what Constellation is?’ 
I have a short laugh, ‘Not sure.’ I said honestly. 
‘Yeah, well don’t be an ass.’ Bright instructed me, ‘Constellation and I are 

good friends. If you hurt her it’ll be me you’re answering to.’ 
I knew enough of Bright to know she meant that, but for that moment at 

least I waved her off. 
‘There’s nothing going on now anyway.’ I dismissed, ‘anyway, I don’t want 

to talk about it.’ 
‘Alright then.’ 
‘Alright then.’ I agreed irritably. 
I peered down at the green laced screen while Bright inspected the larger 

blue one. 
We sat there together in super awkward silence for a few minutes. 

Finally, Bright glanced my way again. 
‘The other night was pretty weird.’ 
I nodded once, ‘Yes.’ 
‘When that man died… in the movies… geez, that’s awful.’ 
‘Yes.’ I mumbled, ‘it was. It was the Dark Republic, or something like it.’ I 

went on irritably. 
Bright glanced up at me with her knowing blue eyes, ‘Uh huh.’ 



129 
 

‘You know it is. Gravity Guy’s an ass for trying to keep it a secret.’ 
Bright exhaled dismissively, ‘I’m sure we can trust Hojac to deal with it. 

Whatever it was.’  
I rolled my eyes, ‘See that’s where you and I are different. I don’t trust 

Hojac. Not at all.’ 
‘You don’t trust anyone.’ Bright replied before she’d completely thought 

it through. 
I winced, shaking my head, ‘that’s not true.’ 
‘Isn’t it?’ 
‘No.’ I countered, ‘I trust you.’ 
Bright’s mouth knotted to one side, ‘Oh.’ Then after a long pause, ‘Roe. 

Either way you should leave it up to Hojac to fix. We’re sidekicks. There’s a 
reason we’re here, at the Elite. It’s because it is not our job to deal with this 
stuff yet.’ 

My eyes found the panel before us as a light flashed, highlighted 
communication between two corners of the globe. I grinned broadly. 

‘Bingo!’ 
‘Let’s take a look.’ Bright agreed, she reached for a pair of headphones 

that connected into the control panel. There were two sets, she gave the first to 
me, then the second for herself. Once we tugged them on, Bright double 
tapped on the display. 

I listened carefully as a voice – one I didn’t know – crackled from the 
headset. It was recorded, I suppose the internal monitoring had picked it up as a 
result of detecting one of my trigger words. 

‘I’m not sure,’ one voice hesitated, ‘I’ve never had a problem with 
nightshade in my tomato patches…’ 

My gaze met Bright’s and I rolled my eyes dramatically, making her giggle. 
‘Oh it’s absolutely diabolical, Margaret, you have no idea.’ The other 

voice remarked, ‘another friend suggested just trying to pull them out but 
they’re growing far too close to the tomatoes, I wouldn’t dare.’ 

Bright was already shuffling her headphones off, defeated I did the same. 
‘I guess we were never going to be successful the first time.’ Bright 

offered somewhat apologetically. 
‘No, I suppose not.’ 
‘But you get it now, right? Hojac Satellites will search for your words and 

record anything it figures is relevant. I suppose the only bummer is that the 
words we’re looking for are so generic.’ 

I leant back in the bench seat, yawning loudly, ‘tell me about it.’ 
‘Then again it’s your fault for having a super-name that’s a verb.’ Bright 

remarked playfully. 
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‘Liam picked it.’ I debated, ‘but yeah… I get the feeling I’m going to 
overhear a lot of gardening related conversations.’ 

Bright gave me a quick pat on the shoulder, ‘so do I,’ 
‘Thanks.’ I heard myself say, rather softly, as I laid the headphone down. 
‘For what?’ 
‘This.’ I shrugged. 
Bright’s mouth gathered in a neat little smile, ‘you’re welcome.’ 
 
Enough time passed that everyone sort of forgot the terror we’d all felt 

with what happened at the Habourelle Central Mall.  
It slipped even my mind because I spent two to three nights a week up on 

the Observation Deck with Bright trawling through dozens and dozens of clips 
and emails and texts searching for Nightshade. 

Nothing thus far had offered any further information but at least I felt 
productive. 

All of us had sort of forgotten about the black uniformed villains and the 
huge painted letters. 

That was until one night a few weeks later. 
A few of us were sitting together, watching TV. It was a school night, and 

about a quarter past seven. It was pouring down outside so we all sort of hoped 
we wouldn’t be called out as the Six List that night. 

I sat wedged between both Bright and Constellation – although my 
attention of course was on Constellation – Errey had appeared too, sitting 
between her sister’s knees on the floor in a heavy blanket. 

‘Right.’ Bright announced, on her feet, ‘who was coffee?’ 
‘I always want coffee.’ I replied with a laugh and a sideways glance 

towards Constellation. 
‘Tea please?’ she called to Bright, meeting my gaze and blushing. 
I hadn’t paid much attention to Friction’s threat to get rid of me, but I 

had paid attention to Constellation. 
‘Hot chocolate!’ Errey announced. 
Bright rolled her eyes, ‘you’re all lazy.’ 
‘You asked.’ I shrugged. 
‘I was being courteous.’ 
‘Well I guess you’ve learnt your lesson, then?’ I teased. 
‘Uh huh.’ Bright grumbled, rolling her eyes. She darted across to the 

kitchenette. Everyone else was lounging about. A few others on the other chairs 
and sofas, a couple at the tables. 

It was an otherwise typical evening, and I was feeling good because while 
I hadn’t found anything further about Nightshade, I’d finished my homework. 
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I was chatting with Constellation and Errey, however when it happened. 
The first thing I noticed was that the television screen flashed black. This 

was weird because it had been in the middle of some super obnoxious 
advertisement about a white ware sale downtown.  

There was silence, just long enough to distract my attention from 
Constellation. 

Then a CRACK! 
Not a gun. Worse than that. 
The kind of sound bone made when it hit something hard. I knew it well 

considering the amount of times I’d fallen or been pushed over the years. 
Instinctively wincing, I blinked at the screen, confused. 
‘What…?’ Errey began to say, then, there was a flash of white, full white 

light and a masked face came into view. 
The same kind of masked face I and the other Six List recognized 

immediately. The all black, mechanical mask of the mall attackers. A shiver of 
terror ran through me. 

The picture moved like it was being filmed by a hand held camera. 
Shaking and jerking as it focused on a kneeling shape, cradling their head in 
their hands.  

Wherever this was, it was dark and damp, like a sewer. Light snuck in 
from above, just enough to dust the face of the black figure, and a flash of 
yellow worn by the person at their feet, sunk on their knees. 

‘I…’ I began to say, mouth gaping wide. 
Everyone saw it. All of us, those on the other couches, those at the 

tables, even Bright at the kitchenette. 
In front of me, Errey wriggled, unsettled but staring at the screen. 
‘Greetings.’ The figure said from behind their mechanical mouthpiece. 
‘What the heck is this?’ Friction asked from over my shoulder, ‘what’s 

that.’ 
‘We would like you to meet Frank Bernard.’ The mask figure went on, as 

the shaky camera flickered to the kneeling figure beside him, ‘Frank here works 
as a marketing executive at a large firm in Pennerville CBD. He enjoys dinner 
parties, walking his dog and the occasional surf on a Sunday morning.’ 

I scowled, on my feet, glaring at the screen.  
‘Only that’s not all he does on his time off.’ The figure concluded, grasping 

a hold of a tuft of red hair and yanking the figure up so their face and upper 
body were completely visible. 

I recognized the logo on his chest instantly. Blaze – Pennerville’s local 
super hero – in yellow and gold, a little ‘B’ insignia over his heart.  

‘Oh gosh.’ I heard Errey gasp. 
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A sort of fury took hold, I could barely think straight.  
‘Frank Bernard doubles as Blaze, and it is because of this that he’s going 

to die.’ 
My stomach lurched and I glanced back at Constellation and Errey. 
‘Errey.’ Bright snapped, ‘come here.’ Only she didn’t. Errey was frozen 

where she sat. 
‘See we’ve rooted out Frank’s little hide out – a little basement beneath 

his home in central Pennerville, in case you’re wondering – and we’ve burnt the 
whole thing to the ground. We’ve taken him, peeled off his little mask and we’ve 
brought him low before us.’ A short pause, ‘and why?’ another pause as a sort of 
click sounded as the masked man drew a pistol, ‘as an example.’ 

‘Errey, come here.’ Bright ordered, louder this time. Errey stumbled to 
her feet, staggering to her sister’s side and burying her face into Bright’s 
shoulder. The rest of us stared in total disbelief as the masked figure pressed 
the very nose of his gun to Blaze – Frank’s – head. 

‘He’s going to shoot him!’ Constellation yelped, nearly hysterical, ‘he’s 
going to shoot him!’ 

‘Turn it off!’ someone else yelped. 
I darted for the screen, moving to do so the remote resting on the 

entertainment unit. My hands were trembling in shock when the camera 
focused close on Blaze’s face. His eyes were screwed up tight, face battered and 
bruised. 

‘We are the Dark Republic.’ The same voice said while the picture 
remained on the broken Blaze, ‘and we’re back from the dead.’ 

I grasped the remote and flicked the TV off just as a shattering BANG! 
Snapped over the speakers. There were yelps and gasps, but the screen had 
gone black. 

A strange sort of silence fell on the space. Shallow gasps, huffed breaths 
and quiet sobs. I remained in front of the TV, my eyes on the blank screen. I was 
frozen in a kind of disbelief. 

No one said anything, not even Friction, then the doors burst open and 
Human Cannon appeared. 

‘EVERYONE!’ he was shouting, ‘everyone down to the PT Hall! Now!’ 
I glanced up and over to Bright who stood, arm around Errey whose face 

was still pressed into Bright’s shoulder. She shook her head at me in disbelief. 
Without a word we were all up, almost sleep walking from the common 

room to the PT Hall.  
‘Do you really think…?’ Constellation asked in a whisper, coming up 

alongside me as we approached the main doors a moment later, ‘do you really 
think they killed him?’ 
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I swallowed, nodding once but unable to answer. 
‘Do you really think… they were… they were…’ 
She couldn’t say it, but somehow I could, ‘Dark Republic?’ I croaked, ‘yes.’ 

Because I did. 
Or at least something like it. 
I boiled with fury, mind flittering back to that night at the Mall. I’d insisted 

that it had been them, I’d challenged Gravity Guy to do something but he 
hadn’t. 

‘Honestly?’ Constellation whispered as we along with the others in our 
year jammed into the PT Hall. 

‘It’s their calling card.’ I reminded, ‘unmasking. If it isn’t the Dark Republic 
then it’s like you said, a copycat. A copycat to take seriously, obviously.’ 

Everyone was inside the PT Hall. Every year level, a handful of 
administration staff, the teachers but no sign of Gravity Guy. That was probably 
a good thing because I was furious. I’d just seen someone murdered. 

Murdered because of his inaction – just like Liam had been, just like 
Betty. My hands shook with fury as I sat, cross legged beside Constellation and 
Bright. Errey was there too, white faced and shell shocked. 

‘Hello, look.’ Human Cannon began, clearing his throat, ‘I suppose you all 
know by now about the broadcast… some of you may have seen it, others 
perhaps were thankfully spared?’ 

There were mumbles, wide eyed looks, and a deep sense of confusion. 
‘Tonight, only moments ago an unknown transmission took over all 

international satieties – Hojac’s included – and jammed all electronic devices. 
TV’s, cell phones, computers, radios… everything.’ Human Cannon explained, 
‘for those who did not see it, the airing was essentially a live broadcast of the 
murder of Frank Bernard, otherwise known as the Blaze based in Pennerville 
across the country.’ Human Cannon’s voice hitched on these words, ‘we’ve 
successfully blocked their communications now, however we did not manage to 
do so before the masked criminals shot and killed Blaze. My hope is that the 
majority of you avoided being witness to that.’  

I swallowed uncomfortably, still shivering. In my mind I saw Frank’s face, 
his wrinkled eyes, screwed shut, his bloodied face. They were animals for killing 
him, especially the way they did. 

‘Early investigation suggests that these masked assistants were the same 
group who took control over Harbourelle Central Mall a few weeks back. They 
are calling themselves the Dark Republic.’ Human Cannon hesitated, ‘while we 
cannot confirm if they are truly associated with the Dark Republic – if they truly 
exist – we can confirm that they are dangerous and as a result a team has been 
immediately dispatched to locate these scoundrels and bring them to justice.’ 
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There was a determination in Human Cannon’s speech, a conviction, he 
glared out at us, his hands curled into fists. 

‘I have brought you together so we can address all questions you may 
have to avoid rumors and hearsay.’ Human Cannon went on, ‘anyone who feels 
distressed by what has happened, or anything they have seen is more than 
welcome to talk to any of the teachers our councilors and we will be suspending 
classes tomorrow morning.’ 

My mind was buzzing. 
The Dark Republic. I’d known it from the moment I’d seen those large 

letters painted on the side of the mall wall. I wave of fury rippled through every 
part of me as I snuck a look to Bright. 

‘I bet it was them before.’ I said in a hiss. 
‘When?’ Bright replied. 
‘Lionman.’ I quipped, ‘the first day. Lionman’s layer was burnt out, he was 

murdered… just like this. I’ll be it was them. The people from the mall.’ 
Bright’s shoulders were up around her ears, ‘maybe.’ 
‘This is insane.’ I added, my voice rasped. 
‘I’m sure they’re doing everything they can, Roe.’ She told me softly. 
I wasn’t as convinced so said nothing. 
Human Cannon went onto say that all Six List excursions would be more 

closely monitored however not canceled seeing as our activities as Six List were 
a huge part of our overall success at the Elite. I wasn’t sure if I was pleased or 
disappointed. 

If they were really out there – the Dark Republic – Harbourelle… 
Lionsbrink… everywhere had gotten a whole lot more dangerous. 

‘We are stronger than they are.’ Human Cannon concluded once he was 
done, ‘so whoever they are, they will be stopped.’ 

After that we were sent back to our living quarters. 
Everyone was sort of lethargic, but no one felt like going to their own 

rooms. The memory of what had happened to Blaze too fresh in our minds. 
I sat with Bright at one of the tables, Constellation was across the way 

making a cup of tea, her hands shaking. 
‘How’s Errey?’ I asked Bright, she shrugged. 
‘Not good. It was awful.’ 
‘Mmm.’ I agreed. 
‘Isn’t that what you said? It’s the worst thing when someone dies.’ 
I nodded my agreement, ‘Yes. After that, having to kill someone.’ 
‘Whoever killed Lionman or Blaze deserves to die…’ Bright said through 

tightened teeth, her fierceness startled me. 
‘You think?’ 
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‘Absolutely.’ She shook her head, ‘I just keep thinking how scared he 
was…’ 

‘Bad guys are assholes.’ I told her my arms resting on the table, ‘I don’t 
know why we expect otherwise.’ 

‘I guess so.’ 
‘It sucks that this happened.’ I told Bright gently, ‘it could have been any 

one of us.’ 
‘But not me,’ a sneering voice interrupted that could only ever belong to 

Friction.  
I was not in the mood for his pretentious remarks so glanced over my 

shoulder at him and glowered, ‘Stop being such a dick, Friction.’ 
Like a fuse, Friction stormed over, yanking hard on my chair, so I tumbled 

backwards, landing hard on my back. 
‘Friction!’ Bright scathed, as I rolled over, sore, but refusing point blank to 

let it show. Dusting myself off I simmered, wanting to kick Friction’s behind right 
then and there but knowing that I shouldn’t. 

‘You don’t know anything.’ I said instead, ‘that could have easily been 
Vesuvius, or you or even me!’ 

‘It would never have been me.’ Friction debated, drawing the attention of 
the other students about the place, ‘Because I’m smarter than that.’ 

‘You’re smarter than a fully qualified Hojac Super Hero?’ I demanded, 
tipping my head to one side. 

‘Everyone knows Blaze was average at best.’ Friction dismissed, as if we 
hadn’t just seen Blaze beaten and bloody on television, as if we hadn’t seen 
someone put a bullet in his head. 

My skin pickled with goosebumps, ‘Friction, shut up.’ Bright reiterated, 
she stood at my side. Friction scoffed at this. 

‘Oh right, because you two are friends now? Seriously Bright, you’re not 
exactly in high demand but you could do better than Loophole.’ 

Bright blushed at this and I grew all the more furious. I knew Friction 
hated me, but he didn’t need to bring Bright into this.  

‘Do you think this makes you stronger, Friction?’ I heard myself ask 
slowly, ‘ridiculing people? Making them feel small? Do you think it makes you 
stronger?’ 

Friction’s eyes flashed, ‘I am stronger, idiot.’ I snapped, ‘All I’m saying is 
that if Blaze was really all that good those people in those mask never would 
have found him.’ 

‘Is that so?’ 
‘Yeah. That’s so.’ Friction insisted, jutting his chin out, ‘that’s the truth, 

Dare – or should I say Romulus Gray – real super heroes? The good ones, I 
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mean? They don’t get caught. They don’t die because they don’t get caught. 
Although you’d know all about useless super heroes, wouldn’t you?’ 

 He meant Liam. How Liam had been shot and killed and that fact alone 
made my blood boil. I was about to lurch at him, regardless of the fact I didn’t 
have powers and I wasn’t armed when I felt Bright lay her hand on my shoulder. 

‘Don’t.’ she told me quietly. 
‘Listen to your girlfriend, Loophole.’ Friction agreed with a laugh, ‘she’s 

always been smarter than you anyway.’ 
‘I’m not his girlfriend.’ 
‘No, you only wish you were. Gosh Bri, you’re pathetic.’ 
‘She’s not pathetic!’ I roared, causing Friction to chuckle. 
‘You’re running out of time, Loophole. I’m going to get rid of you.’ 
‘You just try.’ I scathed, then tore away from Bright’s hand, stalking for 

the stairs and leaving it all behind me. In moments I was at my own door, 
yanked it open and disappeared inside. 

It wasn’t running away, I reminded myself. I wasn’t running away, I just 
couldn’t stand to hear Friction ridicule Liam – or anyone else for that matter – 
any longer. 

Buzzing with a deep, deep rage, all of which not exactly because of 
Friction. It was everything. Practically vibrating with fury, I slammed both hands 
hard against the furthest wall. If I’d been Friction or Danerang or Bulldoze Boy it 
would have left a mark. 

Only I had no powers, I was completely ordinary, so it didn’t. 
This sort of made me feel worse. 
I considered everything, Friction, Liam, even Lionman and Blaze. Were 

the Dark Republic genuinely out there? My eyes wandered to the window, from 
here I could see everything of Harbourelle below. 

It didn’t matter, I told myself stubbornly, all of this was up to Hojac and 
the Sanctum to deal with, not me. 

I had to find Nightshade. 
She was all that mattered. 
Gravity Guy could worry about his own problems. 

  



137 
 

Eleven 
 
I was in a pretty foul mood for a few days after that. Bright knew me well 

enough not to fussy or show any form of pity. 
Constellation didn’t, however, and I hated it. 
The other thing was Friction had been pretty rude to Bright. Saying she 

wasn’t ‘in high demand.’ That was a pretty awful thing to have said and I could 
tell it hurt Bright’s feelings not that she’d say. 

It was awkward as well because Bright was gorgeous. She was the total 
opposite of Constellation’s dark hair and eyes, but if it weren’t for the fact she 
knew so many of my pathetic secrets I’d probably have been up to my usual 
tricks. 

I couldn’t tell Bright this, for obvious reasons, so we sort of pretended the 
whole conversation hadn’t happened. 

Even on monitor duty we sort of skirted around the issue.  
We didn’t talk about the Dark Republic either, and none of the teachers 

said anything. Of course the students talked amongst themselves, and reporters 
posed questions on talk shows. 

But it didn’t matter, I reminded myself, only Nightshade mattered. 
Admittedly, my grades began to lack probably because of a lack of focus. I 

was still ahead of Friction, but only barely. 
Of course Friction was just as ridiculous as ever, taunting me at every 

presented opportunity. We had Physical Training that afternoon, and I headed 
up to my room to collect my utility belt as we were sparring that day. 

I should have known something was up when I spotted Friction coming 
out of my door.  

‘Lose something, Dickton?’ I asked. 
‘Huh?’ He replied, blinking as if it were completely ordinary that he’d be 

in my bedroom. 
‘You were in my room.’ 
‘Connie said you had a book for History.’ He shrugged, ‘you didn’t.’ 
‘Don’t go into my room.’ I replied sternly, because I hated the idea of him 

in there, skulking around through my belongings. Surprisingly, he didn’t say any 
more than that, but instead darted off. ‘See you at PT, Loophole.’ 

Thinking nothing more of it I collected my utility belt and clipped it 
around my waist. I barely registered the fact that I thought I’d left it hung over 
the headboard of my bed rather than where I found it on my desk. 

Besides, I was running late. 
I was the last to PT Class, Human Cannon briefly glanced up as he 

explained the purpose of the class.  
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‘You’ll be assigned in pairs, with two minutes to impress us.’ Human 
Cannon explained, as he did every time although the rules had never once 
changed. ‘Meanwhile, we’ll all watch, and take notes for discussion afterwards.’ 

Everyone nodded, because like me, they knew the drill. 
‘Danerang, did you want to start us off?’ Human Cannon called, ‘you and 

Sterling Silver, front and centre.’ 
I paid little attention as Danerang beat hell out of Sterling Silver. 

Afterwards, we discussed it in detail. What Danerang did that enabled him to 
pummel Sterling Silver so easily, that kind of thing. 

Then Human Cannon cleared his throat and peered at us, ‘Right, who’s 
next.’ 

‘I’ll go.’ Friction announced, going so far as to lift his hand. 
‘Friction. Alright. Who wants to fight Friction?’ 
‘How about Dare?’ I heard Bulldoze Boy suggested, trying to sound as 

though he’d just suddenly thought of the idea. My instincts twanged and I knew 
immediately that this was a set up. 

Everyone else seemed to know that too, but regardless, Human Cannon 
watched me, waiting for an answer. 

I’d never fought Friction, not once, but I wasn’t scared of him. He had 
powers but I was cunning. It was this pride that motivated me to answer how I 
did. 

‘Sure.’ I shrugged, making my way to the centre of the PT Hall, ‘why not?’ 
Friction grinned. It was obvious he’d put Bulldoze Boy up to suggesting 

that we spar, but that didn’t faze me. I was looking forward to this as much as 
Friction was. 

Lifting my hands and curling them into fists, I watched Friction take a 
similar stance. 

‘Ready boys?’ Human Cannon called, I could tell even he was excited. 
‘Ready.’ I replied, a grin curling across my face. 
‘BEGIN!’ 
Friction made the first move, darting forwards, rubbing his thumb and 

index finger together, and generating a spark of electricity. I was too quick and 
avoided a sudden jolt that snapped the ground where I’d stood. 

‘Too slow!’ I jeered, because I of course was just as full of myself as 
Friction was, ‘I expected better from you!’ 

Friction let out a growl and clapped both hands together, rubbing them 
vigorously now, a powerful spider web of electrical current which lashed out 
around him. He smirked. 

‘Is that all you’ve got?’ I demanded, ‘fireworks?’ 
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Friction drew his hands apart and clapped them hard together. There was 
a huge BOOM! Of energy which slammed into me, knocking me over. 

‘You’re an idiot not to fear me, Dare.’ Friction said barely loud enough for 
me to hear, ‘although you’re an idiot for a lot of things.’ 

I scrambled up, as he rubbed circular motions between his fingers and 
palms. I rushed at him, trying to take him off guard, aiming a punch, then 
another and a third time, however Friction managed to avoid every one of 
them. 

This genuinely surprised me, while I stared in shock, Friction unleashed 
the next attack, vibrating through me and rattling my teeth and bones.  

‘This is what, I mean.’ Friction sneered, ‘why eighty seven percent of non-
powers ultimately end up at a super-boring super-desk job!’ 

There was a scattering of laughter across the room, I blushed red, 
embarrassed now. I took aim and fired. 

Only nothing happened. 
My mouth fell open in shock, and I pulled the trigger again and again. The 

gun had failed. My stun gun had mechanically failed. 
‘Pathetic.’ He cried, glaring at me.  
‘Damn it.’ I hissed, tossing my gun across the floor. I didn’t understand. 

My gun had never failed. Not once. 
‘So do you like her, then?’ Friction asked grinning broadly. 
I blinked at him, confused. ‘What?’ 
‘That girl. The one you have all the photos of in your room?’ Friction 

hissed, loud enough for everyone to hear, ‘That villain, Nightshade? Wasn’t she 
involved with that guy who killed your girlfriend?’ 

I simmered, my teeth hard together, unable to speak. 
Everyone stared all the more, and I was mortified.  
‘That’s the only reason I can figure for you having photos of her all over 

your wall. That you like her.’ Friction teased, ‘pretty weird all things considered.’ 
I was shaking in anger now, my eyes small. 
‘Of course not!’ I cried, with a short glance to the other students who sort 

of peered at me curiously. 
‘Boys. Stay on topic.’ Human Cannon quipped delicately. 
‘You’re pathetic.’ Friction told me squarely, ‘and now I’m going to kick 

your ass.’ 
I threw myself at him, Friction lurched at me, and he and I tangled in a 

swarm of punches and kicks. 
I grabbed for him, sort of fearlessly, so furious.  
Friction was stronger than I’d ever given him credit for, and fast. He 

landed a heavy hit on my chin which sent my head spinning. Friction laughed 
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shortly, rubbing his hands and rewarding me with a powerful gut wrenching 
pulse of energy through my entire body. 

Embarrassingly, I cried out, staggering backwards, out of his reach. 
Friction was quick, rushing for me, his arms glittering with static energy. I had 
only one option – stay out of his reach. 

Desperately, as Friction made for me, I drew my grapple gun and took 
aim for the upper rafters, pulling the trigger. 

And nothing. 
Absolutely nothing. 
A half a moment later Friction tackled me to the ground. I shoved him 

hard, rolling him over so I had him pinned against the floor. 
‘What did you do!?’ I demanded, slamming his head hard against the 

tiles. 
‘What did I do to what!?’ Friction sneered, clearly amused. 
‘You were in my room. The stun gun, the grapple… what did you do!?’ 
‘That’s the problem with being a non-power. All you have are mechanical 

weapons.’ Friction scoffed, ‘you should be more diligent in maintaining your 
equipment.’ 

‘Diligent my ass!’ I roared, slamming him hard again. Then, I suppose 
predictably, Friction flicked his fingers together, a powerful surge of energy 
ripped through every fiber of my body, immobilizing me.  

Friction was quick, on his feet, then grabbing me by a scruff of my hair, 
and dragging me up again. 

‘Friction!’ I heard Human Cannon call, ‘Stop that!’ 
‘Rescued by the teacher, huh, Loophole?’ Friction taunted, as I wrestled 

free, ‘just remember this. Remember whose better, who’s stronger.’ 
Blindly, I threw myself rather foolishly at Friction, only the electrical 

pulses had left my body numb and slow. Friction however, who was clearly 
enjoying the experience slammed a hit for my face, my shoulder, then my legs. 

Dizzy, I landed hard on my back, groaning, as he snapped his fingers, a 
savage electrical pulse shattering through me again. 

‘Friction, stop!’ Human Cannon hollered. A heavy silence of disbelief had 
settled inside of the PT Hall. Only I wasn’t really aware of it, I wasn’t really 
aware of anything.  

Spent, my eyes blinked slowly open and shut before I completely passed 
out. 

 
I woke several hours later in the medical bay. 
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I hadn’t been here before, although it had that familiar smell and look to 
a hospital so in a way it reminded me of Lionsbrink. I lay on a white bed, on a 
white sheet, in my filthy costume. 

My head was heavy, neck aching, but what hurt the worst was the 
memory of how I’d gotten here. 

Friction had literally wiped the floor with me. I had barely stood a chance, 
especially with my weapons out of action.  

That had been his fault too. He’d been in my room, probably messed with 
them before PT Class. The whole thing had been a plan, disarming my stun and 
grapple guns, having Bulldoze Boy suggest that and I fight, the whole thing. 

I hated myself for falling for it. 
I groaned audibly, my eyes on the ceiling above. 
‘Roe.’ I heard a voice say.  
This sort of made matters worse because I would have preferred a little 

more time on my own before having to face anyone after what had happened. 
‘Roe.’ It was Bright, I exhaled deeply, and peered to my right where she 

sat, cross legged on a chair by the window. ‘Hey. You alright?’ 
‘Fine.’ I grumbled, propping myself up painfully. 
Bright watched me, clearly disbelieving, ‘you look awful.’ 
‘Uh huh.’ I muttered, rubbing my head. 
‘Are you okay? How are you feeling?’ 
I groaned again, rolling onto my back and closing my eyes, ‘No, don’t do 

that.’ 
‘Do what?’ 
‘Asking me if I’m alright… feeling sorry for me…’ I muttered. 
‘I want to know if you’re alright, I do feel sorry for you.’ Bright countered 

frankly, ‘You passed out, Roe. You’ve been unconscious nearly two hours.’ 
I pressed my hands to my face, recalling the whole thing, mortified that 

everyone had seen.  
‘I’m fine.’ I said at last. 
‘Roe.’ Bright said again, on her feet she crossed over to my bed and 

perched on the side of the mattress, ‘everyone knows it was a set up. Friction 
wanted to show you up in front of everyone, it was obvious.’ 

‘He messed with my guns…’ I managed to say, peering up at her, ‘I caught 
him leaving before PT Class, he’d been in my room. I didn’t think anything of it.’ 

Bright pressed her lips together and nodded, ‘He told everyone 
afterwards he wanted to teach you a lesson.’ 

‘What lesson?’ 
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‘Not to rely on your weapons, apparently.’ Bright shrugged, ‘I suppose 
that’s why he disarmed them. He boasted about it so obviously that Human 
Cannon removed points for being un-hero-like.’ 

I liked that, only Bright didn’t seem pleased, she shook her head, ‘only he 
gained points for beating you.’ 

Scowling, I shuffled up so I sat against the pillow, ‘Which means?’ 
‘Which means he’s probably second in class.’ Bright concluded, ‘you were 

neck and neck as it is. Even with the points he lost for being so awful to you, the 
ones he gained for kicking your ass would have put him marginally ahead.’ 

I winced but tried to pretend it didn’t matter, ‘Who cares?’ I shrugged, 
‘this whole thing is bogus anyway.’ 

‘Roe.’ Bright interrupted, ‘this isn’t okay.’ 
‘I don’t care.’ I reiterated, as if saying it again would make it true, ‘I don’t. 

I’ve already got a placement in a city, besides, I’m still in the Six List.’ 
Bright’s eyes flittered over me again, ‘Roe. You need to start taking things 

a little more seriously.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because all of this matters.’ 
‘Why?’ I demanded, narrowing my eyes. 
‘Because things don’t stay the same forever. Lionsbrink, you, all of these 

things may change one day.’ 
I laughed at this, shaking my head, ‘Lionsbrink will never get rid of me. 

They love me.’ 
‘Regardless.’ Bright countered, ‘things change. So you need to change.’ 

She pointed a finger at me. ‘I’m your friend, Roe, that’s why I am telling you 
this.’ 

I was silent a moment, folding my arms across my chest, ‘well I don’t 
want to change.’ 

Bright’s expression grew exasperated, ‘Roe. No one’s buying it.’ 
My brow furrowed, I peered sideways at her, ‘buying what?’ 
‘This act.’ Bright replied, gesturing to me, ‘no one’s buying this act, Roe. 

You need to stop. Stop being what you think you need to be and start being 
what you actually are. That was better. What you were was better.’ 

I flinched, her words like glass, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ I 
argued, although I did. 

‘You think you have to be Dare, just like Liam… that you can’t ever 
change. Roe, the person who stopped Blue, who saved Lionsbrink, that’s the 
person you need to be. Be him. Be you.’ 
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I gritted my teeth tight, ‘Oh give over, Bright!’ I hissed, ‘is this how it is? 
That we’re friends and you think you can give me lectures and pretend like you 
know better? You don’t know better. You don’t understand.’ 

‘I understand, Roe. I understand completely. You think you need to be 
this person you invented. Skirt chasing, Liam impersonating Dare, it’s obvious. 
But I need to be honest with you, Roe, that’s not going to work. Not for long at 
least. Who you were… before… before Betty, that’s who you need to be. Not 
this mess you invited!’ 

‘Bright! For goodness sake!’ I cried, wanting her to stop talking. 
‘I get you want to find Nightshade, Roe, but there are other things you 

need to think about. Personal development, grades, all of that matters. We 
both know you’ve been slacking off because of this ridiculous obsession to find 
that girl!’ 

‘It is not ridiculous!’ I exploded. 
‘You’re stuck.’ Bright accused, ‘you’re stuck where you were. And you 

need to move on. It happens to everyone, Roe, we have to grow, change, move 
on.’ 

‘I don’t need to change! I don’t need to move on!’ 
‘You do.’ Bright debated. 
‘Thanks for visiting me, Bright, but I’m tired.’ I told her, staring levelly into 

her eyes, ‘I’ll see you later.’ 
‘Roe –’ she began to say. 
‘Good bye, Bright.’ I growled, glaring at her, ‘I’ve got this under control.’ 
I caught something unrecognizable in her expression as she stood to 

leave. I didn’t feel any better once she’d gone. Bright may have left the room, 
but her accusations hadn’t. 

Only she didn’t understand. 
She didn’t understand that I had to be Dare. Dare was stronger, smarter, 

better and easier. Dare was easier. I told myself I didn’t care that Friction had 
knocked me from second in class, I told myself that the Six List didn’t matter 
and I only wanted my HALs to get back to Lionsbrink. 

Most of all I told myself that the person I’d been, when Liam had died, 
who had navigated Lionsbrink on his own, who’d somehow managed to defeat 
Blue was not enough. 

I told myself that regardless of what Bright said, I had to be Dare and 
there was no space or need to change. 

 
Of course facing everyone after what had happened in the PT Hall was 

awful. I, however, tried my level best to look as though I didn’t care. 
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‘You’re on your feet!’ Friction proclaimed when I appeared in the 
common room, ‘that’s surprising!’ 

I rolled my eyes, ‘And you’re not skulking around in my bedroom 
interfering with my weapons… that’s surprising.’ 

It was a pathetic comeback, but I didn’t care. The only bonus was that 
Constellation was really sweet and insisted on sitting with me at every available 
chance. 

‘I thought he was meant to be some kind of hot shot?’ I overheard as 
Constellation strode to meet me. ‘Isn’t that right?’ 

‘Supposedly.’ Someone else said. 
That left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
But it didn’t matter, I reminded myself. It didn’t matter. 
Everything was pretty awkward after that, I swear even Human Cannon 

treated me differently. I didn’t say anything though not even to Bright. 
‘You haven’t been around.’ Errey announced when I saw her one 

afternoon. She’d been visiting Bright in her bedroom and caught me on her way 
back through to the second year common room. 

‘Sorry. Busy.’ I answered, because I’d kept my head down. 
‘It’s alright.’ Errey confessed, ‘Bright’s sort of grumpy though.’ 
‘She’s good at that.’ I grinned, making Errey giggle. 
‘She misses you. She won’t say it, not even to me.’ Errey told me 

blatantly, ‘are you two in a fight?’ 
‘I guess.’ My shoulders were up around my ears now. 
‘That’s stupid.’ Errey concluded. 
‘Yeah, I suppose it is.’ 
‘You should talk to her.’ Errey told me matter-of-factly. 
‘Maybe.’ I offered, because I wasn’t too keen on doing that only I couldn’t 

find it in myself to tell Errey that. 
‘I’ve got to go – a bunch of Weapons and Tech homework.’ She rolled her 

eyes, ‘make it better, okay? That’s what heroes do, remember? We make stuff 
better.’ 

‘Yes Errey,’ I groaned. 
‘You can’t avoid her forever.’ She concluded, ‘See you later.’ 
‘See you later.’ 
Errey was right. I couldn’t exactly avoid her forever. 
Bright and I sat together up on the Observation Deck that following 

Sunday night, things had been pretty uncomfortable between us since we’d 
argued and I felt kind of bad. 

After all, she was my only real friend. 
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It was about a half nine and she was sitting sideways leafing through a 
book although seeming distracted while I trawled through the odds and ends 
that the system had recorded containing my search words. 

‘So,’ I said at last, basically the first word we’d said in says, ‘how are you?’ 
Bright didn’t look up, ‘Fine.’ 
I’d only had one girlfriend ever but even I knew that ‘fine’ generally 

meant, ‘you’re lucky I haven’t killed you.’ 
‘You’re fine?’ I went on, still staring at the screen in front of me ‘is that 

so.’ 
‘Yeah. It is.’ 
‘So you’re not mad.’ 
Bright glanced up from her book, she scowled at me with those icy blue 

eyes, ‘why would I be mad?’ 
Despite myself I grinned, ‘Bri… I’m sorry.’ 
She shrunk back, ‘are you?’ 
‘I was upset and embarrassed and I shouldn’t have spoken to  you how I 

did.’ I told her evenly, because I shouldn’t have. She swallowed and laid her 
book down. 

‘I’m sorry too.’ She admitted, ‘I should stop lecturing people.’ 
Smirking, I chose not to respond to that. Instead I extended out my arm, 

making a place for her beside me. After a second, Bright shuffled, and shifted 
herself beside me, my arm around her shoulder. 

‘Friends?’ I asked. 
‘Always.’ 
‘Good.’ 
Bright exhaled deeply, ‘Found anything?’ 
‘Nothing.’ I admitted. 
‘Mm…’ Bright hummed, peering at the controls. 
‘You seem worried.’ I prompted, because she did, despite my apology. 
Bright gnawed at her lip, ‘I am, I guess.’ 
‘About what? You’re still mad at me?’ I squeeze her shoulder with a 

sideways smile. 
‘No…’ Bright mumbled slowly, ‘everything else I guess.’ 
‘Everything else?’ 
‘The Dark Republic. No one’s said anything. I guess I just wonder…’ 
I nodded, but in all honesty the Dark Republic had sort of slipped my 

mind. I knew Hojac were dealing with it, other than that it had seemed little 
interest to me. 

We’d been out at Six List a number of times and not once had those 
people in the black mechanical masks appeared again. 
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‘Like you said. Hojac can handle it.’ I told her with a shrug. 
‘I guess.’ 
‘No doubt Gravity Guy will be spearheading the whole thing – you know – 

all the while being principal of the Elite, temporary hero of Lionsbrink, part time 
hero of Harbourelle and basically-the-leader-of-the-Sanctum.’  

Bright caught the sarcasm in this and tipped her head to one side, ‘he’s 
not that bad you know.’ 

‘Who?’ 
‘Gravity Guy.’ 
‘Isn’t he?’ I said this mockingly, eyebrows sky high. Bright laughed and 

gave me a push. 
‘No. And from what I hear he likes you.’ 
That was surprising, ‘Is that right?’ I scoffed, ‘who’d you hear that from?’ 
‘Around.’ Bright replied vaguely. 
‘Well it’s one hundred percent not true.’ I told her frankly. 
‘Didn’t he ask you to stay on at Lionsbrink?’  
I shook my head, ‘Only because the city wanted me to.’ 
‘And you genuinely think Gravity Guy would have let you stay on unless 

he thought you were suitable? Come on, Roe, you’re not that stupid.’ 
I drew my arm away from around her shoulders and instead folded it over 

my chest. ‘Sure. Anyway, I’m sure what whoever it was that did what they did to 
Blaze and Lionman Hojac are more than able to bring them to justice.’ 

Bright’s eyes grew kind of glassy, ‘I hope so.’ Was what she said, fiddling 
with the brace around her knee. 

 
Monday morning we’d assembled in class and were as usual waiting on 

Human Cannon to announce the previous week’s grading.  
I wasn’t paying much attention at all, but instead was scribbling away 

notes on various things I’d read in some early news articles on Kissinger Quarry. 
I’d missed the due dates for two assignments last week and Human Cannon had 
grilled me as a result. I was distracted, in more ways than one. 

This was why the first I knew of anything being amiss was the audible 
gasps of the students who sat about me and a laugh of delight from Friction. 

‘Hope you enjoy your week of nights in, Loophole.’ He proclaimed, 
‘beaten by Union Jack! I never thought I’d see the day.’ 

Confused, I blinked up, peering first at him, realizing that the eye of 
nearly every student was on me. Last of all my gaze rested on the board.  

Then I saw it. 
My name seventh on the list. 
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My brain sort of stalled and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I’d fallen 
from the Six List, I realized in a daze of disbelief. How did that happen? 

And replaced by Union Jack, everyone knew how useless he was. Sure 
he’d made minor improvements over the last few weeks but it was still pretty 
embarrassing. 

Human Cannon cleared his throat, clearly determined to pretend that my 
falling from the Six List wasn’t a huge deal when it totally was. 

‘Shall we begin? We’ve got a lot to get through this morning.’ 
After that, I sort of sat and simmered. Friction of course was an ass and 

stared at me the whole time with a stupid smirk on his stupid face. By the time 
the class ended I absolutely had to get outside, as I felt as though I couldn’t 
breathe. 

Once the bell rung I was up on my feet and stalking for the door. There 
was no way I was hanging around to listen to Friction boast mercilessly about 
my abysmal results. 

‘Dare,’ I heard someone – Constellation – ask. She’d followed me out into 
the hall. I stared back at her, trying to seem indifferent. 

‘Not feeling well.’ I admitted, rubbing my stomach as if I was ill, ‘might 
just go and lie down.’ 

‘Oh. Alright.’ She concluded, still watching me. ‘You sure you’re okay?’ 
‘More than okay.’ I assured, ‘must have been the awful food.’ 
The food was diabolically awful at the Elite so thankfully Constellation 

accepted this excuse allowing me to head furiously as far away from the 
classroom and that horrible list as possible. 

I headed for my room, back in the third year quarters. Once there, I 
nonchalantly checked my phone, trying to distract myself, then running both 
hands through my hair and pacing. 

I had to get out.  
I had to get out of here, out of the Elite. 
There was no other option, I considered internally, my lungs starting to 

constrict as though I was suffocating. 
So I made a rather sudden decision. Grabbed a shirt and pair of jeans I 

pulled them on over my costume, peeled off my mask and made for the door. 
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Twelve 
 
I didn’t quite think anything through now and it was because of this 

impulsivity that I found myself at the edge of the backside of the Elite where the 
tangle of generators were. Here, with the wind rushing against my face I 
jumped. 

The day was overcast and speckled with rain so I’d go unnoticed in the 
dim light. This time, once I engaged my grapple, and made it to the ground I 
made doubly sure I wasn’t being followed. I needed to be on my own.  

In my previous ventures with the Six List I’d gotten a pretty good 
understanding of Harbourelle. It was because of this that I was able to head 
directly for the ports. 

Once there, my brain sort of caught up with my body and I hesitated in 
disbelief.  

I’d be dead if anyone knew I left the Elite. Regardless, I couldn’t stand the 
idea of being locked up there, stuck with Friction. I was home sick, it’d been 
months since I’d left Lionsbrink and my absence from the city was like a dull 
ache in my chest. 

Led only by emotion I took a small amount of money in my pockets and 
purchased a ferry ticket. Attending no attention at all, I boarded the ship, found 
a seat on a red vinyl bench and kept my head down. 

While there was nothing that would give away that I was Dare, Romulus 
Gray’s face was fairly recognizable. I couldn’t afford for people to ask questions. 
I found an abandoned magazine on one of the seats and flicked through it, 
trying to distract myself as the ferry carved its way through the water from 
Harbourelle across to Lionsbrink. 

I knew I ought not to have left, but I couldn’t have stayed any longer. I 
needed headspace, time to think, time to feel like myself. 

I needed to feel like myself again. 
Thankfully, I remained undisturbed until the ferry docked in Lionsbrink. 
The second my foot touched the ground on the pier I felt a sudden 

weight tumble off of my shoulders. I was home. Really home. I hadn’t ever 
imagined it would feel this good. 

I hesitated for a moment, unsure where to go and mostly basking in the 
familiarity of the harbor. There were people everywhere, bustling past me, 
going about their business. My eyes wandered to the skyline where I peered up 
to Gray Tower, central, and huge. 

After a moment, I headed for downtown. I strode past favorite stores, 
huge parks, coffee houses, soaking it all in. All of this, impossibly better than 
costumes and the Elite. 
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Eventually I came to a spread central street, the Broadway, where I drew 
my phone from my pocket and dialed What’s His Name, hoping he’d pick up, 
which he did. 

‘Roe?’ 
‘Hey, bro. Where are you?’ 
He hesitated, confused, ‘home. Doing homework. It’s a Monday.’ 
‘Good. Feel like coffee?’ 
‘What?’ he gawped, ‘what do you mean?’ 
‘I mean I’ll meet you at the Corner Coffee Café in five.’ I smirked. 
‘Today? How?’ 
‘Just come.’ 
What’s His Name appeared, bumbling as always with is brown hair and 

brown eyes his wide eyed and confused not long later. I’d waited for him in a 
huge arm chair. I grinned at him, while he seemed more perplexed than pleased 
to see me. 

‘Roe, what are you doing here?’ he asked sinking into the opposite chair. 
I’d ordered him one of those milky gross coffees he liked and it sat waiting in a 
takeaway cup. 

I shrugged, ‘needed a break.’ 
‘Are you allowed a break?’ 
‘No…’ I mumbled, taking a sip of my drink as if that weren’t a big deal at 

all. What’s His Name shook his head, leaning forwards, his eyes on me. 
‘Roe. You need to get back before they notice you’re gone.’ 
‘No I don’t. Besides, they think I’m sick.’ I knotted my mouth to one side, 

‘I thought you’d be happy to see me?’ 
‘I’d be happier if I knew you were working to get qualified so you could be 

Lionsbrink’s real hero.’ What’s His Name countered frankly, ‘Roe. If it really is 
against the rules you can’t risk being here. Why are you here anyway?’ 

I gulped a mouthful of coffee, ‘Things were getting intense.’ I admitted, I 
couldn’t bring myself to tell him about falling off of the Six List. ‘I needed 
headspace.’  

‘Okay.’ What’s His Name remarked slowly, ‘Roe is something going on?’ 
‘Going on?’ I echoed, ‘like what?’ 
‘You seem different.’ 
‘Different?’ I echoed, unable to meet his gaze. 
‘That attack… in that mall and then the Blaze, was that honestly the Dark 

Republic?’  
I shuffled in my seat. I’d forgotten that there would be a reaction from 

ordinary people about the appearance of the Dark Republic.  
‘I think so.’ I confirmed, ‘or a copycat. They’re not sure.’ 
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‘They’re?’ What’s His Name echoed. 
‘Gravity Jerk.’ I explained, ‘supposedly he’s leading the investigation… 

hunting them… or so the rumor goes.’ 
‘Oh.’ What’s His Name considered, as if thinking something over, ‘but 

he’s still at your house. Here, I mean. I called past your place the other day, he 
was definitely there, his car and everything.’ 

This was confusing. Bright had been sure that Gravity Guy was leading 
some super-effective super-hunting squad. If What’s His Name was right, that 
meant Bright was wrong. 

‘He’s here?’ I clarified. 
‘I can take you past and show you. The only times he’s ever gone are 

when he’s at the Elite or Harbourelle, but of course we see him on the move… a 
huge white light in the sky… because… he can fly… I guess.’ What’s His Name’s 
voice had initially been full of admiration, then slowly grew quieter as he 
realized my disapproval. 

‘Quite the super hero then?’ I asked tightly. 
‘It is pretty cool that he has powers.’ 
‘Ah yes, powers.’ I quipped, tipping my head to one side, ‘how 

convenient.’ 
‘Roe, are you sure you’re alright?’ What’s His Name furthered. I could tell 

he was concerned but I couldn’t bring myself to explain. 
Instead, I considered what What’s His Name had said. If Gravity Guy was 

here then who on earth was searching for the Dark Republic? The possibility of 
something so destructive as the Dark Republic – or a copycat – was awful, even I 
knew that. Surely it should be enough of a priority that Gravity Guy would 
dedicate at least some of his time to personally assist in hunting them down. 

Unless, I considered, unless he wasn’t really that interested in finding 
them? 

The thought itself was acidic and burned in my mind.  
I had to be wrong, surely? 
‘Has he been away often?’ I asked What’s His Name carefully. 
‘No. Barely ever. He’s bene rather faithful with his time here in 

Lionsbrink.’ What’s His Name answered truthfully. 
What did that mean? I considered. Did Hojac know that Gravity Guy was 

barely lifting a finger to locate the supposed Dark Republic? Surely they did. It 
just seemed odd that Gravity Guy – who had defeated the Dark Republic in the 
first place all those years ago – would be so lethargic to locating them. 

Clearly, Gravity Guy seemed to care less about the Dark Republic than he 
wanted us to know. 
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‘I’m sure he has his reasons, Roe.’ What’s His Name told me, probably 
sensing my concern, ‘anyway, what’s going on? You look like hell.’ 

I pressed my lips together, ‘things aren’t going well.’ I admitted after a 
moment, then, summoning the courage to ask the question I really wanted an 
answer to. ‘Look, bro. Have you seen any sign of… Nightshade?’ 

What’s His Name’s mouth fell open, ‘Nightshade? What? Why do you ask 
that, she’s gone, Roe, long gone.’ 

I didn’t want to believe that. I couldn’t believe that. if I believed she was 
gone I’d have to confront the fact that it had been my frantic search for her that 
had taken me off the Six List, caused my grades to drop and that my work had 
been wasted. 

I could not believe that.  
‘She’s still out there.’ I argued, ‘it’s just a matter of finding her.’ 
‘Even if she is, Roe, do you really want to?’ What’s His Name asked me 

honestly, ‘especially after what happened to Betty…’ 
‘Yes.’ I said, the word practically leapt out of me. 
‘Why?’ What’s His Name asked, genuinely perplexed. 
‘She knows everything I don’t.’ I said at last, ‘there’s still a lot I don’t 

understand.’ 
‘Sometimes you don’t ever get to understand everything Roe…’ 
‘I refuse to believe that.’ I snapped, then, realizing I’d been too blunt. 
What’s His Name offered me a forced smile, ‘I’m just worried about you, 

man.’ He told me at last, ‘you’ve seemed… odd.’ 
‘Since when?’ 
He slipped me a side look, ‘Since ages, Roe. You know that. Since Betty.’ 
I flinched, ‘Things change people, that’s a fact.’ I huffed as if it didn’t 

matter, ‘who cares?’ 
‘I care.’ What’s His Name insisted, as the bell near the door rung and 

another customer slipped in past us, ‘Gary cares, Captain John cares… and you 
should care because what you care about is going to determine who you 
become. That’s what happened. What we care about controls where we go in 
life, who we become.’ 

‘I’m not becoming anything.’ I shrugged, ‘I’m the same, I’ve always been 
the same.’ 

What’s His Name opened his mouth to say something more when there 
was a sudden click, then a silence. 

‘No body move.’ Someone said from over my shoulder, up near the 
counter, ‘or I’ll shoot.’ 
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What’s His Name swallowed, his eyes on something beyond me. Slowly, I 
rotated in my seat spotting a tall, hooded man clutching a fairly malicious 
looking revolver. 

You have got to be kidding me, I considered with a groan. Glancing back 
to What’s His Name I pressed my lips together considering my options.  

Liam had always said that thieves who held up small time stores generally 
only wanted money. They were unlikely to physically harm someone if they got 
what they wanted. It was because of this that I considered doing nothing. 

With trembling hands the teenage cashier rummaged in the till, 
meanwhile the patrons sort of watched wide eyed and horrified. 

Then the worst thing happened. With their shaking hands the cashier 
managed to drop the handful of notes and coins so they spilled down the 
backside of the counter. The thief took this to mean they were pressing a 
security button of some kind.  

Impulsively, probably as a result of the thief’s own nerves they shot the 
gun, the bullet slamming into the tiled floor. Jerking upright now the cashier 
displayed both hands flat. 

‘What did you do that for!?’ the thief damaged. 
‘Do what!?’ the cashier yelped, shaking all over, everyone was sort of 

stunned and peered at one another, unsure what to do or say. There had to be 
at least seventeen people there. A group of school students, some older people 
and a few others – business men and women and the like. No one dared move. 

‘You pressed an alarm button!’ the thief barked, ‘why’d you do that!?’ 
‘I didn’t!’ the girl yelped urgently, ‘I didn’t.’ 
Outside, people peered in, aware of what was happening. I saw people 

on their phones, probably to the police. 
Great. 
‘Roe.’ What’s His Name whispered, although I’m not sure what he was 

suggesting that I do.  
Dare wasn’t meant to be in Lionsbrink, not to mention that if it was the 

police the people outside had called Gravity Guy would be here in no time at all. 
If Gravity Guy saw me in here I was as good as dead. 

Regretfully, I began to fumble at the zip of my jumper fastening it all the 
way up and  hitching the hood carefully up over my hair. What’s His Name was 
already shaking his head. 

‘Roe.’ He mouthed, ‘don’t.’ 
The thief was hysterical now, gun pointed at the cashier, everyone was 

sort of frozen, unsure what to do.  
‘I’ll kill you!’ he was seething, ‘I will, I’ll kill you! You think you can trick 

me!?’ 
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‘No… no… I don’t…’ the girl stammered, her eyes everywhere. 
Reaching into my back pocket I fetched my mask and pressed it deftly 

over my nose. 
I caught a glimpse of myself in the shop window, like this, I didn’t exactly 

look like Romulus, but I didn’t look like Dare either. What’s His Name shook his 
head again. 

‘Roe…’ 
But I was already out of my seat. 
I couldn’t use any of my usual weapons – the stun gun and the grapple 

were both attributed to Dare – so I threw myself at the thief in three steps and 
a huge lunge.  

I tackled him in one move, gun went off too, slamming into the tiles 
again, missing everyone. Instinctively, I grabbed for his wrist, wrestled the gun 
free and kicked it across the tile floor. There were gasps and stares of total 
confusion as I shoved the thief hard against a display counter and glared at him, 
he was completely immobilized.  

‘Get out!’ I snapped, barking the instruction over my shoulder.  
No one had to be told twice. They were all instantly up out of their seats 

and scuttling to the doors. The cowering cashier trembled where she’d hidden 
behind the counter, I glanced sideways at her, the thief completely immobilized 
against the display counter. 

He’d turned completely pale now, and was shaking uncontrollably. 
‘Go.’ I urged to the girl, gesturing to the door. With a short nod she was 

up and darting for the door, only What’s His Name still remained, staring at me 
in a complete disbelief.  

Outside, there were sirens, and police cars had showed up, flashing lights 
blared in the window and I knew it would be a matter of time before Gravity 
Guy showed. 

‘This was a really bad idea.’ What’s His Name told me unnecessarily, 
because I already knew he thought it was. 

‘Well what else was I going to do!? Let him shoot her? The girl?’ I 
snapped back, my eyes fell on the thief now and I gave him a shove against the 
display shelves for good measure, ‘what the hell were you thinking!?’ 

‘I… I…’ 
‘Get the gun.’ I told What’s His Name, ‘and take it to the cops.’ 
What’s His Name exhaled loudly, and ambled over, plucking up the small 

pistol and slipping me a sideways look, ‘What about you?’ 
‘I’ll handle it.’ 
‘Fine.’ What’s His Name concluded, spinning on his feet, ‘I’ll see you 

outside.’ 
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‘I won’t be long.’ I advised, because I genuinely hoped I wouldn’t be. If 
Gravity Guy saw me here, I was dead. 

‘Who… who… are you?’ What thief asked, looking hugely pathetic in my 
hold. 

‘Doesn’t matter.’ I replied, although I was thankful he hadn’t recognized 
me as Dare. Instead, I rotated his wrist again, forcing him over with his hands 
pinned painfully behind his back and shoved him towards the door. ‘Come on 
then.’ 

The thief groaned and twisted and tried to move in my hold but was 
unable to free himself. His wrist clicked painfully, causing him to cry out. I 
marched him to the door and gave him a good hard shove out onto the street 
where he tumbled in a heap on his knees. 

Then I glanced up and found myself face to face with Captain John, who 
blinked back at me, confused. 

As much as the thief hadn’t recognized who I was Captain John did. I 
snapped my mouth shut and shook my head, imploring him to remain silent. 

‘What…?’ he began to say, the thief was being pushed and shoved away 
by officers. There then came a huge WHUMPH! And a burst of air as a familiar 
figure lurched down alongside us both.  

Gravity Guy. 
It was perhaps one of the worst moments of my life. 
Of course he looked at me, in my black guise and mask, then at John, 

then back at me, this time with a scowl. 
I felt about two inches tall, and could feel my face turning frustratingly 

red.  
‘I see.’ Was all Gravity Guy concluded, ‘so this has all been taken care of.’ 
‘It seems so, Sir.’ John replied, I winced, John had never called me ‘Sir.’ 
‘I see.’ Gravity Guy mumbled, still looking at me. A small crowd had 

gathered, peering at the situation which had unfolded beyond a police 
barricade. Those who had escaped the café were being interviewed by officers 
across the way. The scene was chaotically familiar, punctuated by the flashes of 
cameras. 

The cameras alone seemed to make Gravity Guy all the more furious. He 
jutted his chin out, still staring at me. 

‘Lock this place down.’ Gravity Guy stated firmly, ‘confiscate all records – 
photos, videos – the like.’ 

‘Yes sir.’ Captain John agreed, sort of shuffling on his feet as though he 
wanted to speak with me, but not daring to. 
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‘This way.’ Gravity Guy said to me, stalking past and back inside of the 
Café. Shoulders up around my ears, I followed after him, a long look back at 
Captain John. 

I was as good as dead. 
He remained silent even when we were inside of the café. I eased the 

door closed behind us as Gravity Guy ducked past the counter into a backroom.  
There would be consequences, I knew that, just what they were I did not 

know. Regretfully, I trailed after him, into the back kitchen, wilting, near to the 
door. 

‘What were you thinking?’ he asked in a low, grave voice. 
I’d never seen him like this. I supposed fireworks, shouting, the whole 

thing, but instead Gravity Guy was still, stoic, almost disappointed. 
‘I…’ I began to say, ‘I guess I needed some space.’ 
‘You needed some space?’ Gravity Guy echoed, making the desire sound 

childish. ‘so you snuck away from school, got on a ferry and came here only to 
find yourself caught in a robbery which you decided to take care of yourself 
although you we’re acting as a registered super hero?’  

I shrunk back, ‘he fired. He could have killed people.’ 
‘You should have left it up to me. You shouldn’t have been here at all.’ 

Gravity Guy pressed his fingers on the bridge of his nose, ‘what were you 
thinking?’ 

‘How are we going to explain this? I can excuse the photos but I can’t 
excuse the story. You know the rules. Crime fighting can only be done by 
registered heroes in registered costumes. You’re in a sweater…’ Gravity Guy 
exploded. 

‘I had to do something.’ 
‘You should have left it. This is dangerous Roe. We can’t have people 

knowing you’re here.’ 
I flinched, furious, ‘Why not? Surely Dare’s allowed to come back home 

for a break?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Why not!?’ 
‘Because.’ Gravity Guy exploded, ‘Because.’ He added softly. 
I watched him, there was something about his manner that left me 

certain of one thing. 
Gravity Guy was not being completely honest. 
He exhaled loudly, seeming to consider something then offered me a 

more sympathetic look. 
‘You’ll have to have points taken off for this.’ 
I shrugged, trying not to care, ‘So?’ 
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‘So, I’ve heard you failed to make Six List.’ Gravity Guy countered. 
I swallowed, trying to remain unfazed, ‘So?’ 
‘These things matter, Romulus.’ He told me sternly, ‘they matter.’ 
‘To you.’ 
‘And to others.’ Gravity Guy added vaguely, ‘you know it drives me mad.’ 
‘What does?’ 
‘You!’ he cried, far more raw than I’d ever seen him, ‘you know we are 

actually on the same side, Roe, you understand that, don’t you?’ 
Somehow I couldn’t agree with this, all the more suspicious at his 

deception. Gravity Guy was keeping something from me, I wasn’t sure why or 
what it was, but I could see it painted on his face.  

I had assumed his question was rhetorical, only it looked as though he 
meant for me to answer it so I tossed a shoulder. 

‘Is it really that simple?’ I asked, ‘sides?’ 
Gravity Guy watched me, ‘There is good and there is evil, Roe it’s that 

simple. First ever lesson at the Elite. Bad guys make things worse. They ruin 
lives, hurt and kill people. You and me? We’re good guys, we save people, fix 
things, make it better.’ 

‘Save people? Fix things? Make things better?’ I echoed, ‘when have you 
ever done one of those things in my life?’ 

I was talking about Liam, and Betty and everything else and we both 
knew it. Gravity Guy watched me again, his expression indeterminable. 

‘Why can’t I come here?’ I asked bluntly. 
Gravity Guy narrowed his eyes, ‘because it isn’t safe.’ 
‘Isn’t safe?’ 
‘Out there.’ Gravity Guy jabbed a finger across the way, ‘out there is 

something that may or may not be the Dark Republic. It is not safe, Romulus. 
We are protecting you. That’s why we have rules, to protect people.’ 

‘Like the Dark Republic care about me!?’ I groaned, rolling my eyes. 
‘If they genuinely are the Dark Republic this effects ALL of us. That is why 

we must all work together… pull our part… do what is required of us to do.’ 
I shook my head, ‘We both know you have barely lifted a finger to find 

those people – Dark Republic or whatever – you’ve been here the whole time.’ 
‘You don’t understand.’ 
‘Oh no. I think I understand completely.’ I challenged, my voice icy, ‘and 

you know what? It’s NOT that easy. Nothing is EVER that easy.’ 
‘Romulus Gray listen carefully to what I am saying.’ Gravity Guy told me in 

the quietest voice I’d ever heard him use, ‘you have you idea what is going on at 
all so do not think so highly of yourself to pretend you do.’ He hesitated, 
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inhaling deeply, ‘You are not above our rules, you are a part of our game. You 
will do what I say. Do you understand me?’ 

As much as I hated this to be the case, I absolutely knew he was right so I 
nodded once. ‘Yes.’ 

‘I’m glad we understand one another.’ Gravity Guy agreed, ‘I would very 
much like you to do better, Roe. I’m disappointed about the Six List. You’re 
good. Better than how things are now.’ 

I felt myself blush again, and glared at the floor. 
‘Now what?’ I asked at last. 
‘Now we leave.’ Gravity Guy answered. 
 
Of course I felt increasingly stupid and increasingly embarrassed by the 

time I’d reached the Elite once more. 
Gravity Guy had had a car pick us up around back. A Hojac car. This drove 

us to the airport where we climbed aboard a Hojac plane which flew us to the 
Elite. 

It was about a half past five once we were back and Gravity Guy hadn’t 
said a word to me since the coffee shop. I felt really stupid, and foolish for being 
so impulsive in leaving how I had. 

Gravity Guy left me down at the docking bay, where we’d arrived 
together that first day at the Elite. 

He strolled over to some waiting super heroes and sort of left me on my 
own so I made myself absent and slipped back upstairs. 

Of course Friction was waiting for me back at the common room. He 
practically jeered from the moment I strolled inside. Everyone else was there 
too, it seemed that somehow they’d been made aware of my activities. 

‘Ah! Loophole. I was worried we’d lost you.’ He grinned, leaning against 
the back of a couch. ‘I heard you were sick, we didn’t realize it meant home 
sick.’ 

 My cheeks reddened and I headed up for the stairs, ignoring him. 
‘Can’t take it, huh?’ Friction called after me, everyone else sort of 

watched on with interest and I felt increasingly stupid. ‘I knew you wouldn’t be 
able to. You’re the eighty seven percent, after all!’ 

That was the last word I allowed him to say as I slammed the door hard 
behind me, and glared out my window. It really was no one else’s fault but my 
own – not that I’d admit that. 

Seconds later there was a knock at my door. 
‘Go away!’ I called back, peeling off my mask and rubbing my face 

vigorously. I still wore What’s His Name’s jacket, I’d have to call him to apologize 
for what had happened. 
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A moment later my door opened, and I turned, expecting to see Friction 
but instead finding Bright. 

She wore casual clothes, and sort of looked at me with what was not 
exactly pity, but something similar. 

‘Roe.’ 
‘What are you doing here?’ I huffed, tugging off the sweater and tossing 

it to my bed. 
‘Checking on you.’ She answered as if it were obvious. 
‘I’m fine.’ I replied darkly. 
Bright tipped her head to one side, ‘Roe. You’re not fine.’ 
‘I’m fine.’ I insisted, my hands trembling. 
Bright crossed the five steps between us and wrapped me in an embrace. 

As much as I didn’t want it to, the action made me feel better and I slowly 
curled my own arms around her. She slotted her chin into the curve of my 
shoulder and breathed out slowly. 

‘You’re an idiot.’ She told me.  
I gave a sad laugh, ‘perhaps I’m not cut out for it? Like Friction said, 

maybe I am the eighty seven percent, and destined to fail? I make stupid 
decisions, do stupid things.’ 

Bright opened her mouth to speak when suddenly a shriek filled the air. 
The Six List siren. Despite the familiarity of the sound I realized that it no longer 
applied to me. 

‘We’ll talk about this later. When I get back.’ 
‘Sure.’ I agreed, although determined we wouldn’t. 
‘Okay.’ Bright concluded, our eyes met for just a moment. 
‘You should go.’ I told her, although it sucked to think of her and the 

others out there without me. Sure I pretended not to care but I liked being in 
the Six List. 

‘See you later.’ Bright vowed, headed for the door. 
‘See you round.’ I replied. 

  



159 
 

Thirteen 
 
The points I lost for the mishap in Lionsbrink kept me well off the Six List 

for the next four weeks after that. As much as I tried to gain ground I couldn’t. 
Not while I spent so much time trying to find Nightshade. 

But she was what mattered, I reminded myself. She was what mattered 
at the end of it all. 

In saying there I experienced little to no progress, one afternoon I sat in 
the gardens after personal development with Errey. The Six List had been called 
out so Constellation and Bright were nowhere in sight. It was the final day of 
term, and I was exhausted. 

Then Errey showed up.  
She had a habit of doing that. Showing up when the Six List were 

summoned. I figured it was Bright’s idea to keep me distracted.  
‘Hey!’ Errey proclaimed with a wide grin, ‘there you are.’ 
I smirked, knowing this was Bright’s doing, ‘here I am.’ I agreed. I sat 

beneath a tree, peering over my notes on Nightshade for the millionth time. 
‘Whatcha doing?’ Errey asked. 
I snapped my book shut, because I hadn’t told anyone about Nightshade 

but Bright. ‘Studying.’ 
‘If you were studying your grades would be better.’ Errey told me frankly, 

‘I don’t get that, by the way.’ 
‘Don’t get what?’ I scowled, sort of sporting from her words. 
‘You’re Dare.’ She insisted, as if that meant something hugely significant, 

‘Dare doesn’t come eighth in class… Dare’s famous… almost a real hero.’ 
I shrugged, because I agreed with her, the only thing was that I was 

eighth in class regardless of being almost a real hero and apparently famous. ‘I 
guess my mind’s been on other things.’ 

‘Like what?’ Errey demanded in that pouty way that I found thirteen year 
olds could.  

I shrugged again, ‘finding someone.’ I mumbled, as vague as possible. 
‘Who?’ 
‘Someone I used to know.’ I offered, refusing to say more than that. 
Errey considered this a moment, ‘And you want to talk to them?’ she 

clarified. 
‘Yeah, I really want to talk to her.’ 
‘Her?’ Errey echoed, giving me that look, ‘so it’s a girl?’ 
‘It’s someone I used to know.’ I corrected quietly. 
‘What do you want to talk to her about?’ 
‘Things.’ 
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Errey fell silent again, ‘Bummer.’ She concluded, her brow furrowed in 
thought, ‘if I want to talk to someone I just ring them. Or email them. Or send 
them a letter… if I want to talk to Bright and she’s not in her room I leave her a 
note, you know? To tell her I came to find her.’ 

I peered back at Errey, it was sweet she was trying to help, but it really 
made no difference. I had no idea where Nightshade was. I had no idea where 
she lived, or her email or phone number. She was a shadow. 

‘Thanks Errey.’ I replied instead, scruffing her hair playfully and making 
her squeal, ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ 

‘So what are you doing for midyear break?’ Errey asked finally, clasping 
her hands together behind her back, ‘going home?’ 

‘No.’ I replied, because I’d already been told that I was not permitted to 
return home – as the other students were – over the holiday break. 

The Elite had few holidays. Seeing as it was now July, we were a half way 
through the year, we would be permitted a week off from studies.  

‘You can’t be trusted to return back to Lionsbrink.’ I’d been told by a 
rather uncomfortable Human Cannon, ‘Gravity Guy’s orders.’  

‘That’s ridiculous.’ I huffed, although I couldn’t bring myself to be 
genuinely disrespectful to Human Cannon because he was my hero. ‘so 
everyone else is allowed to go home but me?’ 

‘Yes.’ Human Cannon agreed, ‘it was also suggested that in being here 
you could work away at some extra credit assignments? Perhaps bring up your 
grade point average?’ 

I laughed at this, ‘sure.’ I concluded. 
‘You ought to try harder. Take this time to try harder.’ Human Cannon 

told me with a sort of seriousness as if I didn’t entirely understand something.  
‘Yes sir.’ I mumbled. 
That night as I sat alone at the Observation Deck. 
Bright was back from Six List, she’d been asking me about what I was 

going to do here, at the Elite on my own. Bright, like everyone else, was headed 
back home for the week.  

‘I just hate the idea of you being here on your own.’ She had told me. 
‘You do stupid stuff on your own.’ 

‘Thanks Bright.’ I groaned, I tugged a headset on, flicking through 
different frequencies.  

It was one of the more medial tasks of Observation Duty, one which 
Bright and I played ‘paper, scissors, rock,’ to determine who would have to do 
it. Essentially it was a every second night scan through the various frequencies 
ensuring that they were exactly the same as they had been, some in use, others 
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not. Unfortunately, as Bright and I were generally working here every second 
night it had become our duty to do. 

It seemed pointless, both Bright and I thought so, but regardless, it was 
expected of Observation Deck officers – of which we were. 

This evening was my turn, and impatiently I scrolled through the 
frequencies, lingering on each one barely a second. Bright had vanished for a 
moment, to make a coffee, while I sat quietly watching the communications. I 
was familiar with them now, some mumbled with different radio stations – the 
police, local DJs, kids communicating over walkie-talkies – others were simply 
white noise. 

Only this evening something was different. 
I clicked on and off the station, just to be sure, flickering a look at the dial, 

confirming the frequency. 
401.9, I scowled. 401.9 had always been a static channel, all static. Only 

tonight was different. Tonight, it was hollow and silent.  
Confused, I shuffled forwards on my seat, peering hard at the control 

panel, sure there must be a mistake. Only there wasn’t. The dial clearly read 
401.9, and instead of crackled static there was a heavy silence. 

Considering it some happenstance occurrence, my hand reached for the 
button to continue through my search of the frequencies when I heard a slow, 
husked whisper which seemed to appear and disappear out of nowhere. 

‘Dark Republic…’ it hissed, my heart nearly exploded from my chest and I 
jerked the headphones off of my head in shock. 

Gasping for air, my face white I replayed the voice over and over, 
convinced I couldn’t have heard what I’d thought I had. Eyes flicking side to 
side, I reached for the headset again, shuffling it on over my ears and listening 
once more. 

Silence. 
I sat there, listening for at least five minutes, my eyes locked onto the 

numbers 401.9 ahead of me. 
Had I really heard a voice? I could have sworn I had, it had whispered, 

‘Dark Republic,’ out of nowhere on a station that had previous been nothing but 
static. 

I was jolted from my focus was a hand was laid on my shoulder. With 
wide eyes I turned to find Bright, watching me carefully. 

‘Thought you’d be finished the scans by now.’ She said, as I wriggled the 
headphones off again. 

‘Bri,’ I gasped, ‘there was a voice.’ 
Bright scowled back at me, lowering herself down on the bench seat 

peering at the control panel then back at me. 
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‘What?’ 
‘There was a voice. On the frequency. 401.9… there’s never been 

anything on 401.9,’ I told her, a fear I didn’t quite understand had settled inside 
of my heart. 

Bright shook her head, ‘Ha. Funny. Good one, Roe.’ She rolled her eyes, 
‘you almost had me there.’ 

I narrowed my eyes, ‘What?’ 
‘401.9? Obviously you were paying attention in Super Hero History the 

other day… didn’t look like it.’ she took a sip of her drink, ‘Dark Republic’s 
nothing to joke about, Roe.’  

Now, instead of telling her exactly what had occurred, I peered hard at 
her, ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘You know.’ She laughed, ‘401.9 was the Dark Republic’s old 
communication line. Ha ha, very funny…’ she concluded in a way that suggested 
it wasn’t at all, ‘now finish up the frequency scans.’ 

I was too speechless to say anything. Confused. 
I considered showing Bright what I’d found, the silence frequency. Sure I 

couldn’t prove to her that I’d heard a voice speak, nor what it had said.  
But I didn’t. 
‘It’s weird that the Dark Republic had one frequency they used.’ I 

mumbled instead, an idea forming in the back of my mind, ‘and it was for all 
villains?’ 

‘Yeah. The frequency had been coded at one stage… Hojac managed to 
break through near to the end… before they took the Dark Republic down for 
good. Gosh you should listen in class, Roe.’ Bright laughed, sipping at her coffee 
again. 

‘Makes sense.’ I mumbled, peering at the control panel, ‘you think people 
still listen to it?’ 

Bright scoffed, ‘occasionally, I suppose. All villains know about it, but then 
again so do Hojac.’ She hesitated a moment, her mind probably like mind on the 
fact that the Dark Republic were supposedly out there again.  

My chest ached again with a kind of guilt. I ought to tell Bright, or the 
teachers that I’d heard a voice. Dark Republic were out there, and the voice I’d 
heard could be proof they were looking to reestablish their communication 
lines on 401.9. 

Instead I had another plan which stirred in the back of my head. 
Simplistic, and completely inspired by what Errey had suggested earlier than 
evening. 

It was so easy it was almost stupid. 
In fact, the plan itself was fairly stupid. 
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‘Hey, Bri…’ I began to say, a short glance her way, ‘could you grab me a 
coffee while I finish off the frequency checks?’ 

‘I thought you said you didn’t want one?’ I groaned rolling her eyes 
because she’d asked me only a moment ago. 

‘Yeah but I changed my mind.’ 
‘You’re a pain in the ass.’ Bright noted but standing anyway, ‘I’ll be back.’ 
The second she was gone I shifted the headphones back on over my ears 

and focused the dial back again on frequency 401.9. With a look over my 
shoulder ensuring that no one else – those in the white coats – overheard me. 

Then, I fiddled at the controls. I was fairly sure I could figure out how to 
do this, adjusting bits and pieces and leaning over towards a small microphone 
before hitting ‘transmit.’  

‘H-h-hello.’ I barely whispered, another look over my shoulder, ‘this is… 
Dare. Dare of Lionsbrink…’ I winced, finger still pressed down on transmit. ‘Look 
I am trying to find Nightshade. So if you’re out there… Nightshade… I need to 
talk. So come see me. Just to talk. So if you get this…’ I glanced behind me one 
last time, ‘come find me.’ 

Bright appeared not long after that, and by then I was internalizing the 
insanity of what I’d done. 

I’d discovered a live Dark Republic frequency and instead of telling 
someone I’d summoned a villain. 

How could I even know Nightshade would hear it? The possibility seemed 
unlikely, I told myself. In saying that I still felt awful for keeping it to myself. I 
hated Gravity Buy but even I knew that if the Dark Republic were really using 
401.9 I ought to say something. 

I’d tell them soon – in a week – that gave Nightshade enough time. 
‘You alright?’ Bright asked me carelessly, completely unaware of what I’d 

done. 
‘Fine.’ I replied levelly as she offered me the coffee. 
 
Everyone left the following morning, and I was on my own, within the 

huge halls and common rooms of the Elite. 
‘Call me.’ Bright instructed, ‘and don’t do anything stupid.’ 
I grinned at this, as she disappeared with Errey. Constellation even came 

to say goodbye, in her own clothes looming far humbler than she did in 
uniform. 

‘It’s lame you have to stay here on your own.’ She told me, lingering at 
the door of my room, I stood opposite, fiddling with the velvet ribbon around 
my wrist. 

‘It’s fine.’ I replied with a shrug, ‘so you’re headed back to your city?’ 
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‘Yeah, I’m kind of excited.’ Constellation grinned, ‘Arielle’s planned a 
bunch of stuff for us to do while I’m back.’ 

Something inside of me sort of ached as I remembered how it felt when 
I’d been a sidekick. When I’d had someone on my side to fight with me, older, 
smarter. I winced, really, really missing Liam. 

Shaking those thoughts from my mind I leant in closer to her, ‘We’ll I’ll 
miss you.’ I told her gently. 

Constellation blushed dipping her head down, ‘yes, well, I’ll see you when 
I get back.’ She promised, batting her eyelashes at me. 

‘Can’t want.’ I grinned. 
Constellation flipped her hair, turned on her feet and vanished. My eyes 

wandered below to where Friction stood, watching carefully. I smirked at him. 
Friction may have knocked me from the Six List, but I was fairly sure I’d 

attained the affections of the girl he liked. It was a small but meaningful victory. 
‘See ya, Dicktion.’ I called down to him before retreating inside of my 

room and closing the door. 
And I was mostly on my own. Aside from the occasional teacher who 

offered words my way – mostly out of obligation – or the flurry of 
administration workers who I joined down at the cafeteria for dinner. 

I was bored.  
The days sort of rolled past without any real purpose at all. Of course I 

still carried out mine and Bright’s Observation Deck duties, each time checking 
the silent frequency of 401.9. Each time, once I was sure I was alone I would 
transmit the same message. 

‘This is Dare, with a message for Nightshade. Come see me. We need to 
talk.’ it felt stupid, but I suppose in part it was the only thing I felt I could do. 
Nothing seemed to be manifesting on the search checks Bright and I had 
installed and admittedly I was feeling defeated. 

‘Been practicing?’ Human Cannon asked me as I passed him in the halls 
on my way to bed one evening. It was easily a half past eleven on the final night 
before everyone returned from vacation. 

I’m not kidding when I say I was stir crazy. I hadn’t heard or seen from 
Bright since she’d left, nor Constellation or Errey. I’d called What’s His Name a 
few times in complete boredom but he’d never once answered my calls. 

I wondered if he was still angry about the other day. 
Probably. 
I scuffed my feet on the foot glancing up at Human Cannon.  
He was on my side, I knew it and I appreciated it, but what he wanted me 

to do – changing everything about who I was, new weapons, new everything 
else – I couldn’t do that. 
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Dare was Dare, exactly how he was. 
‘A little.’ I told him graciously, because I had been down to the exercise 

bay almost every morning. 
‘Good boy, Dare.’ Human Cannon grinned, giving me a firm nod of 

approval, ‘I’m hoping for a better second semester for you.’ 
I swallowed, sipping my head a little, ‘Same.’ I agreed.  
Admittedly, I wasn’t at all excited about Friction returning the following 

day. He was an ass, but he was also an ass who beat the stuffing out of me fairly 
successfully these days. 

I considered Human Cannon’s words as I wandered back to the third year 
living quarters, climbing the stairs up to my room. The whole space was huge 
and hollow without anyone else there.  

I was hoping for a better second semester too. I wasn’t counting on it 
though. Even if I did want to change and train and whatever, I couldn’t. I barely 
had any time to do anything while I trawled through libraries and archives and 
the Observation Deck for Nightshade. 

A part of me figured she’d have come, after I sent the message. After all, 
she’d been there that last night in Lionsbrink. Surely she was close by. Although 
that was assuming the Dark Republic really were using that frequency and that 
Nightshade was somehow associated with it all. 

 I was contemplating these things as I dragged my door open and ambled 
into my room, fumbling for the light. I flicked it on, changed into my pajamas 
and crawled into bed. 

I slept quickly, and probably wouldn’t have woken unless I’d felt the end 
of my bed move with the weight of someone lowering themselves down onto it. 

I barely had time to recognize this until I felt someone lean over me and 
press their lips to the side of my face. 

At once my eyes flicked open and I jerked around eyes everywhere. 
Then I saw her and it was like my entire world sort of froze. Like a dream. 

Like I had absolutely lost my mind and was imagining her there. 
But I was certain I wasn’t. 
Nightshade, seated with her legs tucked up, sitting on the end of my bed 

with a small smile on her face, outlined by the dusty light through my window. I 
shot a look to my clock. It was a quarter to six and still dark outside. 

‘Dare.’ Nightshade said gently, in that voice I could barely remember yet 
instantly recognized all at once.  

Here’s the thing. It is a really weird sensation when something you really 
want actually happens. As a result of this my mouth sort of dropped open and I 
stared at her in sheer amazement. 
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My brain freewheeled. Was she here to hurt me? To fight me? To finish 
me off?  

Nightshade watched me with that same smirk on her face seeming to 
give me a moment to gather my bearings. I felt absolutely stupid seeing as I was 
lying in bed, my hair everywhere, completely unarmed. 

She looked different, that was my first thought. It had been a year, I 
supposed, I wasn’t sure why I expected she wouldn’t change when I had. We 
both looked older. Nightshade’s hair was a little longer, scooping at her 
shoulders. Her face seemed more angled somehow, her cheekbones a little 
higher making her seem less childlike reminding me that it had in fact been a 
long while since the events in Lionsbrink. 

‘You seem surprised.’ Nightshade said at last, her lips painted a brilliant 
violet forming shapes as she spoke. 

My shoulders were up around my ears now, cautiously, ‘I am.’ 
‘Why?’ she furthered, narrowing her brilliant green eyes on me. 
‘I guess I didn’t genuinely think you’d come.’ I replied delicately, because I 

hadn’t. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’ 
Nightshade grinned, her small fox like face enveloped by the little black 

mask across her nose. ‘You have very little faith, Dare.’ She told me, ‘besides, 
I’ve always been close by.’ 

‘The night before I left Lionsbrink.’ I stated cautiously, still pretty sure she 
meant to harm me, she was a villain after all, ‘I saw you.’ 

Nightshade nodded, her eyes never once leaving me, ‘You did.’ 
I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I suppose a part of me had assumed I 

had imagined her there. It felt weird to hear it confirmed. 
‘So you’re part of the Elite now?’ Nightshade went on, still sitting 

patiently at the end of my bed.  
‘Yes.’ 
‘How privileged they are to have you.’ She went on as if it were a 

personal joke, ‘I hear you’re a proper celebrity these days.’ 
I felt my cheeks redden, ‘Not so much these days.’ I told her. 
‘Ah yes. Your grades. You had been in the Six List, right? Until you started 

slacking off.’ 
‘I wasn’t slacking off, I was trying to find you.’ I scowled. 
Nightshade glanced across to my wall where her name was scribbled 

onto a scrap of paper, the dozens of notations fastened around it. She peered 
at them then glanced back at me ‘Why?’ 

I sort of stalled, unsure how to answer this and feeling a little 
embarrassed at her question, ‘You know everything.’ I told her quietly, ‘why 
things happened how they did. I don’t.’ 
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A little grin toyed across her lips again, ‘And you want to…?’ 
I nodded once, ‘Of course I do.’ I reached across and switched on my 

lamp, noticing that my window had been cracked open. Goodness knows how 
she got up this high. 

‘Is this about that girl?’ Nightshade furthered, watching me very carefully. 
I winced at her question. 

‘Of course it is.’ Because that was obvious.  
‘Why? From what I’ve heard you’ve not hesitated at all in replacing her 

affections with those of a dozen others.’  
I pressed my lips together, ‘You’re a villain.’ I stated, ‘and you’re really 

going to question my morality? I can do whatever I want.’ 
‘Can you?’ 
‘Yes.’ I snapped, hands curling into fists. Disbelief at her being here had 

given way into anger now.  
‘I’m sorry.’ Nightshade taunted, ‘but your constant pursuit of anything in 

a skirt doesn’t exactly scream ‘someone that mattered to me died,’ Dare.’ 
My eyes narrowed, ‘I loved her.’ I said frankly, ‘besides, I don’t owe you 

explanations.’ 
‘So why do I owe you them?’ Nightshade questioned deliberately, tapping 

her fingers together, still watching from the end of my bed. I could see her 
clearer now in the light. 

I felt a familiar anxiety weave through me at having her so close but was 
determined she wouldn’t see it. Instead I jutted my jaw out further. 

‘I don’t understand.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Any of it. The Quarry, Blue, Callum, the artefacts… why B… she had to 

die.’ 
Nightshade winced, as if the mention of Betty’s name stung her just as 

much as it stung me. 
‘Romulus…’ Nightshade said quietly, reminding me that yes, Nightshade 

knew exactly who I was, all of it. 
I wrestled my emotion into a forced smile, ‘I need you to explain it. So I 

know.’ 
‘What good does knowing do?’ Nightshade asked reaching her hand out 

as if to touch me. I wilted away to avoid her touch, sitting completely upright.  
‘Doesn’t matter.’ I told her firmly, ‘besides you came. I asked you to and 

you came.’ I added with an imploring stare. Nightshade tipped her head slightly. 
‘I did.’ 
A strange thought entered my mind, as I realized the significance of this 

moment and just how it had unfolded it, ‘you came because I contacted you on 



168 
 

the Dark Republic Frequency.’ I said slowly, watching her, ‘are you one of 
them?’ 

This question seemed to delight Nightshade, ‘The Dark Republic?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
Nightshade simmered on this a moment, ‘But that’s impossible.’ She said, 

although not at all authentically, ‘Gravity Guy overthrew the Dark Republic… 
don’t you know the story?’ 

‘I know they’re out there,’ I said with a strange certainty, as if this belief 
had taken hold in my mind without me realizing, which I supposed it had. ‘And 
you’re one of them, aren’t you? You’re Dark Republic. That’s why you came 
when I called you on their frequency.’ 

Nightshade gave me that smile, the smile I’d memorized all those months 
ago. ‘Oh, Roe. We all are.’ 

There it was. A confession. The confession everyone – even the Hojac 
leadership, the Sanctum – wanted. The Dark Republic were out there.  

‘So it’s back?’ I said slowly, although Nightshade’s confirmation had 
thrown me. I might not have been Hojac’s most devoted student, but I knew the 
dangers of an organized villain force. Despite my feelings towards Hojac and the 
Sanctum my brain stalled. I had to tell them. I had to tell them what I knew, 
what Nightshade had confirmed. 

She smirked again, ‘we never died.’ Nightshade told me delicately, 
‘although you know that. You’ve seen us… on the television, in the mall that 
day…’ 

My shoulders rose up around my ears. A part of me – admittedly, a large 
part – knew I should subdue her, take her to Human Cannon or Gravity Guy or 
someone. 

But I didn’t. 
‘Right.’ I stated, ‘and you’re the ones who have been unmasking people? 

Killing them?’ 
Nightshade nodded once, ‘Yes.’ 
‘Why?’ 
She laughed, ‘Hojac thought they had defeated us. They didn’t. We 

needed time to… reassemble. We’re done reassembling now. Understand me?’ 
I watched her, the words she spoke seemed a total juxtapose to the girl 

who sat before me. Her frank method of discussing death infuriated me.  
‘What do you care?’ Nightshade demanded, ‘you hate Hojac, Gravity Guy, 

the lot of them. What do you care?’ 
Her accusation sort of unnerved me. Sure I didn’t like Hojac, but I was still 

a good guy. Unmasking heroes and murdering them was never okay, regardless 
of how I felt about Gravity Guy. 
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‘I care.’ I countered, almost savagely, ‘of course I care. Now tell me!’ I 
snapped, jabbing a finger at her, ‘where were you? Where were you the night 
Betty died, where!?’ 

Nightshade refused to be shaken, and stared right on back at me, ‘I had a 
different role to fill that night. All of this is very different than you or anyone 
else thought it was.’ She told me gently, ‘In saying that, I am sorry I missed it, I 
heard you did a spectacular job at killing Callum Court.’ She laughed. 

It was like a cold knife dug through the pit of my stomach, I physically 
winced.  

‘I did what I had to do!’ I exploded, unsure why I was defending myself to 
her. 

‘What you had to do!?’ Nightshade laughed rolling her eyes, ‘you were 
angry. That’s why you killed him. I thought heroes don’t kill people? I thought 
heroes were meant to be better? Isn’t that what your wonderful Liam said? It 
isn’t up to you to administer punishment or judgement for the crime.’ 

Everything she said was true, and I hated her for it. 
‘He killed Betty.’ I hissed in a rasped whisper. 
‘So!?’ Nightshade dared, ‘so!? Who cares!?’ 
I rolled forwards, closer to her, kneeling on my mattress, ‘I CARE!’ I 

roared, ‘I CARE!’ Nightshade withdrew, desperate for some distance between 
us. 

‘Don’t claim you have a conscience.’ Nightshade replied tartly, ‘you’re 
just as bad as all of us. All of you are. Hojac… Dark Republic… we’re all the same. 
You all don’t see it here in your little Mount Olympus but you are.’ 

I gritted my teeth together, ‘Tell me.’ I demanded, ‘tell me where you 
were that night…? Tell me why Liam had to die…? Why Blue wanted the power 
in the Quarry so bad? Tell me!’ 

Nightshade shook her head, ‘that’s not why I came tonight, Roe.’ She told 
me, I shivered at her use of my name. 

‘Then why the hell did you come?’ I rasped. 
She grinned, her eyes locked to mine, ‘things are going to happen.’ She 

told me starkly, ‘I figured since we were friends I’d give you the heads up.’ 
‘We aren’t friends.’ I replied bluntly. 
Nightshade grinned at this, ‘keep your eyes open, Roe. You’ll see what I 

mean.’ 
‘I don’t understand.’ I breathed, genuinely terrified at her allegations, 

‘what does this mean?’ 
Nightshade blinked slowly, considering her words, ‘it means keep your 

eyes open,’ she told me gently, ‘because this is all going to happen fast. And you 
need to watch closely.’ 
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‘Why?’ 
 She tipped her head to one side, ‘you’ll see.’ 
‘I shook my head, Hojac have beaten the Dark Republic before.’ I 

reminded her, ‘they can do it again.’ 
‘Oh don’t be so dedicated, Roe.’ She seethed, ‘it doesn’t suit you. 

Besides, you know as well as I do that Hojac isn’t the saintly institution it allows 
people to believe it is. Hojac is compromised on the inside. Rotten through, Roe. 
Watch and you’ll see.’ 

I opened my mouth to speak, only Nightshade crawled a little closer to 
me, far too close. She lifted her hand, running her fingers down one side of my 
face with a sideways smile. I drew away, burning with a deep, deep fury, on my 
feet and as far away from her as I could get. 

‘Don’t touch me.’ I snapped. 
Nightshade laughed, pressing her lips together, ‘so, Roe. You going play 

the game? You going try and stop me?’ 
I lowered my brow, ‘You’re a part of this? Properly a part?’ 
Nightshade too was on her feet, swaning towards me, ‘Oh yes.’ She 

breathed, as we stood toe to toe, ‘of course I am.’ 
I could scarcely breathe, Nightshade absolutely repulsed me. I fumbled at 

my desk, grabbing my grapple gun, but Nightshade was too quick, she looped 
her hand through my utility belt and slung it around her shoulder. 

‘Roe.’ She told me very carefully, ‘you really need to be better. You know 
that don’t you? You’ve wasted yourself trying to find me… you’re better than 
this.’ 

‘I don’t see why I need this lecture from you.’ I told her fiercely, although 
feeling in the most part embarrassed. 

‘Because I want you on the Six List.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I want you on the Six List. So get your head down and sort it out, Roe.’ 

She stated firmly, ‘do you understand me?’ 
I gritted my teeth together, ‘I don’t understand.’ 
‘I’m not asking you to.’ Nightshade quipped, ‘I’m asking you to watch.’ 
I barely though, and instead lurched at her, Nightshade darted out of the 

way but I was hot on her tail. She giggled as I scrambled to get a hold of her. At 
last, I tackled her hard, and we landed in a heap on the ground. 

Nightshade wriggled and wrestled back, trying to free herself, I knocked 
hard into my shelf and books went everywhere, but I had her pinned. 

‘I missed this.’ She admitted through heavy breaths. 
‘And you expect me to be sentimental!?’ I demanded, shoving hard, 

‘you’ll be waiting a while.’ 
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Nightshade laughed again, ‘this is going to be fun, you know that?’ she 
asked me, kicking hard up with her knees causing me to wince and my hold on 
her to be lost. In seconds, Nightshade had me slammed hard against my floor, 
her right arm pressed hard across my neck causing me to splutter and gag for 
air. 

‘I’m a little disappointed, Roe.’ She told me, ‘you’ve lost your touch. It’s a 
shame really, especially considering the circumstances.’ 

Her words burned. I knew she was right. I was weaker than I’d been. I’d 
let myself become weaker. 

‘Keep your eyes open, Roe.’ Nightshade said, speaking again, she leant 
closer to me until she kissed me with a startling intensity and I felt this awful 
stinging sensation stinging on my lips and in the back of my throat. 

Then everything went black. 
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Fourteen 
 
I woke with the sound of the school bell and instantly jerked up my eyes 

flicking form wall to wall. 
It was light now, everywhere, and Nightshade was gone. 
‘Damn it,’ I cried, on my feet, my head swimming, ‘DAMN IT!’ 
I could feel the dull ache of Nightshade’s poison in my blood. I couldn’t 

believe she’d subdued me so easily. I had known I’d been distracted recently 
but Nightshade had wiped the floor with me. I’d lost my touch and I was 
mortified. 

My eyes wandered to the clock. I’d completely missed breakfast, the 
others would be back and I had to be in class in five minutes. Bones as heavy as 
concrete I scrambled for my costume, tore off my pajamas and changed, not 
bothering to tidy my hair and shoving a wad of toothpaste in my mouth. 

I sprinted to the classroom, my text books tucked up beneath my arm. 
There were people everywhere, students, all back from vacation, they were 
chattering intensely and a number called out to me, but I paid no attention at 
all. My thoughts were a blur.  

A part of me absolutely convinced I needed to tell Gravity Guy what had 
happened. Sure I hated the guy, but regardless. Nightshade had meant 
something last night. She’d told me something was coming, that I needed to 
keep my eyes open. 

In saying that, Gravity Guy didn’t exactly have an ‘office’ so I figured the 
best possible thing to do would be to head to class and ask Human Cannon 
where he was. Gravity Guy could very well be in Lionsbrink, only the 
information I’d gathered from Nightshade was so sensitive that I couldn’t 
imagine sharing them with anyone but him. 

I skidded through the classroom doors, instantly searching for Human 
Cannon only he wasn’t there. Bright was though, talking with Constellation, her 
face pale although she seemed pleased to see me. 

‘Roe.’ She said, at my side at once, ‘I didn’t see you at breakfast. What’s 
wrong with your face?’ 

My hand went to my face, I scowled, unsure what she meant. 
‘There.’ Bright said, her fingers brushing my cheek where Nightshade’s 

lips had touched me. ‘And your lips… they’re purple…’ I groaned internally. 
Great. 

‘Bright. I need to tell you something.’ I began, because the fact that 
Nightshade had appeared was practically bursting out of me, not to mention 
what she’d said. 
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‘I know.’ Bright answered, her eyes clouding over, ‘I’ve seen it. On TV. We 
all have. They made an announcement at breakfast.’ 

‘Wait, seen what?’ 
‘Cattitude. It was awful. Didn’t you…’ Bright’s words crumbled, her eyes 

small. 
‘What?’ I scowled, unsure what she was talking about. Cattitude – I knew 

– was the first year teacher. Errey’s teacher.  
‘She’s been killed.’ Bright said quietly, ‘This morning. They hijacked her 

transport vehicle… unmasked her on TV… it was awful.’ 
My stomach turned over and my hands shook. 
‘They?’ 
‘Dark Republic… at least that’s what they called themselves.’ Bright 

whispered, more students appeared, whispering sobering between themselves 
probably about this very subject. ‘You didn’t know?’ 

‘No.’ I shook my head. 
‘Then what –?’ 
‘Nightshade came.’ I said, barely audibly, my eyes locking onto hers, ‘this 

morning.’ 
Bright reached for my hand, stunned, ‘Nightshade? Why?’ 
My thoughts were everywhere. I’d be foolish to believe that Nightshade 

hadn’t known about Cattitude, or about anything that had unfolded that day. 
She was Dark Republic, she’d told me so, and she’d told me to watch. 

That it would happen quickly, and I had to watch. 
That Hojac was rotten. 
I couldn’t make sense of any of it. 
‘Roe.’ Bright added, as Human Cannon appeared, ‘Roe there’s something 

else that’s happened. I’m not sure if you know or anything but –’ 
‘Ahem.’ Human Cannon announced, clearing his throat, ‘if you could all 

get seated, we ought to begin. Apologizes for running late, as you all know it has 
been an awful morning.’ 

I’d never seen Human Cannon so distraught. He’d obviously known 
Cattitude well, seeing as she was a fellow teacher here. ‘We considered giving 
you the morning off, but figured it was best to keep everyone together and 
focused. Although there will be no classes this afternoon.’  

There were mumbles of agreement as students dipped their heads in 
respect. Each one of them – myself excluded – had been taught by Cattitude. I 
could understand their distress. 

Still, I was desperate to speak with Gravity Guy, tell him what had 
happened, about Nightshade and what she’d said. 
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‘Roe.’ Bright whispered from where she sat diagonally, she wriggled a 
little scrap of paper at me, a note only I couldn’t reach for it. Friction saw this 
and scoffed. 

‘Bright and Dare are passing love letters, Sir.’ He announced loudly, 
making me blush, ‘they shouldn’t be doing that in class.’ 

‘Shut up, Friction.’ I snapped, not at all in the mood. ‘Sir, I –’ 
‘No. quite right.’ Human Cannon mumbled barely aware of Friction’s 

taunt, Bright withdrew the paper, although it was evident she wanted to tell me 
something. ‘Pay attention the both of you.’ 

‘Yes sir.’ Bright mumbled in agreement.  
‘Sir,’ I said instead, ‘might I be excused?’ I tried to speak as politely as I 

could as I’d found that was the most effective way to get what I wanted. ‘I need 
to speak with Gravity Guy, if he’s here?’ 

‘Gravity Guy? What would he want with a dork like you?’ Friction 
taunted. 

‘After class, Dare.’ Human Cannon concluded, barely looking at me. 
‘But sir –’ 
‘This morning we’ll be discussing costumes.’ Human Cannon began again, 

completely cutting me off and trying to speak as clearly as he could although his 
eyes were completely bloodshot. ‘Each of you has a costume of course, but 
today I wanted to discuss with you the notable features of a costume, how they 
communicate who we want the public to think of us to be.’ 

I exhaled, my eyes darting to Bright who watched me intently. Regardless, 
whatever it was it would have to wait until after class. 

‘Using examples can someone point out some features of a good 
superhero costume?’ Human Cannon furthered. 

Hands shot up everywhere, clearly everyone was determined to keep 
their minds off Cattitude and her horrible fate. 

‘Constellation’s is pretty good.’ Friction noted, not at all attempting to 
hide the sleazy look in his eyes. Constellation shrunk in her seat, embarrassed.  

‘Right. How so?’ Human Cannon asked. 
‘It all makes sense to her costume.’ Friction explained, ‘the stars, the blue 

and black… it’s all to do with stars, constellations.’  
‘Very good, Friction.’ Human Cannon agreed, although Constellation’s 

discomfort at the remarks had not escaped him at all. ‘Who else?’ 
‘Well I guess the Wolf was?’ Someone – Herald – suggested, surprising 

me. I sort of winced at Liam’s super name, initially unsure I’d heard it. 
‘Brilliant.’ Human Cannon grinned, while Friction rolled his eyes. 
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‘His costume make sense, like Constellation. The wolf on his chest… all 
black there was a look. Implying that he was strong and imposing by the 
symbolism and colour choices.’ 

‘Excellent answer, Herald.’ 
‘Wolf’s costume was excellent.’ Friction agreed, slipping a look my way, 

‘too bad Lionsbrink’s replacement looked so ridiculous.’ 
I scowled, glaring daggers at him, although admittedly feeling a little 

embarrassed sitting there in my red costume. I knew it was basic, but it was 
what Liam had picked out for me. I couldn’t change it, not now. Especially not 
now. Bright shook her head, speaking up for me instantly. 

‘His name’s ‘Dare.’’ She stated firmly, with a scowl Friction’s way, ‘to do 
something dangerous, his costume’s red for danger…’ 

‘And the comical ‘D’ on his chest could stand for both!?’ Friction laughed, 
he shifted a look my way, ‘at least Lionsbrink’s next hero will have a less 
embarrassing costume.’ 

Initially I didn’t understand what he’d said. Then, a hollow, cold silence 
spanned between Human Cannon and the other students. I blinked twice, 
shifting a look towards Friction. 

‘Ha!’ Friction grinned in delight, ‘he doesn’t even know!’ 
‘Know what?’ I said before I could think the better of it.  
‘Haven’t you heard, Loophole?’ Friction asked with glee, ‘I’ve been in 

negotiations with Mayor Shirley Harper to become hero of Lionsbrink at the end 
of the year. Turns out she and I have something in common.’ He smirked, ‘a 
complete aversion for you. Only I think her dislike for you has more to do with 
the fact that it’s your fault her daughter’s dead.’ 

I felt like I was going to throw up, Bright’s eyes widened suggesting that 
this fact – a fact which seemed apparent to everyone but me – was what she’d 
wanted to tell me before class had started. 

‘Bummer that you’re the last to know.’ Friction concluded, although 
taking immense delight in this fact, ‘turns out Lionsbrink aren’t happy with your 
performance, they’re rather a real hero. You’re not untouchable after all, huh 
Loophole?’ 

I considered bolting but knew that would only please Friction more. 
Instead I bunkered low in my seat refusing to look at anyone – Bright, Friction, 
any of them. Human Cannon shot me an apologetic glance before continuing his 
class on costumes. 

All the while, I rolled the thought over again and again in my head. Shirley 
was trying to oust me. I knew she hated me – even before what had happened 
to Betty – so I shouldn’t be surprised. I was foolish to think I’d have Lionsbrink 
forever, especially under her watch. 
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It wasn’t surprising, and I was positive that she would be able to sell the 
citizens on having a hero with real powers over me regardless of how much 
they’d wanted me. 

I simmered, this was ridiculous. How had I let it come to this? Nightshade 
was right, I’d lost my touch, I struggled to subdue her earlier that morning, the 
Dare that had arrived at the Elite a few months earlier wouldn’t have had that 
trouble. 

I’d let myself go. I’d let myself lose focus. 
The class went on, and then we did some maths. Thankfully, at long last 

the morning break bell rung and Human Cannon dismissed us for fifteen 
minutes. 

I was on my feet in a flash, stalking out the door. I heard Friction jeer 
something and Bright call after me but I wasn’t sticking around. 

Instead I navigated my way out and down into the foyer, people were 
lingering about, chattering and whispering, mostly about Cattitude, only 
considering the looks directed my way I supposed a lot of people knew about 
Lionsbrink and Friction as well. 

Clasping my face into my hands, I stalked out into the gardens. 
‘Dare!’ Errey yelped, spotting me as I made for the door, ‘are you okay? 

You don’t look –’ 
‘I’m fine, Errey.’ I countered. 
‘Do you want me to –?’ 
‘I don’t want anything, Errey.’ I snapped irritably, nearly shaking with 

frustration. I was gone in seconds, headed out down the stairs to the hall only 
was met by another familiar figure waiting at the door, arms folded, watching 
me. 

Gravity Guy. 
‘Roe. Good. You’re here.’ He noted, as if it was entirely ordinary that we 

would run into one another in this corridor. 
I shrunk back, because aside from Bright he was the last person I wanted 

to speak with right now. The last thing I needed was an ‘I told you so’. 
‘What do you want?’ I demanded, ‘shouldn’t you be out there, trying to 

find the Dark Republic, or being principal of the Elite or saving Lionsbrink or 
being the leader of the Sanctum or any of the million other things you do!?’  

There were others – admin staff and students – who overheard my 
sudden uproar and tried not to stare. 

Gravity Guy took it like a pro and didn’t seem fazed at all, ‘Roe. Let’s talk.’ 
I scowled, ‘I don’t want to talk to you.’ 
Regardless, he was already turning and headed out into the courtyard. 

Groaning, I rolled my eyes and followed after him. The truth was nothing had 
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changed – despite what had happened with Lionsbrink. I’d still seen Nightshade 
that morning and she’d confirmed what was out there. 

The Dark Republic, and not only that, that Hojac had been compromised. 
A mole on the inside. 
I had to tell Gravity Guy. 
Gravity Guy strolled through the courtyard and headed for the 

Administration block across the wide space. Flashing a swipe card at a door he 
moved inside, motioning for me to follow. We wound through halls and down 
tiled floors until we came to a large white door which led through into a huge 
glassy office. 

His office. 
‘Take a seat.’ Gravity Guy said, wandering around to the other side of a 

huge chrome desk and sitting down in an office chair. He watched me from 
behind his mask. 

I hesitated before I sunk into the opposing chair and watched him. 
‘I am sorry about Lionsbrink.’ Gravity Guy began, ‘Shirley is awful and 

she’s taken advantage of you being here and your grades being so low.’ 
I blushed, ‘That’s a Class A example of an ODF.’ 
‘ODF?’ Gravity Guy scowled, confused. 
‘Own damn fault.’ I mumbled, ‘That’s what Liam called it. It’s my fault.’ 
‘Yes.’ Gravity Guy agreed, ‘but it still sucks. Regardless. I wanted to tell 

you myself but I couldn’t find you at breakfast. Shirley didn’t think to call.’ 
‘She wouldn’t.’  
‘Yes. Quite right.’ Gravity Guy agreed quietly. 
I let out a deep breath, not sure what to say. 
‘Unfortunately, cities seek other heroes… it’s part of the game.’ 
‘And I’m the eighty-seven percent.’ I mumbled. Gravity Guy scowled. 
‘What’s that?’ 
‘My fail rate, apparently.’ I tossed a shoulder, ‘because I don’t have 

powers.’ 
‘You don’t need to have powers to be significant.’ 
‘Is that one of your catch phrases?’ I asked tartly, ‘or a special tip for me?’ 
‘It is the truth.’ Gravity Guy stated firmly, his eyes on me, ‘So how did this 

all happen? I know about the situation in Lionsbrink, I was there, but the 
grades… you were second in school. Second only to Bright. How did that 
happen?’ 

I knew the answer, ‘Distracted.’ I mumbled. 
‘By what?’ My eyes glazed to the window, I opened my mouth to explain 

when Gravity Guy made a loud scoffing sound. ‘Don’t tell me this is about 
Nightshade?’ 
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I simmered, ‘what?’ 
‘That’s what you’ve been doing, isn’t it?’ he asked flatly, seeing right 

through me, ‘trying to find her. Focusing on that instead. Ignoring personal 
development opportunities, failing to grow, to change… because you were too 
busy looking for her. Is that right?’ 

I glared at him, ‘What if it is.’ 
‘You need to stay away, Roe. I mean it.’ 
He spoke with a sudden ferocity. It startled me, as typically Gravity Guy 

was so even set.  
I shifted in my seat awkwardly, the confession of meeting Nightshade and 

the fact that the Dark Republic really were on the rise once more on the tip of 
my tongue. 

‘Why?’ I asked instead. 
Gravity Guy glowered, pressing his fingers together, ‘I don’t answer to 

you, Romulus.’ 
‘Well I just wondered,’ I hissed, ‘seeing as you’re meant to be finding the 

Dark Republic, but instead you’re here, meanwhile another hero is murdered. If 
you are genuinely trying to find the Dark Republic, you’re doing a pretty awful 
job of it.’ 

That had hit a nerve, Gravity Guy was on his feet again.  
‘You’d be better to learn to respect people in authority, Roe.’ He told me 

in a brittle voice, ‘especially now.’ 
‘Why especially now?’ I furthered, suspicious.  
‘Because.’ Gravity Guy said his voice like gravel, ‘you don’t understand 

what’s happening.’ 
I knew what a lie looked like, I also knew the look of someone trying to 

defend themselves. What I sat in Gravity Guy was a manifestation of both of 
these things. 

A deep suspicion began to grow in the back of my mind. 
I wasn’t telling Gravity Guy about the Dark Republic. There was no way. 

Not when I suspected what I did. 
Nightshade said there’s been a mole in Hojac, someone leaking 

information – probably the identities of the heroes who’d been killed – one 
thing had become immediately clear to me. 

It was entirely possible that Gravity Guy was the leak within Hojac. 
I had to wrestle against everything to remain calm as this thought took 

hold. Gravity Guy watched me with those cunning eyes, imploring me to speak. 
I’m not sure what he expected me to say. 

It made sense. 
Perfect sense. 
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After all, Gravity Guy had supposedly defeated the Dark Republic, that’s 
what had gotten him into the positon of power he was in now. 

What if it was all a set up? What if Gravity Guy’s lack of movement to find 
the Dark Republic was because actually he didn’t want to? 

I could feel my lungs tighten with that familiar anxiety. I wanted to go. I 
had to get out of here, away from him, away to think. 

‘Roe.’ Gravity Guy told me again, ‘Roe a lot more is going on at the 
moment than you realize. I am genuinely rooting for you, I want to see you the 
fully appointed hero of Lionsbrink, you deserve it. So can you please leave 
Nightshade and all of that alone and focus?’ he asked, gentler now.  

I swallowed, and did what anyone else would do in this situation. Agreed 
to do exactly what he wanted. After all I was sitting opposite the most powerful 
– but also most dangerous man – in Hojac. 

A man who I suspected was the leak to the Dark Republic. 
‘Alright.’ I mumbled, ‘I’ll work harder.’ 
‘I want to see you in the Six List, Roe. The deal between Friction and 

Lionsbrink isn’t done, especially if your agent Hank has anything to do with it. 
You have until graduation to prove yourself, that’s when the papers can be 
signed. I want you to succeed, kid.’ 

‘I know.’ I nodded, although internally thinking far worse things. 
Before either of us could say anything else the bell rung again. It was a 

perfectly timed excuse. 
‘I have to get back to class.’ I said, on my feet again, ‘I’ll… work harder. I 

swear.’ 
Gravity Guy seemed to believe me, although I wasn’t sure if he really was 

the mole inside of Hojac why he was so interested in getting me back into 
Lionsbrink. 

Regardless, I wasn’t going to ask those questions at that moment, rather I 
was as eager to get away from Gravity Guy as I could. 

I slipped from the door and sort of internally freaked out. 
What was I doing to do?  
If I said anything to anyone else – Human Cannon, even Bright – they’d 

tell me to tell Gravity Guy about the Dark Republic. But I couldn’t do that, 
especially seeing as I was pretty sure he was part of that beast anyway. 

What was I going to do? I considered. The Dark Republic were dangerous, 
no matter what I thought of Hojac, the Dark Republic couldn’t be allowed to 
manifest again. 

And Nightshade had said it was going to get worse, that something else 
was coming. My thoughts lingered on Cattitude, and how distressed Errey had 
looked, and Lionman and the Blaze. It couldn’t be allowed to continue. 
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Gravity Guy was an ass hole. A dirty, lying ass hole lying to everyone like 
this. 

I had to show them, I decided, I had to show them what he was. 
More than that, I considered, as a rather ambitious plan began to take 

shape in my mind. 
I was the last person back to class, and Friction smirked at me as I made 

my way back to my seat. 
‘Dried your eyes, Loophole?’ he taunted. I settled down just as Human 

Cannon cleared his throat, my mind buzzing as I realized just what I had to do 
now. 

‘Sure have, Diction.’ I snapped back, folding my arms. 
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Fifteen 
 
Mind now stirring with a million thoughts, I headed back to my room 

directly after class. 
‘Roe.’ Bright began to say. 
‘I need to call Hank.’ I replied, because it was true, ‘I swear we’ll talk 

soon.’ 
With that, I headed back upstairs to my own quarters, fetched my phone 

and made to call Hank. I already had two missed calls – What’s His Name – he’d 
likely heard the news about Friction too. 

For the moment at least I ignored him and instead dialed Hank. 
I’ll be honest with you. I don’t like Hank. At all. 
He’s huge, perpetually sweaty and awful because he cares about very 

little more than money and getting as much of it as he can. Hank has no core of 
justice, no desire to see good prevail over evil, only to see a sizeable figure in his 
bank account. 

He was Liam’s agent, I’m not sure why, and had been around for as long 
as I can remember. I’d asked Liam where they’d met a number of times – only 
the answers were always vague. ‘Connection in Hojac. Way back.’ Liam had 
mumbled. 

Perhaps Liam had met Hank when he’d trained at the Elite? That was a 
possibility. A number of heroes who weren’t accepted into cities ended up 
serving as agents.  

Hank answered immediately. 
‘The prodigal son!’ he announced, ‘you’ve finally called!’ 
I groaned, glaring at the mess Nightshade had left in my bedroom. Great. 

‘Ah yeah.’ I went on, ‘how’s it going?’ 
‘Scrap the niceties, Roe, we both know why you’re calling.’ Hank 

countered, I could hear his labored breathing on the other end, ‘so you’ve 
heard the news. I’ve done everything I can. It is up to the city now. It would be a 
heck of lot more in your favor if you hadn’t been so useless recently.’ 

I winced, Hank had never been one to pull punches, regardless, his blunt 
words irritated me. ‘It’s not over yet, Hank.’ I told him. 

‘It’s bloody close.’ He quipped back, ‘anyway I was going to call you and 
tell you later today. How’d you find out?’ 

‘Hojac gossip of course. These people are as chatty as a bunch of old 
women.’ I grumbled. Hank laughed at that, which felt weird because I couldn’t 
ever remember him laughing at anything I’d ever said.  

‘Yes, well. I suppose that’s it. Shirley wants you gone so she’s pushing the 
council to swap you out for Friction. You know Friction, don’t you?’ 
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I glowered, more than he knew. ‘Yes.’ I agreed finally, ‘I do.’ 
‘He’s good Roe, I heard he’s second in school. You used to be second in 

school before you lose your brain.’  
‘I did.’ I agreed irritably, ‘Hank look, I need to know you’ll do everything 

you can to keep me in Lionsbrink.’ 
Hank laughed louder now, ‘Of course I will!’ he told me, ‘you’re my 

money horse, Romulus. If you’re out, I’m out. I will do everything I damn well 
can to keep you in Lionsbrink whether you want to be or not. What I need to 
know is if you are going to do everything you can, Roe, that’s the real question.’ 

I winced, because when I’d come here I’d figured I was untouchable, that 
attitude had led me to the circumstances now. 

‘I swear, Hank.’ I mumbled, feeling fairly useless. 
‘Good. Do it. If not for me, then for Liam. He didn’t do what he did so you 

could be ousted, Ace.’ 
‘I know…’ I said quietly, because I knew what Liam would say if he knew 

the situation I was in now. He’d be disappointed.  
‘Look Ace, I’ve got to go, but I’ll do what I can do you if you swear to do 

what you can do.’ 
‘Alright.’ I agreed, which felt weird because very rarely were Hank and I 

ever genuinely on the same time. 
‘This is personal, Roe, you know that don’t you? Shirley hates you and 

wants you gone.’ 
‘I know that.’ I simmered, furious at the woman. 
‘Anyway, catcha.’ He uttered before the line went dead. 
I decided not to call What’s His Name back. I knew what to say to Hank, 

but the idea of talking to What’s His Name, Gary or even Captain John made me 
nervous. All of this mattered. 

Which was why I did what I did next. 
I called Mayor Shirley. 
It was sort of impulsive, and I suppose perhaps I’d have thought the 

better of it and hung up only she answered almost immediately. 
‘You.’ She snapped. 
‘Uh.’ Was what I said, because I was sort of regretting the call now.  
‘For goodness sake, what do you want? You could at least afford to speak 

properly on the phone. New money, no matters.’ 
I rolled my eyes, frustrated. 
When I’d first been introduced to Shirley as Romulus she’d thought I was 

beneath her. Liam’s parents had been wealthy, Liam had been wealthy, as a 
result, I was wealthy – not that the money should have been mine. She’d 
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despised me and made no secret about her thinking that Betty was too good for 
me. She was too good for me but not because of the money. 

‘You’re a piece of work.’ I snapped, because as much as yeah, I felt bad 
for the fact it was basically my fault her daughter had died, but I was furious 
because I’d never done anything to her. ‘I have been nothing but faithful to 
Lionsbrink and this is how you treat me?’ 

‘Faithful?’ she scoffed, ‘please. Besides, you’re behaving as if this is 
personal.’ 

‘It is personal!’ I exploded, ‘you’ve never liked me and now you’re trying 
to get rid of me. This damn well is personal!’ 

Shirley exhaled loudly on the other end, ‘Regardless of what you think, 
Romulus, Lionsbrink deserves a first rate hero. You are no longer a first rate 
hero. If you wanted to be one, then you should have been working harder.’ 

She was exploiting my situation and I knew it. it made me furious.  
‘So what you’re saying is that I’m not good enough?’ I furthered. 
‘Not at the moment, no.’ she answered. 
‘So if I was good enough…?’ 
‘Lionsbrink will be signing the contract of the best hero at the end of the 

year, Romulus. I doubt that will be you but if somehow you manage to recover, I 
suppose it will be.’ 

There it was, I considered, a small margin of possibility to fix this, to fix 
everything. 

‘Brilliant.’ I shot back, ‘I look forward to resigning with Lionsbrink then.’ 
‘Oh, Romulus.’ She laughed delicately, ‘you really are foolish.’ 
I began to say something else, something rather rude admittedly only she 

hung up before I had a chance. 
I tossed my phone to my bed considering everything. 
Here was what I knew. 
The Dark Republic were on their way back, they had never been 

defeated, not really, and Nightshade had said whatever was going to happen 
would happen fast. 

I knew that there was a mole within Hojac, and suspected that this was 
Gravity Guy, that was who was to blame for information being leaked regarding 
super heroes. Super heroes who had then been unmasked and murdered. 

And here was what I had to do now. 
I had to be better. I had to beat Friction. I had to stop the Dark Republic. 
If I could prove Gravity Guy was the mole inside of Hojac, I’d be a hero. 

That would get me onto the Six List and back to Lionsbrink. Sure, it was a little 
selfish, but I didn’t care. It would solve everything. Hojac would get what they 
needed and I’d get what I needed. 
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A new kind of determination took hold of me, I narrowed my gaze and 
stalked towards my desk. 

I had a lot of ground to cover. 
 
I worked in my room the rest of the day. Bright appeared asking if I was 

okay. 
‘Sure I’m okay.’ I answered indifferently as I fiddled with something 

rather impressively mechanical at my desk. 
‘Are you sure?’ she enquired in that way which is code for ‘I don’t believe 

you.’  
‘Sure.’ I quipped without even looking up. 
Bright peered at the little shape at my fingertips. I’d fetched the parts 

from the Weapons and Tech archives. There was an infinite amount of stuff 
there, things we could borrow and take for our own project. I’d never do 
anything of the sort until today and now dozens of bits of pieces were scattered 
across my desk. 

‘What is it exactly that you’re working on?’ she asked me, as I tightened a 
little bolt. 

‘Making stuff.’ 
‘I’ve never seen you make stuff.’ 
‘Well now you have.’ I shrugged. 
‘Is this personal development?’ Bright asked me with a kind of disbelief.  
I tossed a shoulder, not wanting to admit it. ‘I guess…’ 
I could feel her smirk but ignored it, and instead focused all the more 

intently on my work.  
‘You’re pretty smart.’ Bright remarked after a moment, still leaning over 

me. 
‘What makes you say that?’ 
‘Because I had no idea what you’re doing.’ Bright remarked, ‘Roe?’ 
‘Mmmhm?’ 
‘Nightshade. You still haven’t told me what happened.’ 
I shuffled in my seat, setting down the screwdriver in my hand, ‘she 

turned up. I don’t know why? Maybe she was waiting for everyone to be gone?’ 
I offered. 

‘Maybe?’ Bright agreed, although I knew that wasn’t the case. She’d 
come because I’d called. ‘What did she want?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 
‘She wanted nothing?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘And Betty? The Quarry?’ 
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‘Nothing.’ I mumbled, ‘she kind of kicked my ass actually. Before 
poisoning me.’ I whipped my lips almost instinctively. They too were tinted ever 
so lightly purple, just like the mark on one side of my face. 

‘She poisoned you?’ Bright gawped, although I wasn’t willing to go into 
detail. At the end of the day I didn’t quite want to admit Nightshade had kissed 
me. The thought itself made me feel vile. 

‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’ I said quietly, because it wasn’t. 
‘I don’t understand why she’d come.’ 
‘Neither.’ I agreed. ‘How’s Errey?’ I added, because I was genuinely 

worried about her. Cattitude’s death was awful. Even I shuddered to think of it 
and I hadn’t known the woman. 

‘I guess.’ Bright admitted, ‘The first years have half days the rest of the 
week for some head space. Javla Girl is relieving until they find someone more 
permanent.’ She hesitated ‘you know sometimes I wonder if Errey really is cut 
out for this.’ 

‘This?’ I glanced up at her, she stood leaning against the wall to one side, 
and arms folded in a heavy jumper and her own clothes.  

‘Being a super hero.’ Bright said, ‘it’s hard. Errey is so lovely. I wonder if 
she’s too lovely for this.’ 

‘Too lovely?’ I hadn’t heard that one before. 
‘Yes. To be spoilt by what can happen.’ Bright went on, as if there was a 

whole lot more on her mind than she was willing to say. 
‘We’ll you’re like that.’ I remarked absently. 
‘Like what?’ 
‘Uh… lovely.’ I croaked, suddenly embarrassed. Bright however smirked. 
‘Your tricks don’t work on me. Roe.’ 
‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ I replied with a forced smile, although feeling 

rather awkward at what I’d said. I’d meant it, but it had completely come out 
wrong. Bright was soft and light, as much as I knew how terrifyingly brilliant she 
was she and Errey were both gentle. Sometimes too gentle for the world we 
inhabited.  

Bright pressed her lips together, ‘so are you going to tell me what you’re 
making?’ 

I grinned, picking up the screwdriver again, ‘surprise,’ I replied. 
‘And when do I get to see this surprise?’ 
‘Tomorrow.’ I concluded. 
 
I’d planned it. 
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The next day we had PT first period and I was brimming with excitement. 
Friction of course was being a complete moron and posturing about loudly 
explaining all the things he’d do once he was hero of Lionsbrink. 

I refused to be baited and instead strolled over towards Constellation. 
‘Hey Connie, how are you?’ I asked. Bright was helpfully elsewhere. 

Constellation blinked twice with her long eyelashes. 
‘Good.’ She replied, ‘how are you?’ she asked with more concern, ‘how 

are you, though? It sucks about Lionsbrink.’ 
‘Yeah.’ I agreed, ‘but Friction’s not replacing me.’ I told her with a smirk. 
Across the way Friction was watching us both, it was because of this that I 

deliberately reached out, running a hand along Constellation’s right arm. 
‘So I was thinking we should do something sometime.’ 
Constellation blushed, although tried to remain indifferent. ‘Do what? 

There’s nothing to do here.’ 
‘I’m sure we could find something to do.’ I replied glancing up at her, 

‘don’t you?’ 
‘Uh huh.’ Constellation laughed drying, she gave me a playful push. 
.’ Human Cannon announced as class began, interrupting all conversation 

with Constellation, ‘sparring again today. It’ll be worthwhile getting an idea of 
your progress since the holidays.’ 

I’d known it was sparring and smirked privately to myself, folding my 
hands behind my back. I also knew I’d made Friction sufficiently furious in my 
conversing with Constellation that he’d do exactly what I wanted him to. 

‘How about Dare and I start?’ Friction asked loudly, ‘seeing as I wiped the 
floor with him last time.’ 

Human Cannon glanced at me warily, more than prepared to quash 
Friction’s suggestions, only I stepped forwards, nodding once. ‘Sure.’ 

Bright eyed with me that ‘are you crazy?’ look, which I completely 
ignored, and instead crossed over towards the sparring mat, Friction following 
suit. 

‘Just because you’re brave doesn’t mean you’re good.’ Friction hissed as 
he offset his feet, waiting to start. 

‘No. It doesn’t.’ I agreed, lifting both fists and steadily my feet.  
‘Boys, ready?’ Human Cannon called, as everyone sort of watched on 

from a safe distance. 
‘Ready!’ Friction yelped in delight, while I remained silent, focused. 
I was going to enjoy this, I thought cautiously. 
‘MARK!’ Human Cannon called, ‘SET!’ a cavernous pause, ‘BEGIN!’  
I had to attack first. Liam had always told me there were situations where 

you absolutely had to be the one to act first and those were the times where 
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the fight was more psychological than physical. In other words, when you 
needed to scare them. 

I needed to scare Friction. 
So I threw myself at him. Friction barely had time to think as I tackled him 

to the ground. He cried out in shock, then fury as I pinned him hard my hand 
gripped at his neck, one knee on his arm, ensuring he was unable to make 
contact with his other hand to attack. 

‘Lucky shot!’ Friction growled, writhing about in my grasp. 
‘Ha!’ I smirked, ‘is that so?’ 
Motivated in the most part by frustration, Friction shoved hard, tossing 

me back now. I’d probably bruised his throat but Friction was burning with rage 
now and didn’t seem to care. 

He lunged for me, but I was too fast. Rubbing his fingers together now a 
static charge which glittered through the air. I heard it before I saw it, and 
allowed my senses to guide me as I dodged to one side, narrowly missing the 
danger. 

‘DAMN IT!’ Friction hollered, ‘STAND STILL!’ 
I grinned, backing up as he approached again, ‘Geez, Friction, are you 

really gonna let yourself be beaten by a non-power?’ Friction’s face turned red.  
‘SHUT UP!’ 
I laughed now, sneaking a look up to everyone else, Human Cannon, 

Bright, the other students. I had their attention. Perfect. 
Friction spread his hands wide now, before clapping them hard together. 

A huge shockwave stabbed out like a spider web. I was ready for it through, and 
threw myself down, so my stomach lay nearly flat against the floor. I’d seen 
Friction use this move before, and had noted that the electrical current seemed 
to spread above knee level.  

As a result I was safe, and able to roll up onto his feet once more 
completely unharmed. 

Reaching now for my stun gun I took aim, then fired. Somehow, though, 
Friction managed to avoid the shot. He stumbled to the right as the stun gun 
reverberated against the tiled floor with a SNAP! 

‘MISSED!’ Friction scoffed making to attack again, fiercely rubbing both 
hands together to generate a powerful current. 

Unfazed, I pressed my lips together reached at the tip of my gun and 
rotated it quickly before taking aim again and firing once.  

Friction made another attempt to move, this time he was completely 
unsuccessful, this time instead of a blue zap erupting from the nose of my stun 
gun a huge shot of pink slim sprayed from the end showering Friction 
completely. 
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He looked ridiculous and almost as if he were covered from head to toe 
in strawberry frosting, and yelping in disgust he endeavored to rub his hands 
together in attempt to generate the electrical current. 

But he couldn’t. 
The others – Human Cannon included – watched on in a sort of 

confusion, clearly unsure as to what I’d done. Furiously, Friction scrubbed his 
sticky hands together again and again, glancing at me, then his fingers, then at 
me again. 

I, however, folded my hands across my chest and watched him with a 
growing smirk. 

‘What the heck is this!?’ Friction demanded urgently, no static in sight. 
‘What is it!?’ 

I tucked away my gun, and circled him now, Friction becoming more and 
more anxious now his powers had been suppressed. 

‘Like it?’ I asked with a haughty grin, ‘it started off as a bit of a joke in my 
head only then I realized that there was one way to stop friction… and that’s to 
make everything slippery.’ His eyes met mine, wide and panicked, ‘I made it 
myself, actually. Developed the molecular structure… the pink though? That’s to 
make you look stupid.’ 

Friction’s face turned red more and more, he desperately tried to scrub 
his hands and fingers together with no avail. 

I had his attention now, I had all their attention. With a short look to the 
others, I glowered at Friction. 

‘So how does it feel, huh? To be a non-power?’ I sneered, my hand at my 
utility belt. 

‘Dare… don’t…’ Friction began to say, coated from head to toe in pink. 
‘Oh,’ I replied, ‘I intend to.’ 
Then I threw myself at him. Friction was terrified, only tried to defend 

himself. I tackled him and we clashed head on, Friction did his level best to 
defend himself, but he was super slippery and struggled to remain upright. 

I heard shouts as the students cheered on, delighted it seemed at the 
turn of events. 

‘Stop. Stop. You’ve done it…’ Friction yelped, our hands locked together, 
he shook, trembled, trying desperately to hold me off. 

‘Not done.’ I quipped, hissing the words through my teeth, ‘not even 
close.’ 

‘What –?’ Friction began to say, but I moved fast. Reaching for my 
grapple, affixing one end to his utility belt before taking aim with another, and 
newly added, second end up to the rafters. 

Then I fired. 
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Friction’s eyes widened in horror as the second end of the grapple shot 
up, looping through the metal bracing above. Slapping a button on the side of 
my gun I tossing it from my hand just as Friction was jerked upwards, 
suspended below my gun and the roof squirming and shrieking. 

Evidently, someone was afraid of heights when he didn’t have his super 
powers to fall back on. 

I remained below him, staring directly upwards at the pink frosty mess, a 
wide smile on my face. An applause had erupted over my shoulder. Clearly I’d 
done just what I’d planned on doing. 

Impressing people. 
I folded my arms, fairly pleased with myself when Human Cannon cleared 

his throat. 
‘I think that’s a wrap, Dare.’ He announced, heavy footsteps sounded as 

he crossed the floor to my side, peering up with a stifled amusement at the 
wriggling Friction. 

‘I think so too.’ I agreed without looking away. Human Cannon slapped 
me on the shoulder. 

‘Some good points in this one, Dare. Use of a new weapon, identifying 
and utilizing the weakness of your enemy… good job.’ I could tell Human 
Cannon was delighted at my kicking Friction’s backside but he was not able to 
say so.  

‘Get him down, Dare.’ Human Cannon concluded, rotating on the balls of 
his feet, ‘who’s next!?’ 

I made to let Friction down but was pretty pleased with myself.  
In saying this, however, I wasn’t done yet. 
 
Friction gave me a wide birth all day seeing as he was super embarrassed 

at what had happened down in the PT Hall.  
Everyone else however cheered me on in delight. 
‘Not bad.’ Bright told me once Friction had been cut down and sent away 

to clean himself up, ‘are you making a comeback?’ 
‘Trying to.’ I grinned. 
‘New weapon…’ she went on, watching as Danerang and Bulldoze Boy 

sparred ahead of us, they’d taken their turn after Friction and I. ‘I thought Dare 
didn’t need to change?’ 

I shuffled on my feet, shrugging, ‘minor medications is all.’ 
Bright didn’t say anything in response to this, only stood there, smirking 

at me. 
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Regardless, I was pleased. I’d done what I wanted to do. Beat Friction at 
his own game. It was only step one though. Step one in my determination to 
beat him out and reclaim Lionsbrink. 

Sure I’d dominated him physically, but now I had to cripple him 
emotionally. It was during physical development that I made my way down to 
the library.  

As much as Bright had hoped I was starting to develop Dare this wasn’t 
the case. No, I’d come down here for a very different reason. 

‘Connie.’ I whispered. 
Constellation’s face lit up, although she did try to play it cool. ‘Dare. Hey.’ 
‘Hey.’ I lowered myself into the seat opposite her, ‘what are you doing?’ 
Constellation shook a handful of papers at me, notes, ‘Personal 

development, you?’ 
I tossed a shoulder, ‘I came to find you.’ 
My honesty caught her completely off guard, and she turned bright red.  
‘Why?’ 
I jerked an eyebrow, ‘uh, because I was.’ 
Constellation glanced down at her papers. ‘Smooth, Dare. Very smooth.’ 
‘I’d like to think so.’ I agreed. 
‘Give over.’ She replied, her eyes finding me again, ‘I know your game. 

I’ve heard all about it. Not falling for it.’ 
As stern as her words were, her tone wasn’t genuine, so I remained 

seated there. 
‘What are you reading?’ 
‘Sidekick stuff.’ Constellation replied, happy at the change of subject, 

‘unlike most people here I actually don’t mind staying in my city when I 
graduate.’ She hesitated, ‘Arielle and I are good friends. I’d like to server 
alongside her still… just looking into how I could before I talk to her about it.’ 

I sort of admired Constellation for her attitude. She was easily one of the 
most kick ass students at the Elite. The idea that she didn’t want fame and 
fortune in moving onto her own city was pretty awesome. 

‘Cool.’ I told her genuinely, she blushed again. 
‘Thanks.’ 
‘I mean that.’ I added, I suppose for a moment allowing the mask to slip, 

‘Arielle must be pretty nice if you would sacrifice being in your own city to stay 
with her.’ 

Constellation smirked sideways, ‘Liam seemed to think so.’ 
This made me grin, ‘He did.’ I agreed, pleased by her encouragement.  



191 
 

‘Anyway.’ Constellation replied, setting her papers down and leaning back 
in her chair, ‘you did a great job today. Do you think you can swing Lionsbrink 
into singing you rather than Friction?’ 

I winced at her directness, ‘I hope so.’ I told her honestly. 
‘So do I. Friction will make an excellent hero, but there’s something more 

important in this industry than skill.’ 
‘Which is?’ 
‘Loyalty.’ Constellation said levelly, ‘loyalty matters.’ 
‘And that’s why you want to stay with Arielle?’ 
‘Well that is why you want to stay with Lionsbrink, isn’t it?’ She retorted, 

our eyes locked and somehow I couldn’t quite turn away. 
‘It is.’ I agreed, swallowing. 
‘Same.’ Constellation nodded once, ‘If you stay focused and keep doing 

what you did today, I think you might just pull it off.’ She told me, ‘all that and if 
you stopped constantly demeaning Gravity Guy – he is the principal after all.’ 

I shook my head, ‘Can’t do that last one.’ 
‘Why not? He’s actually not all that bad.’ 
Not all that bad? I reflected internally. I had a sizable amount of evidence 

to the contrary but I wasn’t going to tell her that. 
‘He and I have never gotten along.’ I told her, ‘so my apologizes for not 

being too chummy with Mister Perfect.’ 
Constellation shook her head, ‘you think he’s perfect?’ 
‘Seems like it.’ because as much as I was convinced he was the mole for 

the Dark Republic he presented himself as fairly faultless. 
Constellation set her papers down on the small table between us, ‘Not 

always so perfect.’ She said, displaying a small article, ‘surely you remember 
Gravity Girl?’ 

I stared at the article, it was a photocopy I supposed, an old one, printed 
onto paper and marked with a black headline: Gravity Girl Falls to Her Death. 

The words didn’t quite make sense. Unlike Constellation I did not 
remember Gravity Girl nor her death detailed in the article that sat between us. 
Constellation seemed to recognize this and tipped her head to one side. 

‘His sidekick died. That’s why he got involved in the Elite. He wanted to 
make sure that never happened again.’ 

My eyes grew small as I scanned the clipping. Gravity Girl had been 
Gravity Guy’s sidekick seven years ago – I’d have been ten and not yet on the 
field with Liam. 

They had been out on a mission in Harbourelle when she’d slipped and 
fallen to her death in pursuit of some masked villain. I shuddered at the thought 
of it. 
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‘She was his daughter.’ Constellation told me quietly, she reached her 
hand out to me, laying her fingers on top of mine, ‘so not all of his life is 
perfect.’ 

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, because firstly it startled me that 
Gravity Guy had lost his sidekick in such a traumatizing way and secondly that 
he had reproduced was mindboggling. 

‘He had a kid?’ 
‘He’s married.’ Constellation furthered, genuinely stunned I didn’t know 

this, ‘To Thorina.’ 
‘Thorina?’ I echoed, or Thor as she was known by. A powerful flying, laser 

eye shooting hero who served Hojac directly, ‘I had no idea.’ 
‘Liam really did keep a lot from you, didn’t he?’ Constellation whispered, 

‘anyway, that’s why Gravity Guy is so committed to seeing sidekicks suitably 
trained.’ 

‘Because he didn’t properly train his own?’ I guessed sort of not thinking 
my words through until I’d said them. Constellation winced, and nodded. 

‘I guess so.’ She offered, ‘so maybe don’t be so hard on him.’ 
I half nodded, pocketing this knowledge in the back of my mind. It didn’t 

change anything, despite being surprisingly married and father of a now dead 
sidekick I still suspected he was involved in the Dark Republic. 

‘Connie.’ I began again, changing subject completely. 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Could I take you out sometime?’ 
Constellation laughed, her face lighting up with a wide smile. ‘You’re 

asking me out?’ 
‘I am.’ 
She watched me with her huge amber eyes which made me feel hugely 

uncomfortable. Despite this I tried to remain unmoved. 
‘Where?’  
I wasn’t entirely sure so my shoulders rose up around my ears, 

‘somewhere. Leave it to me.’ 
She fell into a long silence, peering at me warily. 
‘From what I heard all you’re interested in something fast and fun.’ She 

said at last. 
I laughed, ‘and what’s wrong with that?’ I reached for her hand and ran 

my thumb over her fingers, ‘sometimes you need something fast and fun?’ 
Constellation’s cheeks turned pink and she glanced out the window to 

our left. 
‘Alright.’ She said finally. 
I was on my feet, sporting a huge grin. ‘Excellent.’ I declared. 
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Later that evening Bright and I were on monitoring duty on the 

observation deck. 
Since the night I’d discovered the Dark Republic communication line I had 

volunteered to check the frequencies. Bright, thankfully, wasn’t suspicious and 
didn’t ask too many questions. As dull as the task was, I couldn’t have Bright 
knowing that the Dark Republic communication line was back online – not to 
mention that that had been how I’d found Nightshade. 

‘So any further sign of her?’ Bright asked, sipping at her coffee and 
fiddling about with some other screen. 

‘Nightshade?’ I replied. 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Nah.’ 
Bright glanced up at me, her lips pressed together as I rounded up the 

frequency checks – there was nothing, just silence on 401.9. 
‘Weird. I can’t believe she just showed up like that.’ 
‘Neither.’ I agreed, because I hadn’t told Bright I’d sought Nightshade out.  
‘I wonder what she meant.’ Bright went on, taking another sip of her 

coffee, ‘when she said something was coming?’ 
I wasn’t sure if Bright genuinely hadn’t made the connection that 

Nightshade had probable been talking about the Dark Republic. That the Dark 
Republic was on the rise once more and Gravity Guy despite claiming to be 
trying to find them was probably one of them. 

‘Bri?’ 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Did you know that Gravity Guy had a sidekick?’ 
Bright stared back at me, startled, ‘Uh, yeah.’ 
‘I didn’t.’ I admitted, setting the headphones down, ‘I had no idea.’ 
‘Mmm, that’s not surprising, you don’t know much, Roe.’ 
I laughed, ‘thanks, Bri.’ Rolling my eyes, ‘don’t know why I need enemies 

with friends like you.’ 
Bright grinned, ‘Anytime.’ She promised, ‘so why the sudden interest in 

Gravity Guy?’ 
‘I just think it’s weird.’ I mumbled with a shrug, fiddling with a control 

panel in front of me. 
‘Yes, well.’ Bright said, setting her coffee down, ‘I guess everyone 

experiences hardship in some way.’ I glanced at her, Bright fiddled with the 
silver brace on her knee and I felt immediately bad. 
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‘Sometimes bad stuff happens that actually turns out for the good, 
though.’ I reminded her, unsure why I’d said that. These days I wasn’t exactly an 
optimist. 

‘You think this is for the good?’ Bright asked, motioning to her knee. 
I nodded, ‘It looks pretty cool.’ I told her. 
She rolled her eyes now, ‘Thanks, Roe. That makes me feel way better.’  
‘Hard things make us stronger.’ I told her seriously, my eyes tracing over 

her, ‘I am one hundred percent sure about that.’ 
‘I guess I will have to take your word for that.’ Bright answered, ‘seeing 

you have more experience than me there.’ 
I swallowed, nodding, and desperate to change the subject, ‘Constellation 

said she’d go out with me.’ 
Bright’s expression was indeterminable, almost amused but mostly 

suspicious. ‘Uh huh. And where do you plan on taking her?’ 
I still hadn’t worked that part out, ‘Somewhere?’ I answered lightly, 

‘doesn’t matter.’ 
‘And what does matter?’ Bright furthered. 
‘That she agreed to go out with me.’ 
‘You like her?’ Bright asked me squarely, ‘you properly like her, Roe?’ 
Constellation was cute and nice enough so yeah I did like her. In saying 

this, the scowl Bright gave me made me nervous because there was one 
fundamental reason I sought her out. 

Because Friction liked her. 
‘I asked her on a date, Bri, it’s not a big deal.’ I told her at last. Bright 

seemed to internalize something but mercifully decided not to say anything 
more about the subject. Instead she drew out a heavy text book and a leafy 
notepad and began scribbling away at her homework. 

I however had bigger fish to fry. 
A number of times I’d searched through the Hojac records for 

Nightshade. Both down in the library and up here on the Observation Deck. 
Unfortunately the majority of these records were off limits, even within the 
Elite and inaccessible. 

But this time I wasn’t looking for Nightshade. 
I was looking for the Dark Republic and anything to suggest that they 

were in any way associated with Gravity Guy. 
I quickly opened up the archive drive within the computer system. 

Thankfully, Bright was far too busy scribbling away at her homework to pay any 
attention to what I was up to. 
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Immediately the screen at my fingers exploded with information and I 
grinned. Evidently as much as Hojac had censored Nightshade, nothing to do 
with the Dark Republic was deemed off bounds. 

I smirked, delighted.  
We’d learnt quite a bit about the Dark Republic in class, but not enough. 

Not nearly enough to get the truth of what had taken place, the details. 
Liam had always said that the answers lay in the details. 
There was a huge amount of detail here, and the first question was 

where to start? I sort of already knew the answer. 
The Dark Republic’s activities had begun and ended with unmasking. As 

awful as the subject was, I knew that was where my search into the Dark 
Republic would have to start. 

With one last glance across to Bright I set to work. 
I quickly selected the main file pertaining to the Dark Republic. There 

were a list of folders within, most of which with titles I didn’t understand, 
Kingpin Activities, TBR Project, Possible HQ sites, none of this, however was 
helpful. Then I found it, near the bottom of the list. 

Un-Masking. 
Bingo. I considered. 
The file contents were enormous and likely take me days to trawl 

through. Carefully, I peered at the various categorizes. Listed occurrences filed 
according to their year, names of murdered heroes the whole thing made me 
sick. I shivered where I sat as I scrolled through the faces of those the Dark 
Republic had killed. 

The very last listed being Cattitude, I winced at the sight of her smiling 
photograph. I shot a look across to Bright once more. It seemed absolutely 
insane to me that anyone would want to target heroes at random and kill them 
for the sake of generating fear. 

Lionman, Blaze, Cattitude, they hadn’t specifically done anything to the 
Dark Republic, and yet each one of them were dead. That fact alone made me 
sick. 

The information regarding a super hero’s true identity was some of the 
most secret information Hojac handled. Sure amongst ourselves we knew one 
another’s true names and cities, but there was a legally binding agreement that 
none of this detail was shared. The fact that the information had leaked 
confirmed what Nightshade had suggested. 

There was a mole in Hojac. 
A mole who was allowing the release of heroes’ identities. 
I laid my hand onto the control panel to scroll out of the list of the 

deceased when an icon box presented itself in the very centre of the screen. 
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I scowled, confused. 
‘Do you want to access The Banker communication?’ It read.  
The Banker? I considered, what was that? 
With Bright still completely focused on her homework I hesitated before 

tapping the ‘YES’ option. 
In seconds the screen filled with all kinds of readings. Emails, at least 

three dozen, maps, codes, everything. I had absolutely no idea what it all was. 
‘To The Banker,’ each email began. I clicked on the message at the very 

top.  
There was no internal script, no signature at the bottom of the page, so I 

couldn’t track who’d sent it, but there was an attachment. 
My brows furrowed as I peered hard at the screen opening the 

attachment. Instantly I found myself looking at the file of ‘Monarch.’ 
I didn’t recognize her. She was small with mousy, the photo was 

completely in black and white but I guessed her hair was dark. She had been the 
hero of a city down south, her death had been recorded nearly twenty one 
years ago. 

My eyes found probably the most significant detail of all. 
Cause of Death: Murder of the First Degree, UnMasking, Dark Republic. 
A horrible icy sensation threaded through the pit of my stomach. I quickly 

closed down Monarch’s information file and peered hard at the date the email 
had been sent. 

Instantly I realized I was looking at the very first Un-Masking, when the 
Dark Republic had begun its offensive against the newly formed Hojac. 

Monarch was the first. The first hero to die simply for the sake of 
terrorizing those of the super hero community. 

I glared hard at communicative email addresses. The message had been 
sent to ‘TheBanker@DarkRepublic.com’ from ‘Administration@Hojac.com.’ 

The Banker, I considered, who the hell was The Banker?  
The fact that the email had been sent from an administration account 

offered me no answers at all. It was untraceable. As much as I knew it would 
have been Gravity Guy I couldn’t prove it. The administration accounts 
belonged to nearly every admin worker at Hojac.  

It could have been anyone. 
‘Whatcha doing?’ Bright asked suddenly, snapping my attention from the 

information before me. 
I blinked back at her, ‘research.’ I replied, closing everything down again. 
‘You really are determined to get back in the Six List, aren’t you?’ 
Nodding, I swallowed uncomfortably, ‘yeah. I am.’ 
Because amongst everything, that was true. 
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Sixteen 
 
I didn’t have another chance to venture further into just who ‘the Banker’ 

was and what role he filled in relation to Dark Republic’s UnMasking.  
The main reason this was the case was because we had a huge 

assignment due for Weapons and Tech that weekend and I absolutely had to 
nail it. 

I was getting back on that Six List, even if it killed me. 
Monday morning, exhausted from the long hours I’d put into my paper, I 

sat, slumped over at my desk as Human Cannon wandered inside the classroom. 
I was nervous. Really nervous and it was embarrassingly obvious. 
In saying this, Friction was pretty nervous too. He now knew that I had 

the ability to absolutely kick his ass with the modifications to my gun and had 
become rather sheepish of late. 

Friction did not want me on the Six List. 
It was unlikely I’d have covered enough ground to make the cut, I 

reminded myself, as Bright shot me a comforting smile across the way.  
‘Right, good job everyone on submitting your Weapons and Tech 

assignment last night. You all did very well from my initial look over. Shall we get 
started?’ Human Cannon paused, clearing his throat. He’d been off colour since 
Cattitude had died.  

Fiddling at the control panel, Human Cannon stepped back a little as the 
latest student listing was displayed. 

I could have died of relief when I spotted my name, only just in the 
highlighted blue meaning that I had made the Six List. 

Of course there was the expected sigh of Union Jack who I knew had 
been genuinely trying to improve his grades and had yet been ousted by myself. 

Bright grinned broadly while Human Cannon tried not to look so pleased. 
‘Right, now that’s all cleared up we’ll begin with our English lesson…’ he 

said with a smirk, glancing once my way. ‘Where did we get up to on Friday?’ 
 
‘That was brilliant, Roe.’ Bright told me as we headed to Personal 

Development that afternoon, ‘you covered at least three places in a week. Think 
what you could do now?’ 

I tried to down play her delight but it truly was remarkable that I’d 
managed to cover the ground I had. 

It was a relief, but in no way did it mean I could stop. 
‘Errey’s going to be so excited.’ Bright added as we wandered the halls. 
‘How is Errey?’ I asked, because I hadn’t seen her since Cattiude had died. 
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Bright grew very suddenly serious, ‘Quiet. But she’s getting through it. 
Like I said. She’s softer… you should go see her later.’ 

‘After Personal Development?’ I offered. 
‘Sure. I’ll meet you back at the dorms.’ Bright agreed as we reached the 

library, ‘I don’t know why you keep coming here. You’re not still after 
Nightshade are you? You found her… she wasn’t going to give you any answers.’  

I shook my head. I’d been tempted to ask if she knew who or what the 
Banker was, but that would have resulted in far more questions I didn’t want to 
answer.  

‘Just poking around.’ I shrugged, ‘personally developing.’ I added with a 
smirk. Bright swatted me as she headed further down the hall. 

‘See you later.’ 
‘See you later.’ 
Quietly, I slipped in through to the library, headed for the personal study 

rooms. I’d been here so frequently now the librarian greeted me by name with 
a smile. 

‘Afternoon, Dare. How’s things?’ 
‘Great Sandy.’ I replied with a wave, ‘how are you?’ 
‘Not bad.’ She told me peering up from her book, ‘heard you made the 

Six List.’ 
‘Of course.’ I smirked, because now it had happened I was allowed to be 

pretentious about it. 
‘Good job, Dare.’ 
‘Thanks!’  
I headed directly for my favorite of the study rooms, wandered inside, 

fetched out my notebook and set to work. The walls turned opaque once more, 
and I was presented with the same simple search bar. 

Without a thought I quickly entered ‘THE BANKER’ in the space and 
double tapped the wall. 

A moment later the same digital bookshelf appeared, although this time 
there was very little on it. I scowled, confused because it had been so easy to 
access what I needed on the Dark Republic the other night so couldn’t 
understand the difficulty now. 

There was a profile. No photo presented, no birthdate, description or 
anything else useful only that their name was ‘The Banker’ and they were a 
‘Highest Possible Threat’ according to Hojac classifications. 

Who was this person? Clearly they were a villain, but ‘The Banker’ was a 
pretty weird name to go buy. 

Other than that I couldn’t even find links to the email contact I’d 
uncovered earlier.  
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There was a map though, I selected this next. 
The system flickered a moment before it presented a huge geographical 

display and my mouth dropped open. 
‘The Banker’ a little icon read, last known location, hovering directly over 

Lionsbrink. 
My brain sort of unwound.  
Whoever this Banker was, Hojac’s archives seemed to suggest they were 

in Lionsbrink. I scowled, I’d never heard of a Banker, Liam had never mentioned 
one either.  

I scowled, desperate to dig further into this new angle when a sudden 
ringing jolted loud thought he space. 

Six List, I considered, damn it.  
As much as I was absolutely over the moon at being back on the team I 

knew I was on the verge of something hugely significant. Regardless I had to go. 
Tucking my notebook back into my utility belt I exited out of the various 

odds and ends I’d located and headed out through the door. 
Sandy the Librarian grinned at me as I stalked back out the door. 
‘Good luck, honey.’ She called after me. 
‘Thanks!’ I quipped back. 
 
Bright and I met seconds later back at the common room only under 

completely different circumstances than we’d planned. 
Friction was barking orders, Constellation and Herald stood by chatting 

while Bulldoze Boy stood silent as ever. 
‘Finally!’ Friction declared at the sight of us, ‘let’s move it.’ 
‘What’s the situation?’ Bright as already asking as the six of us headed to 

the elevator door. 
‘Airport.’ Friction gruffed, ‘armed hold up.’ 
‘Fantastic.’ Constellation beamed, ‘get this over before dinner.’ 
‘Hope so.’ Friction agreed, only there was something in his eyes that 

seemed uncertain. 
Once on board the Hojac jet we clapped on our seatbelts and the air craft 

shot off at a ridiculous speed. Clearly Friction had little information, as he briefly 
explained that there was someone on board a Boeing 777 claimed to have a 
bomb they planned to detonate on the runway.  

Everyone was kind of quiet, and I didn’t really say anything because my 
mind was racing with questions regarding this ‘Banker,’ supposedly in 
Lionsbrink. The person who had been receiving the information from the mole 
within Hojac. 
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A few minutes later the jet circled around the airport before setting down 
in the front carpark. Airport police were already there, as well as hundreds of 
gushing citizens, confused and disorientated. 

‘Right.’ Friction began, ‘is this place empty?’ he asked Captain Stewart. 
‘Yes. It’s a ghost town, aside from the people on the plane of course. It is 

fully loaded… terminal twenty one.’ Stewart told us nervously. 
It was a pretty awful situation and I wasn’t entirely sure what we were 

going to do about it. 
‘Any word from within the plane?’ Constellation furthered. 
‘A flight attendant was sent off – to relay the message I guess? She said 

that there was a passenger, young, on board claiming to have a bomb. That 
anyone moves and she’ll detonate it.’ 

I scowled, ‘Right.’ I heard Friction say, half admiring his levelness in the 
severity of what was unfolding.  

‘What do we do, Friction?’ Herald asked lightly. 
Friction seemed to mull this over in silence but it was Bright who 

answered. 
‘Negotiation. That’s always the first port of all for terrorism. That’s what 

Human Cannon said.’ 
‘Bright’s right.’ Constellation agreed, ‘we have to negotiate.’ 
‘How?’ 
‘Clearly there’s something they want.’ I heard myself say, ‘seeing as they 

sent that air hostess off of the plane.’ 
‘So you’re suggesting we send someone in there?’ Bulldoze Boy gawped, 

in his usual slow tone. 
‘Yes.’ Bright and I said at the same time. 
‘Who?’ Friction demanded, jerking an eyebrow. 
‘I’ll go.’ Bright said bravely, although I had to agree she was probably our 

best option. Out of all of us she seemed the least aggressive with her fair hair 
and eyes. 

‘You’ll go?’ Friction asked doubtfully. 
‘Sure.’ 
‘Alone?’ 
‘I’ll go with her.’ I said, barely above a whisper, ‘there’s no way going in 

there alone is a good idea.’ 
Bright seemed relieved at this and Constellation nodded decisively. 
‘Good idea.’ 
I wasn’t sure if Friction thought so but by some miracle he agreed. 
The six of us set off into the airport after that.  
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You never realize how noisy a space is until it’s empty. The airport was 
absolutely deserted, stores, terminals, check points, all of it totally still. The 
screens still flashed with ads, and arrival and departure boards hung above us 
completely stalled. 

‘Ready for this?’ I whispered to Bright as we neared terminal twenty one. 
She exhaled through her teeth, ‘Are you?’ 
I reached for her hand, threading my fingers between hers and squeezing 

it gently, ‘always.’ 
Despite my brave face I grew more nervous when we came to the waiting 

lounge outside of terminal twenty one. Friction glanced towards me, probably 
reading exactly what I felt, but thankfully saying nothing. 

‘Right, we don’t hear from you guys in twenty minutes, we’re coming in 
after you.’ He told us firmly, ‘the hard way.’ 

Sure Friction didn’t like me or Bright but he didn’t want to see us killed. 
‘Got it.’ Bright agreed, fiddling with her brace before glancing at me 

sideways. 
‘We’ll be in touch.’ I told Friction succinctly, ‘anything happens, get the 

passengers off.’ 
‘Of course.’ Friction mumbled. 
‘Stay safe.’ Constellation said almost unnecessarily, because there was 

nothing about this situation that was safe. Then, rather abstractly she kissed my 
cheek.  

Ordinarily I’d have been thrilled seeing as, one; this was Constellation and 
two; it had happened in front of Friction. 

I was far too anxious to enjoy the moment and instead shot Bright a sort 
of uncomfortable look. 

‘Come on.’ was all she said, because she didn’t buy my affections for 
Constellation at all, ‘let’s go.’ 

Bright and I ventured down the boarding gate, our footsteps as silent as 
possible as to not cause echo to the plane ahead. 

‘Let me do the talking.’ Bright told me firmly. I didn’t argue with her and 
instead fell in behind allowing her to lead the way. 

Bright and I rounded the bend a moment later, towards the main door to 
the plane. We were both startled to see a white faced air hostess waiting for us 
at the entrance, her brow laced with sweat and her knees trembling. 

‘Hello.’ Bright said mechanically. 
‘Oh. You’re here.’ The woman quipped, buzzing with energy, ‘oh good. 

She’s been waiting.’ 
‘Who?’ 
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‘This way.’ The hostess was already headed inside of the plane. Left with 
little else to do than follow her, Bright and I moved inside of the plane.  

Captain Stewart was right, the place was packed. Passengers stared at us 
with a mixture of hope and panic as we followed the woman into the heart of 
the jet. They were stricken with panic, hands clasped together above their 
heads I supposed how they’d been instructed to sit. 

Bright walked ahead of me, I kept my hands well away from my guns and 
could feel my pulse racing. Every sense of mine was on guard, as if I were hyper 
aware of everything that was unfolding around me. 

No one spoke, that was until I heard Bright gasp and whisper, ‘Oh gosh, 
it’s her.’ 

My eyes flittered ahead, then grew wide as I spotted Nightshade sitting 
directly ahead grinning at me. 

At first Nightshade didn’t say a word, and it was as if the whole world had 
frozen over in a collective pause. Then, with a short cough, Nightshade unfolded 
her arms, pleased. 

‘Ah ha.’ She began, ‘A familiar face. Dare.’ She nodded towards me, her 
huge green eyes peering beyond her heavy black fringe, ‘and you must be 
Bright, correct?’  

Bright shrunk under Nightshade’s stare, clearly confused. She once but 
did not speak. 

‘Wonderful.’ Nightshade concluded, ‘I am Nightshade.’ She went on, 
‘Dare and I go way back, don’t we Dare?’ 

I coughed, feeling strangely awkward, ‘Yes. We do.’ I agreed. 
Nightshade looked a little different than she usually did. She wore a 

heavy brown overcoat over her costume, the only visible part of her usual guise 
was her black trousers and heavy boots. I could just see the neck laced with 
flowers beneath her collar. 

It is a weird circumstance when two very separate areas of your life 
suddenly overlap. You know? Like when you see a teacher on the weekend or 
something. 

Finding Nightshade sitting there, while I was here, a part of the Six List 
was sort of like that. 

Everyone watched too, the passengers, still completely petrified they 
were about to die, the hostess with her knees trembling, and Bright too 
confused to look genuinely terrified. 

‘Why are you here?’ I asked at last, because I guessed Nightshade was 
waiting for me to speak. 

Nightshade grinned, ‘You know why.’ 
Because she’d said something was coming and it was going to come fast. 
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A shiver of terror ran through me. Dark Republic. Gosh this was Dark 
Republic. And Nightshade said she had a bomb. Bright lingered between us 
both, a glance to me then another to Nightshade. 

‘You should let the passengers go.’ Bright advised clearly sticking to the 
plan.  

Nightshade grinned, her eyes remained on me, ‘Why?’ she replied. 
Then all hell broke loose. 
It was like finding yourself in a musical – that everyone suddenly seemed 

to move in unison and you were the one left bamboozled because you didn’t 
know the steps or the lyrics. 

It was exactly like that only instead of singing and dancing, every single 
person on that plane moved, affixing mechanical masks to the bottom part of 
their faces. 

‘Dark Republic…’ Bright whispered, terrified, her mouth opened in 
genuine horror, while the hostess’ once petrified face warped into one of sheer 
delight. 

Nightshade however was on her feet now, crossing the small aisle until 
she stood face to face with Bright, peering at her carefully. 

‘Aren’t you lovely?’ Nightshade remarked, tipping her head to one side. 
Bright scowled, her hands curling into fists. 

‘So this was a trap?’ Bright demanded, ‘why!?’ 
I admired Bright’s ferocity, but I also knew how dangerous Nightshade 

was. I reached out, curling my hand around Bright’s wrist. Nightshade saw this 
and smirked. 

‘Bri.’ I said gently, mind racing because we were on board a huge plane 
where every single person seated had now manifested as a member of the Dark 
Republic. I had no idea what they wanted let alone how we were going to get 
on this plane.  

‘So what are you going to do?’ Nightshade asked me squarely, probably 
guessing my thoughts. 

My eyes met hers, she watched me with a kind of imploring stare, as if 
there was a whole lot more she wanted to say than that. 

There was an energy door – I considered – to our right. One of those ‘the-
plane-has-crashed-landed-let’s-get-out-of-here’ doors. 

It was literally the only way out other than an avenue lined with Dark 
Republic. Bright could get us out and across the tarmac, I considered. The Dark 
Republic had guns, but she had pretty spectacular powers. 

 ‘Dare?’ Nightshade prompted, interrupting my scattered thoughts, ‘huh? 
What are you going to do?’ 
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Bright shot me a look, then Nightshade and then without any warning she 
curled her hand into a tight fist and a powerful pulse of electricity glittered 
through the air. An enormous light accompanied this, and the door I’d noted 
snapped open in heartbeat.  

We had to move, I considered in the millisecond that passed, we had to 
move and get out of here before they used their guns. 

I yanked Bright’s arm, hauling to the door as the hundreds of Dark 
Republic scuttled, blinded – as I was – by Bright’s sudden eruption of electrical 
power. Why I couldn’t see the door, it didn’t matter. 

‘Get us out of here!’ I shouted, stumbling towards the huge gash that was 
carved now in the side of the jet. 

Bright’s reaction was immediate. She launched us out of the plane and 
onto the concrete runway. I could hear commotion some distance behind us 
but with Bright’s incredible jumping ability she had vaulted us at least a hundred 
yards from the jet. 

With my eye still stinging at her violet blast of light I blinked at her.  
‘That was Nightshade.’ She said, gasping for air, still a hold of my hand, 

‘your Nightshade.’ 
‘Yeah.’ I agreed, also struggling to breath, I could feel a strong tide of 

anxiety wriggling inside of me. I didn’t want her here. Not near the others. Not 
accompanied by a whole air plane full of Six List. 

I also didn’t like the mention of her being my Nightshade.  
‘What do we do?’ she uttered, ‘The others are still in the terminal.’ I 

nodded because that was true and it meant that they were a hell of a lot closer 
to Nightshade than we were and therefore in rather acute danger.  

‘I think they’d have seen that.’ I replied, motioning to the huge hole in the 
side of the plane. 

‘I think so too.’ Bright agreed. There was a sudden BANG! As a bullet 
slapped the tarmac. I tugged Bright’s hand, hauling her towards the airport 
again. 

‘We need to stay out of range.’ 
‘What about the others?’ Bright demanded, ‘those are Dark Republic, 

Roe…’ 
I swallowed, there was another BANG! As the first of the Dark Republic 

began to erupt from the side of the jet. It looked completely random because 
they were all dressed in normal clothes, the only noticeable factor that 
identified them as the ‘bad guys’ was the metallic masks on the bottom side of 
their faces.  
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There was commotion near the Terminal too, which meant the others 
would be in danger. This was awful because they had no idea what they were 
dealing with. 

This wasn’t a hostage situation this was a set up. 
‘Roe.’ Bright said, ‘we have to help the others.’ 
‘I know.’ I agreed, there was another BANG! The Dark Republic were 

coming closer, and I had no idea where Nightshade was. ‘Alright, alright… okay. 
You head for the terminal.’ I said, nodding towards it, ‘find the others. Tell them 
we have to get out… this is beyond us.’ 

Bright nodded as the situation unraveled around us. ‘Okay. And what are 
you going to do?’ 

I motioned towards the plane, ‘Nightshade. She’s the only real danger 
here… I’ll distract her.’ 

‘You think that’s a good idea?’ 
‘The others aren’t safe.’ I countered, ‘besides, I have experience at his. 

Go find the others, I’ll keep Nightshade busy until you’re all safe.’ 
‘Okay.’ Bright exhaled. 
‘When you get out, call Hojac.’ 
Bright pressed her lips together, there was another BANG! Then another. 
‘Stay safe.’ She warned me. 
‘You too.’ I replied, then we parted ways. 
Inside, I was completely freaking out. 
Nightshade was fine when it was just me because I was generally the only 

one at risk. This was different because as much as I hated Friction, he didn’t 
deserve to die, and I was dead set determined to protect the others. 

All this aside I rallied myself and headed back towards the plane. 
Fumbling at my utility belt I grabbed for my stun-gun. 

I fired indiscriminately as I drew closer.  
It was crazy. There were people everywhere, swarming the terminal, 

swarming towards me all in civilian clothes with their faces mostly covered by 
those horrendous masks. 

There had to be at least four hundred people, they were armed which 
meant it was a matter of me shooting them before they shot me. 

My stun gun would immobilize them, across the way the dimming sunset 
was punctuated by sparks and jolts of Bright’s super abilities. For the millionth 
time I wished I had powers. 

Stun gun in hand, firing again and again I glared at the mass of people. 
Surely Hojac would show up, surely? Gravity Guy had gone ballistic when we’d 
been dispatched to that mall and that had been when we only suspected it was 
Dark Republic. Now we knew.  
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I glanced up at the now nearly burnt orange sky, half expecting to see a 
Hojac vehicle any second now. Taking aim I fired again and again and again. I 
was holding them off but there were far more of them than there were for me. 

Then, rather suddenly, I felt a sharp pain in my upper arm. I glanced 
down to find a small white dart shaped like a flower. Despite myself, I groaned. 

Damn it. 
Then I heard a laugh that could only ever belong to Nightshade, as my 

shoulder went numb. 
Great, I considered. 
‘Dare.’ She announced, ‘congratulations on making the Six List again, I’m 

pleased.’ 
She stood adjacent to me now, the others of the Dark Republic were 

rushing past me now to the airport.  
‘Thanks.’ I snapped back, ‘but this isn’t about you.’ 
‘No, it’s about getting your city back, I know all about the mayor and her 

wanting to oust you for that guy Friction.’ 
‘Oh yeah?’ I called back. 
Nightshade grinned, tipping her head to one side, ‘yeah.’ 
‘So what’s this then?’ I demanded, ‘what’s the point of this!?’ 
Nightshade seemed pleased with my question, ‘you’ll see. She promised. 

Like I said, this is going to happen fast. So keep your eyes open.’ 
I really wasn’t in the mood for anything more so – despite the now 

completely useless left arm – I took aim with my stun gun and fired. 
Nightshade was far quicker than I was, but her movement allowed me to 

yank the dart from my shoulder. 
‘I like your friends.’ Nightshade taunted, circling me, I traced her 

movements with my stun gun again, ready to fire. 
‘Thanks. Not that your opinion matters to me at all.’  
‘Oh, Dare. But I thought we were friends?’ 
‘We are NOT friends!’ I snarled, firing again. 
Nightshade laughed, ‘You’re adorable.’ She told me, throwing out her 

right arm and knocking one of the Dark Republic cronies over, and snatching up 
their gun, pointing it directly at me. ‘You still play with your little toy weapons. 
I’m afraid I’m not sure they’re much use to you now.’ 

I stared wide eyed at her. She had a pistol, a real one, she would hurt me 
if she wanted to. She could kill me if she wanted it. 

‘So what are you gonna do, huh?’ 
It was a challenge, I heard it in her tone. The thing was that I knew exactly 

what I was going to do. 
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Jerking my stun gun back, I rotated the nose of the gun against my leg, it 
clicked once and then I pointed it back at her and fired. The process took 
seconds, despite my now useless left hand. 

Nightshade tried to dodge it, I guess she supposed it was still tracked for 
stun, this time, however the gun exploded with the same pink goo that had 
covered Friction. 

Sure it had been a joke at first, but now it was a useful distraction. 
Nightshade yelped, coated in the pink frosting, and I on the other hand 

grinned at her before sprinting as quickly as I could towards the airport. 
‘CATCH ME IF YOU CAN!’ 
It was childish of course, but I was banking on Nightshade holding a 

personal grudge. Thankfully, she did just as I predicted, tucking the pistol to her 
utility belt and running after me. 

This was good. Mostly because I knew Nightshade was far more 
dangerous than any of the masked Dark Republic goons. Clearly they were just 
manpower, just a display of the Dark Republic’s powers. Nightshade it seemed 
was the leader of whatever this was. 

That was why it was crucial that I kept her attention. 
I ran as quickly as I possible could and shot across the tarmac to the 

airport again. I was keeping well ahead of Nightshade, and had clipped my stun 
gun back to my belt. Nearing the airport I headed up a little riser that curved 
towards a huge glass window – a viewing platform by the looks of things. 
Peering over my shoulder I was comforted by the fact that Nightshade was still 
on my tail. 

Carefully, I navigated my way up the bracing, the walkway was super 
narrow so I had to be nimble on my feet. 

Once at the glass, I grabbed my grapple gun and took aim firing it through 
the window. It shattered instantly, and retracting the grapple I clawed my way 
inside. 

There were painful scrapes as the edges caught on my costume and into 
my skin but I had to keep the distance between Nightshade and myself so there 
wasn’t exactly time to spend being careful. 

The internal spaces were charged with activity from the Dark Republic 
now too. For the hundredth time I wondered where Hojac were as I scrambled 
inside into a seated viewing area. 

I could hear CRACKS! And BANGS! As I peered out into the main spaces 
now absolutely packed with Dark Republic. 

Police had appeared too – I suppose because what had happened on the 
plane had looked like such a disaster – they were packed in, guns drawn in 
combat with the Dark Republic. 
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It was a mess, I thought, suddenly overcome by a terrible frost of anxiety. 
There were bodies, everywhere. Not just Dark Republic but police as well. 
There, amidst the scattered chairs of the viewing platform I froze unable to 
move. 

I needed to stop this, but I couldn’t. I needed to stop the Dark Republic 
and their merciless onslaught against the police. Like Lionman, like Blaze, like 
Cattitude, there was no point to this. 

I felt my lungs tighten. I couldn’t breathe. Instead, I gasped for air, 
choking as I struggled to inhale, struggled to escape the glass framed viewing 
room out into the open spaces, out to where the Dark Republic were. 

Hiccupping, my throat burning with an acidic sensation I glared back over 
my shoulder. Nightshade was close, I could see her, climbing the bracing up to 
the huge gash I’d made in the window. 

The noise swallowed me whole, completely immobilizing every part of me 
and rooting me to the ground. Guns, shouts, screams, the crunch of glass as 
Nightshade clambered in through the window grinning at me. 

‘Dare.’ She sneered, ‘thanks for waiting.’ 
I’d have said something smart, but I couldn’t I could feel my thoughts 

beginning to scatter as I struggled to breathe. 
‘So.’ Nightshade demanded, circling me, ‘what do you think?’ 
I wrestled the fear now. Nightshade couldn’t know. She couldn’t know 

how terrified I was, how much the sounds of those guns made everything in me 
freeze, how I wanted to run and hide but was meant to be a hero. 

But what would Betty have said. Nightshade was a part of that dark tide 
that had taken her from me. I owed it to Betty to be better, to be stronger. To 
be Dare, not Romulus. 

So I gritted my teeth, and breathlessly growled, ‘What do you want me to 
say? That I’m impressed?’ I gasped loudly, ‘I’m never going to say that.’ 

Nightshade pouted, ‘how unfortunate.’ 
‘What’s the point?’ I demanded, each word short and firm, ‘what is the 

point of all of this!? To trap us? None of it was real, you didn’t want anything! 
What was the point? To get to Hojac? Hurt the Six List to get to Hojac? What is 
it!?’ 

Nightshade laughed, ‘If I told you now it would ruin the surprise.’ 
‘I’m not a fan of surprises anyway.’ I told her fiercely, shaking with terror 

now, but refusing to let my anxiety show. ‘What is it!?’ 
Nightshade shrugged, ‘The Dark Republic has existed for one thing. 

Control. Hojac has existed for one reason, to prevent us from getting that 
control. But you’ll find we have our ways.’ She wandered closer to me now, 
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uncomfortably close, ‘It’s not like the movies, Roe,’ she breathed, her eyes 
locked on me, ‘the good guys don’t win. Not this time.’ 

I threw myself at her. With my arm as numb as it was, I had a rather 
acute weakness. We tumbled over in a flurry of fists and shoves, rolling onto the 
floor, knocking against the chairs and sending them scattered. 

Beyond us now, I could hear the activity of the clash unfolded beyond us. 
But nothing really mattered outside of her and me then and there. 

I shoved hard, forcing her onto her back and pressing her as hard against 
the floor as I could muster with only one useful arm. 

‘I’m not stupid.’ I snarled, ‘I’m onto you and what you’re doing, what 
you’ve done!’ I glared at her, teeth knitted hard together. 

‘Oh yes? And what’s that?’ 
‘The mole inside of Hojac… the person leaking the information on the 

heroes… the Banker!’ Nightshade’s expression clouded with this last part and I 
grinned, delighted. ‘I know someone’s extorting information to the Banker. That 
heroes are being used to weaken Hojac…’ 

Nightshade narrowed her eyes, ‘You do, do you?’ 
‘Yes.’ I huffed still holding her hard against the carpeted floor amidst the 

tangle of chairs, ‘now who is it? Who or what is the Banker?’ 
‘Don’t you want to know who the mole is?’ Nightshade quipped back, 

‘surely that’s the question you’d want to ask?’ 
I shook my head, ‘I have my own suspicions on who that is.’ 
She laughed, grinning a mile wide. ‘Brilliant.’ She announced then kicked 

up hard with her feet. 
I was shoved back, stumbling over, as Nightshade sprung to her feet and 

grabbed my limp arm, swinging me around and throwing me across to the large 
glass panels which divided the viewing platform. 

I hit them pretty hard, slamming hard through the glass which shattered 
instantly as I tumbled across the tiled floor out into the duty free gallery into the 
carnage of activity. 

‘DARE!’ I heard someone yelp, blinking up I spotted Constellation across 
the way, head to head with a masked Dark Republic. 

I didn’t have a change to respond when I was set on by Nightshade, she 
grabbed me around the throat, hoisting me up, suspended above the ground. 
Still riddled with anxiety I writhed in her hold attempting escape, which was 
fairly difficult seeing as my arm was still completely useless. 

‘And here was me thinking we’d give them a better show.’ Nightshade 
whispered. 

‘DARE!’ someone else now, Herald, she, Friction, Bulldoze Boy and even 
Bright were all here. Gosh this was going to be embarrassing, I considered. 
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‘Come on, Dare.’ Nightshade prompted, as I gasped and wriggled in her 
hold, her hands bruising my throat, ‘come on? Show me what you can do? Show 
me?’ 

I was all fury now, I could hear shouts of the others above the chaos 
about us, and scowled.  

I’m not sure how but I managed to find the strength to fling myself 
towards Nightshade rather than trying to wriggle away. I collapsed onto her, 
and grabbed her hard with my one hand by the shoulder, grasping her as hard 
as I could. 

‘This stops.’ I snarled, shoving her hard to her knees, ‘this stops now.’ 
Nightshade cried out as my fingers and thumb clamped her shoulder and 

collarbone. ‘No!’ she squealed back, ‘this has only just started.’ 
Then I pushed her hard, sending her over into a display within the space 

of a sunglasses store. 
Nightshade was on her feet quickly, and lurched for me again. She 

attached with a flurry of kicks and punches which I defended with my spare 
arm. There were bullets, they flew everywhere, over us, below us, 
indiscriminative but I didn’t care. 

We were a tangle of energy, sparing off against one another, electric with 
fury, attacking again and again in the wide space of the duty free galleria. There 
were Dark Republic everywhere, the others of the Six List and the police 
offering their level best against them.  

The air around Nightshade and I lit up with spars from Herald, 
Constellation and Friction, Bulldoze Boy’s powerful strength shook the floor. It 
was nothing like the fight scenes you see in movies. Instead of clean, impressive 
action it was a tornado of activity. Nightshade and I sort of bounced around the 
space like ping pong. 

With a huge force of strength, Nightshade shoved me hard and then 
drew two little disks from her utility belt and rubbed them vigorously together 
for a half a second before she threw both arms out. 

A sonic boom erupted so loud it threw me backwards clear across the 
space toppling into a heap, everything groaned out in pain. The noise itself had 
overcome my eardrums which rung loudly amidst the carnage. 

A few others in proximity had been scattered too, Bright, Herald, a few of 
the Dark Republic. 

‘Roe!’ Bright whispered using my own name. She had somehow appeared 
close to me, she set her hand on my shoulder, ‘are you okay?’ 

I groaned, stumbling up, my entire costume littered with cuts, soot and 
dust. My eyes were still on Nightshade across the way. 
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‘I’m fine.’ I replied, already on my feet prepared to run at Nightshade 
again. 

‘I put a message through to Hojac… they’ve got to be close.’ Bright said. 
‘Ha!’ I scoffed rubbing at my limp arm, ‘you’re optimistic.’ 
Herald peered nervously across to Nightshade, ‘that’s the girl from your 

city…’ she said, her voice trembling, ‘why is she here?’ 
I exhaled, shaking off my good hand, ‘I don’t know.’ A look to Bright, 

‘keep a look out for Hojac. Push the Dark Republic beck.’ 
I heard a shout as Friction, rather fiercely, ran for Nightshade, rubbing his 

hands together rather briskly as he did so. There was a buzz as a charge of static 
began to ball up at his fingertips. 

Nightshade was ready though, she tucked her disks away and drew a little 
gun, firing three times. Tiny white flower darts shot out and stabbed into 
Friction’s chest, the effect was immediate as he tumbled onto his knees 
completely paralyzed.  

This was completely out of control, I considered, and not one of the Six 
List knew how to deal with someone like Nightshade. She was cunning, quick, 
traits which had clearly put her into the role she served now for the Dark 
Republic. 

Nightshade stalked over to Friction, and grasped his hair in her hands, 
yanking him partially up off the floor. He cried out in pain as she did so, but 
there was nothing he could do. Her venom had completely immobilized his 
body. 

‘Damn it.’ I gruffed, ‘stay back, keep away from her.’ I instructed to Bright 
and Herald, then stalked back towards Nightshade. 

‘I hear you and this guy don’t get along.’ Nightshade called as I drew 
closer, she smirked at me, ‘I can deal with him now if you like? I could get rid of 
him. That would solve the question of who will serve as Lionsbrink’s hero, 
wouldn’t it?’ 

I swallowed, Friction watched me with eyes full of horror. As much as I 
hated him, I was genuinely concerned for him. 

‘I don’t need you to fight my battles.’ I told her firmly. 
‘But you and I are friends.’ Nightshade taunted back, ‘I’m only wanting to 

help you out.’ 
Friction mumbled something, I didn’t quite catch what and I was fairly 

pleased I didn’t. 
‘We’re not friends.’ 
‘Of course we are.’ Nightshade declared, ‘I know you better than anyone. 

We have a long history, you and I. You know that.’ she watched me with those 
deep green imploring eyes, ‘of course you know that.’ 
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I’m not sure why but I felt my cheeks redden at her accusations. She 
spoke loudly, I was pretty sure she meant to too, so everyone heard.  

‘Darling, surely you know I’m just looking out for you,’ Nightshade teased. 
‘So that’s what this is? Looking out for me?’ I demanded, my voice more 

of a roar now.  
‘No.’ Nightshade laughed, ‘no. It’s way more than that. But you’re close. 

You’re getting close, Dare. Keep digging…’ 
I blushed all the more and worried that she spoke so openly. I could feel 

Bright’s eyes on the shoulders. There would be questions, I knew it. 
‘Let him go.’ I told her frankly. 
‘Why?’ 
I swallowed, my gaze still on her, ‘Nightshade. Please? Let him go.’ 
Nightshade seemed pleased, still a hold of Friction’s hair, she tipped her 

head to one side, before releasing her hold and allowing Friction to topple 
clumsily to the floor.  

She approached me with long, stalking steps, and it took everything in me 
not to shrink away as she stood directly opposite me. 

‘This is fun.’ She told me in a low breathy voice. 
I glowered at her, ‘this?’ I demanded in a forced whisper, peering at the 

mess about us, ‘this is fun?’ 
‘Oh yes.’ She confirmed watching me a second longer before above us a 

loud ratting sound reverberated through the glass ceiling. I glanced up, where 
above a huge Hojac transportation vehicle hovered in the air. 

Nightshade darted away quickly, rotating on the balls of her feet. I wasn’t 
in a position to back down, though, I considered, not at all. 

Instinctively, without a thought I drew my stun gun, the Dark Republic 
about us had sort of shrunk back as if making to leave. But I wasn’t going to let 
Nightshade leave, not at all, and I don’t think she expected that. 

In seconds with a trembling hand I took aim with my stun gun and fired. 
Nightshade yelped as the stun gun hit her, the shock rattled through her 

body, just catching her and she doubled over onto her knees. 
‘This is not how it works.’ I roared, pacing with heavy steps towards her 

as the Dark Republic all scuttled away to the furthest side of the hall. We had 
them. We’d captured them and Hojac were here to arrest them. ‘You don’t get 
to come here, make vague comments, and then vanish, that’s now how it goes 
down. You’re a bad guy, a villain, I will stop you.’  

With whatever strength she had left Nightshade rolled onto her back, I 
hadn’t hit her squarely so she hadn’t been completely immobilized. Regardless, 
she wasn’t getting out of here. 

 There was no escape. 
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‘I’m afraid it’s all a little more complicated than that.’ Nightshade told me 
gently, ‘and by the time this is done, the Dark Republic will have manifested 
again. Stronger, better than before. And everyone… even you, Dare, will bow 
before us.’ 

I simmered, looming over her where she lay, the Dark Republic cronies 
clustered together beyond her.  

‘Not a chance.’ 
Nightshade smirked, lethargically lifting her arm, ‘We’re done.’ She said, 

speaking into a slim communicator mounted onto her wrist, ‘white wash the 
place.’ 

I opened my mouth to speak, confused, when there was a sudden shiver 
in the air. Before my eyes Nightshade beamed as her entire body seemed to 
flicker in and out of reality. 

Then, rather suddenly she was gone. 
They were all gone. 
My eyes widened in dismay as I peered up and ahead to where the 

masked Dark Republic had gathered. They were gone. All gone. Even the ones 
who’d lay either dead or injured. 

‘You have got to be kidding me.’ I hissed into the palms of my hands as I 
clasped them to my face, ‘damn it… damn it…’ 

Everything sort of felt overwhelming after that. The noise of the Hojac 
crafts above us, then mumbles and voices of the police, Herald and 
Constellation as they crossed the floor to Friction who lay helpless. 

I felt my knees shake, my stomach turn over as my lungs tightened again. 
‘Dare.’ I heard Bright say, ‘Dare… are you okay?’ her voice was lost 

somewhere in the mess. I felt myself shiver, and cursed myself internally for 
being so pathetic. 

This was pathetic. I was pathetic. I told myself over and over. 
‘Dare.’ Bright said again, I felt her hand on my shoulder, ‘are you okay?’ 
I swallowed, absolutely not okay, but I didn’t speak for some time. 
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Seventeen 
 
 Hojac filled the airport in seconds, parading about the place and checking 
everywhere to see if anything of the Dark Republic remained. 
 It didn’t, I figured that. Nightshade had led the whole operation, she’d 
had a kill switch. ‘White Wash the place,’ she’d said. That was code for ‘get us 
out of here.’ 
 Despite my superstitions otherwise, Gravity Guy wasn’t amongst the 
Hojac personal who showed up. White Knight was – another member of Hojac – 
and Javla Girl and they peered suspiciously at everything. 
 A part of me wondered if I ought to tell them what I knew. About the 
Dark Republic’s frequency, about the mole inside of Hojac, about my suspicions 
about Gravity Guy. 
 But they’d never believe me, I considered. I had to prove it. 

I suppose that’s what terrified me, the fact that all of this seemed to 
unfolding around me. That in the middle of it was Nightshade who seemed 
determined to taunt and tease me. 

That all she represented to me was everything that I’d had taken from me 
and now whatever she was a part of, was more dangerous, and getting worse 
by the day.  

We were led from the airport to our Hojac jet, crossing the decimated 
tarmac as we walked. I hadn’t spoken to Bright and she hadn’t tried to speak to 
me again. My heart nearly stopped as I saw what I did. In huge black paint 
across the concrete, and the external walls of the airport and the side of the 
plane with the large gash in the side were four words. 

Dark Republic Is Rising. 
Friction had somehow recovered enough control of his body to move. 

With support from Bulldoze Boy he lugged back to the jet, a face like stone. I 
knew he was thinking something, probably about Nightshade, the way she’d 
spoken to me. 

In all honesty, I was embarrassed. Embarrassed that she’d sought me out 
how she did, implying we had the connection we did. 

Embarrassed that I basically broken down in front of everyone like I had, 
dissolving into a panic attack. I figured I was past them, at least until all of this 
started. The Elite, Nightshade. I felt weaker. Far weaker somehow. 

I hated her. 
It was a powerful kind of hate too. One that seemed to grip every fiber of 

my body. 
I sat between Bright and Constellation on the way back, Constellation had 

fallen completely silent while Bright fiddled with her knee brace. 
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‘I don’t understand why they did it.’ Constellation said at last, Friction – 
who was slumped over in his seat scowled at the floor. 

‘Because we’re a toy.’ He huffed, ‘don’t you see that? Just like Lionman, 
like Blaze like Cattitude. They wanted to make an example of us.’  

As much as I hated to admit it, Friction was right. The Dark Republic 
wanted nothing better than to flex its muscles. What they did back at the 
airport on that plane was just another opportunity to do so. 

‘That was your Nightshade, wasn’t it Dare?’ Herald asked gravely. 
I swallowed and nodded, still not trusting myself to speak. 
‘Why was she there?’ Constellation echoed, confused. Bright watched me 

carefully, probably expecting me to provide an answer. The truth was I didn’t 
know, so I shrugged wordlessly. 

Friction stared at me, conviction behind his eyes, but thankfully he said 
nothing. 

One back at Hojac we were ushered off the plane and sent directly to the 
medical bay. Still no sign of Gravity Guy. Weird. 

A fleet of nurses met us down at the medical bay which was a whole lot 
starker than the sick bay up in the school part of the Elite. 

There were long lines of beds, surrounded by curtains with very technical 
odds and ends everywhere. Each of us was directed to a bed where we were 
given a once over by one of the expressionless staff. 

Friction was probably the worse, down the far end his body still rather 
limp from Nightshade’s darts. ‘Poison.’ I heard someone say, ‘it’s poison.’ 

They found the same kind of thing in my arm, which was still relatively 
numb at my side.  

‘Can you move it?’ the nurse asked. 
‘No.’ I replied, the first word I’d spoken since the attack. 
They fiddled around a little longer, a few of the others – Herald, Bulldoze 

Boy and Friction – vanished behind drawn curtains, clearly wounds that needed 
proper investigation. 

‘It will take a while for the feeling to come back.’ The nurse advised me, 
he had a serious face. 

‘I know.’ I said quietly, because it wasn’t the first encounter I’d had with 
Nightshade’s venom. 

After that I was told we’d have to sit by for a little while until debrief. 
Friction, Herald and Bulldoze Boy were still being fussed over, so Constellation, 
Bright and I gathered around my bed. 

‘Briefing.’ Bright whispered, ‘so it’s serious.’ 
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‘Of course it was serious.’ Constellation countered, her stern tone 
startled me, ‘sorry.’ She whispered, as an afterthought, ‘it’s just… that was 
horrible. All those people… they weren’t really in trouble… it was…’ 

‘A trap.’ Bright whispered, her eyes flickered up to mine. 
Constellation – who sat beside me – reached for my hand, her fingers 

weaving through mine wordlessly. 
‘What’s going on?’ she uttered, eyes on the floor, ‘I don’t understand any 

of this...’ 
‘You saw the writing.’ Bright answered in a gravelly voice, ‘Dark Republic 

will Rise. They were trying to make an example of us.’ 
‘You think?’ I asked, glancing at Bright, because I sort of figured the same 

thing. 
‘Yeah.’ Bright nodded, ‘all of this is to make a show. The UnMasking? 

That’s their calling card. Now they’re targeting the Elite – us – the Six List.’ 
‘Why?’ Constellation furthered, squeezing my hand. 
‘To get to Gravity Guy.’ Bright shrugged, her answer surprised me. 
‘Gravity Guy?’ I echoed. 
‘He’s principal of the Elite. Thing about it. Gravity Guy was the one who 

brought the Dark Republic down. He’s principal of the Elite, in targeting us the 
Dark Republic is targeting Gravity Guy. I’ll bet that’s why they killed Cattitude 
too.’ Bright explained. 

She may have been right. That’s if it wasn’t Gravity Guy feeding the 
information out in the first place. But I was certain he was the mole, so I had 
another explanation. 

‘The Elite is Hojac’s bright future… their up and comers.’ I said quietly, ‘if 
they hurt us they hurt what Hojac will become.’ 

‘Dare’s right. We’re the next generation.’ Constellation agreed. 
‘Mmm.’ Bright mused, pressing her lips together, ‘maybe we’re both 

right?’ 
‘Maybe.’ I shrugged not meaning it at all. 
‘That girl, Nightshade.’ Constellation asked glancing at me, ‘is she the one 

who killed your girlfriend?’ 
I winced, opening my mouth to answer but words seemed lodged in the 

back of my throat. Thankfully, Bright spoke up for me. 
‘No.’ she answered, ‘that was Blue. He’s dead. Nightshade was his 

henchman.’ 
‘And now Nightshade works for the Dark Republic.’ 
‘I think she always has.’ I mumbled, before I thought the better of it. 
Bright seemed surprised by this, ‘You think?’ she hesitated, ‘I wonder 

how long this has been going on?’ 
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‘The Dark Republic?’ Constellation guessed, ‘who knows?’ 
They had a point. One I hadn’t thought about. That Nightshade had been 

involved with the Dark Republic before Betty had died, before the events with 
the Quarry. She’d sort of eluded to that being the case in my room that morning 
a few weeks back.  

Did that mean Blue was a part of the Dark Republic? Did that mean that 
perhaps the power in Kissinger Quarry had all been a part of their plans rather 
than his? 

They were all excellent questions, ones I hadn’t thought to ask. 
‘You must hate her though.’ Constellation noted, speaking of Nightshade, 

‘because she was involved in that man who killed that girl.’ 
I nodded, ‘Yes.’ Bright watched me wordlessly, although it was pretty 

clear something was on her mind. 
‘I’ll bet the Six List is over now.’ Constellation mumbled, ‘they won’t let us 

out after this. Not with the Dark Republic out there.’ 
‘I suppose it isn’t a copycat then?’ Bright offered. 
‘No.’ I agreed, because I knew this to be fact, but it was also pretty 

obvious. 
‘I wonder why they waited so long?’ Constellation asked, ‘it’s been 

twenty years.’ 
Bright pressed her lips together, ‘it’s got to be a part of a plan, right?’ 
‘Must be.’ I agreed. 
‘To do what?’ Constellation glanced towards me. 
‘To bring down Hojac.’ I answered, because that was pretty obvious. 
Constellation squeezed my fingers again, her eyes glassy. 
‘I don’t like this.’ Was all she said. 
A while later, once the doctors were done fussing over the others Gravity 

Guy appeared, lumbering in the door, his face grey. 
I’d never seen him look so awful. Beside me, Bright’s expression softened. 

I however did not pity him one bit. 
‘Hello.’ Gravity Guy began, he was out of costume, in a suit, only his mask 

still affixed to his face.  
‘Sir.’ Came a mumble of responses. 
Gravity Guy wandered a little further into the room, the various medical 

personnel tried not to seem so flustered as he took a seat in a metal framed 
seat across the way, his head in his hands. 

‘Are you alright?’ I heard Bright ask, she spoke way casually than I would 
and it startled me. 
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‘Fine.’ He mumbled, rubbing his forehead between his thumb and 
forefinger, ‘fine. Look. This afternoon… it was awful. Nothing like that should 
have happened.’ 

I sat quietly. It was like Liam had once said. There were two kinds of bad 
guys. The fast, loud and obnoxious ones – those you dealt with quickly. Then 
there were slow, calculated and quiet – those you had to be rather cunning in 
your advance. 

I was pretty sure Gravity Guy was the second kind, so I remained silent. 
‘Sir.’ Herald grumbled, ‘was that the Dark Republic? Really? Are they 

back?’ 
I watched him carefully now and he nodded his head one. 
‘Undoubtedly.’ 
It was like the whole atmosphere changed. The rest of the Six List peered 

at one another, stunned that they had in fact faced the real Dark Republic. 
‘What about that girl?’ came Friction’s groan from his bed. I felt my blood 

turn to ice. ‘Nightshade.’ 
All eyes were on Gravity Guy once more, ‘it seems she is a part of the 

Dark Republic’s activity.’ 
‘If the Dark Republic’s back, then surely every villain is?’ Bright countered, 

because that was true. Her brazenness surprised me given she usually kissed 
the ground Gravity Guy walked on. 

‘True.’ He conceded, ‘but from your accounts and the accounts of others 
we have reason to believe she led the assault this afternoon.’ 

I nodded shallowly, when Friction spoke up from the back of the medical 
bay. ‘She came for Dare.’ He said frankly, ‘it was obvious. She was all over him.’ 

I felt myself shrink where I sat as Gravity Guy’s eyes were on me. 
‘Yes. We heard that too.’ He mumbled in response to Friction’s 

allegations. 
‘I don’t know why.’ I replied, because as much as Nightshade had reached 

out to me I still wasn’t sure of her motivations. 
‘She said you were friends.’ Friction countered, ‘when she threatened to 

kill me so you could return to Lionsbrink. She said you’re friends.’ 
‘We’ll weren’t damn well not!’ I snapped, glaring back at him. 
Friction opened his mouth to shout something else, and it was likely to 

have turned into a full on argument, when Gravity Guy shook his head. 
‘I suppose you all ought to be the first to know but we’ve decided to 

disband the Six List.’ There were audible groans, but a few of the others – even 
Bulldoze Boy – looked relieved.  

‘Because of the Dark Republic?’ Bright asked. 
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‘Yes.’ Gravity Guy confirmed, ‘it isn’t safe for any of you in the city.’ He 
noted, ‘so while there will still be points recording the top students and so on, 
we will not permit anyone off site. Not anymore.’ 

I scowled not sure how I felt about this. I’d only just made the Six List 
again, not to mention I didn’t trust Gravity Guy. Despite this I remained silent. 

‘Any questions?’ he asked after a while. 
Nobody had any, and I wasn’t going to say anything, and then he told us 

we were dismissed and could return back to our rooms. 
It was nearly eight o’clock now, and I was starving. Most of us headed 

down to the kitchens to grab something to eat – Six List often did when they 
had been called out over a meal time.  

Friction, however made himself absent and instead headed back upstairs, 
uncharacteristically quiet. 

Down in the kitchen one of the chiefs who were prepping breakfast for 
the following day found us left overs and we perched at the end of a work 
station and ate. 

No one said anything for what felt like forever. 
I had felt sure Gravity Guy would have wanted to speak with me. 

Especially seeing as Nightshade was technically my nemesis, and surely her 
showing up the first week I was back on Six List was a little too much of a 
coincidence. 

But he hadn’t.  
I was relieved at that, but something about Friction’s disposition made 

me nervous. 
‘You alright, Roe?’ Bright asked, as I poked at a bowl of pasta. I glanced 

up, meeting her gaze. 
A mixture of emotions wrestled inside of me. Confusion, fear, frustration. 

I wasn’t sure what to say, so I shrugged. 
‘Fine.’ I mumbled, although my mind on what I’d found in the library 

before we had been called out. Who was the Banker? I wish I’d had a chance to 
ask Nightshade.  

After eating we headed up to our living quarters. The TV was on, and 
most of the third years had lingered around probably waiting to talk to us. They 
whole thing had played out on the news, not to mention that word had already 
spread. 

The Elite was in lock down.  
The world had officially gotten just that more dangerous. 
Bulldoze Boy sat, filling a couch across the way, talking emphatically with 

a bunch of other third years. I wasn’t super interested in hanging around, and 
had things to think through so I made directly for my room. 
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It was a half way up the stairs that a voice called me back. 
‘You’re in the middle of this, you know?’ it sneered, catching me off 

guard. My eyes flickered up and I found Friction, standing at the very base of 
the stairs, his planted to his hips, ‘don’t hide it.’ 

My mind sort of wheeled, stunned and unsure what to say. 
The worst part was everyone was staring. 
‘Shut up,’ I said at last, ‘that’s rubbish and you know it.’ 
Friction remained resolute and shook his head, ‘Liar. You’re such a liar. All 

of this has only started since you came here. That girl said it herself, you’re 
friends. I’d bet anything you’re wrapped up in this Dark Republic stuff. Not to 
mention Liam was completely AWOL. You’re a part of this.’ 

I stamped down the stairs until he and I were toe to toe. A part of me 
wanted to hit him, but I didn’t, he looked awful now anyway after what 
Nightshade had done to him. 

‘I am not involved in this.’ I hissed through gritted teeth, ‘do you 
understand me?’ 

Friction stared me back down, and by now every single person watched 
the exchange between us. 

‘I don’t believe it.’ Friction told me, each sort short and succinct, ‘I don’t 
trust you. This… what’s going on… that girl, and the UnMaskings, and the Dark 
Republic… something isn’t right, Dare. And you’re in the middle of it.’ 

I shook my head, tearing myself away. ‘I know there is!’ I hollered, heavy 
footsteps leading me up to my room. I didn’t care who heard me, ‘but if you 
really want to see who’s involved in this disaster, who is REALLY involved? Then 
you should look a little closer to home.’  

‘I’ll prove it!’ Friction cried, ‘I’ll prove it!’ He kept shouting the same three 
words over and over again, until I reached my room, thundered inside and 
slammed my door loud and hard. 

I probably shouldn’t have said what I did, but the idea that I was at all 
involved in what was happening now with the Dark Republic made me feel 
physically ill. Especially when I was certain it was Gravity Guy. 

Pressing my hands to my face, realizing I still wore my mask, I peeled the 
plastic off, my heart racing inside of my chest. 

It was like the world had gotten darker.  
I moved for my desk, where I found my phone. It flashed to life displaying 

that I’d missed two calls, both from What’s His Name. I didn’t have it in me to 
call him back, not now. 

Then, startling me, my phone began to vibrate in my hand, an unknown 
number buzzing over and over again. 

Confused, I tentatively brought it to my ear, ‘Hello?’ 
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‘Well hello stranger,’ a silky voice replied, ‘long time no see.’ 
It was Nightshade. 
I had no idea how she’d gotten this number. I wasn’t sure what to do. 

Should I hang up? Of course not. Obviously she’d rung for a reason, and I had 
enough questions. 

Despite all of this I was nearly shaking with fury and my eyes grew very 
small.  

‘What do you want!?’ I nearly roared. 
I heard her laugh, clearly enjoying herself. ‘So no more Six List, huh? Pity. 

That was fun.’ 
‘You have a pretty warped sense of fun.’ I replied, peering out my 

window.  
‘Sorry I didn’t have a chance to properly say goodbye.’ She went on, as if I 

hadn’t said anything at all, ‘I wanted to, just we really had other places to be.’ 
‘Who is the Banker?’ I demanded. 
There was a very, very long pause, and Nightshade exhaled slowly. 
‘Now where did you get a piece of information like that?’ 
‘In Hojac systems.’ I replied before I could think the better of it.  
‘Ah ha. So you’ve been digging?’ Nightshade furthered, I could hear the 

smile in her voice. 
Feeling myself blush, I shook my head, ‘Who is the Banker.’ 
‘You really want to know?’ 
‘Yeah, I really want to know.’ 
I heard her inhale again, ‘then keep digging.’ 
Then the line went dead. 
 
The whole atmosphere was tense.  
The Elite was officially in lock down, there would be no more going out as 

Six List. In addition to this the air space around the building had been locked 
down, all jets having to fulfilling hefty paperwork to enter even if just to drop off 
a food delivery. All external doors had been locked, meaning we weren’t 
permitted out into the gardens, this especially had upset Errey. 

‘But if we were out there and the Dark Republic showed up… we’d be 
sitting ducks.’ Errey had told me, although I figured she was parroting an answer 
she’d been given. 

After lunch our first class was Super Hero Philosophy. Friction had 
ignored me most of the day, which I was pretty thankful for. 

Bright peered across at me as Human Cannon rose to his feet to begin 
the class. Admittedly, I’d been a little quiet all day. Mostly Nightshade had 
called me which was sort of compounded by Friction’s allegations. 
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‘Right.’ Human Cannon announced, scruffing at his hair, ‘I feel 
uncomfortable talking about this stuff today but I suppose maybe it will make it 
all the more relevant.’ He hesitated a moment, ‘today we’ll be talking about the 
ethics and implications around death.’ 

There were murmurs and whispers, and with a wary sigh, Human Cannon 
continued. 

‘Today we will be discussing the ethics of death. The death of a villain, 
whether it is permitted for a Hojac hero to kill a criminal.’ I could have sworn I 
saw him look my way. ‘Tomorrow we will look into the implications of death on 
a hero. The death of someone close, a civilian, and so on.’ Human Cannon 
paused, his eyes flittered up to us, ‘I’m afraid it may be a rather sensitive 
subject but absolutely paramount. Now, who knows just why this is?’ 

I did. I’d read it in my notes while studying by distance last year. I wasn’t 
going to speak though, thankfully it was Constellation who answered. 

‘Hojac Theory states that all decisions are ultimately life or death. That all 
of our choices will fundamentally lead us in one of two directions. Our purpose 
as heroes is to fight for life.’ 

‘Which assumes what?’ Human Cannon prompted. 
‘That those who stand against us fight for death.’ Bright answered 

shallowly, her eyes ahead. 
‘Good job ladies.’ Human Cannon nodded, a small smile toying across his 

lips. ‘Although it sounds extreme, doesn’t It.’ his eyes wandered across each of 
our faces, ‘what do you think, Dare?’ 

I blinked back at him, because it did. ‘Yes.’ I agreed, ‘It does.’ 
‘And why is that?’ 
‘Because.’ I shrugged, ‘this morning I had to decide what spread to have 

on my toast. That’s not exactly a matter of life or death.’ 
‘No. That’s true.’ Human Cannon agreed, ‘but perhaps you’re looking at 

the situation far too closely.’ 
I narrowed my eyes, ‘how so?’ 
‘That perhaps the question was whether you would eat or not. Which at 

its core is a question of life or death. To eat brings life and subsistence, to not 
eat the opposite.’  

I knew that too, but instead pressed my lips together, unsure what else 
he wanted me to say. I wasn’t hugely in the mood for all of this. 

‘So let’s look into what the code of conduct says regarding heroes and 
death. Namely, is it permitted that a hero may kill their opposition?’ 

I heard a loud scoff from across the classroom, and glowered as Friction 
smirked. 

‘Don’t ask Loophole that. He’s already killed someone.’ 
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I gnawed at the inside of my lip, unable to deny this but I wasn’t going to 
confirm it either. Callum’s death was a difficult subject. I hadn’t needed to have 
shot him, but I’d chosen to. Even I wondered if that made me a bad person. 

‘Sometimes we have to do thing that we don’t want to do to disarm the 
enemy.’ Bright noted mercifully, she glanced my way, ‘That’s probably the case 
in the situation Friction is alluding to.’ 

Friction watched me still, I shook my head. ‘I shouldn’t have done it.’ I 
said, because as much as I wouldn’t take it back, I ought not to have done what I 
did. ‘It’s that simple.’ 

Human Cannon watched me carefully, ‘Why?’ 
The whole class took interest in this. I felt my shoulders rise up around 

my ears. ‘Our job is to catch the bad guys not administer judgement. I could 
have caught, Callum without killing him. I already had detained him in the most 
part…’ I remembered those final awful moments. Betty had vanished through 
the ice, I wrestled with Blue. I shivered. 

‘Dare is right. As a hero – as Hojac – our primary task is to apprehend 
villains and criminals, rather than administering what we feel they deserve. We 
have to be better than them, so the purpose isn’t to kill or maimed them for the 
purpose of vengeance. However, there are cases – I believe Dare’s case – where 
it is the only option. Where a villain will not submit themselves to arrest and 
they are too dangerous to be allowed the chance of escape.’ He paused briefly, 
wandering to the board at the front of the class, ‘there are three reasons a 
Hojac Hero is permitted to kill a villain without it being considered murder. This 
is the first.’ He scribbled in his nearly illegible handwriting, ‘If the villain is too 
dangerous.’   

Friction huffed loudly, ‘well if I’d been able to, I’d have killed Nightshade.’ 
I’m not sure why that made me feel as ill as it did. I despised Nightshade, 

but I hated the idea of Friction killing her more.  
‘Why?’ I demanded loudly, my voice like acid. Everyone – myself included 

– unsure as to why I’d spoken.  
Friction’s smile simmered to one side of his face, ‘Because she would 

have done the same to me. She said so.’ Friction glanced up to Human Cannon, 
nodded once, turning back to the board. 

‘And that is the second reason a hero is permitted to kill a villain. If it is 
made obvious that the villain intends on killing the hero. A hero has a right to 
defend themselves.’ Human Cannon scribbled the words ‘Self Defense’ on the 
board. 

Friction leant back in his chair, pleased with himself. ‘If I’d been able to 
move, I’d have finished her off.’ He went on, making my skin crawl. ‘It’s better 
to deal with villains rather than treating them like pets…’  
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‘What’s the third reason?’ Human Cannon furthered, the marker pen still 
in his hand. 

I folded my hands together, refusing to speak any more about the 
subject.  

‘Accident.’ Bright answered neatly. Human Cannon grinned and nodded 
once, scribbling that single word on the board.  

‘Wonderful. Thank you, Bright.’ 
My eyes wandered to those three reasons listed ahead as Human Cannon 

went on.  
‘In the event of an accident, that is the third and final reason a hero may 

kill a villain and not be considered a murderer.’  
I pressed my lips together, staring at the top of my desk. I hated death. It 

was just so hideously final, and its long claws had a way of getting into 
everything.  

I hated talking about it for a completely different reason.  
Because I knew that not one of those reasons had been why I’d killed 

Callum Court.  
He’d been in the most part subdued. His weapon immobilized. It would 

have taken a second longer to finish the fight fairly in a way that would have 
resulted in Callum’s arrest rather than him leaving in a body bag. 

Only my thoughts had been on Betty – seeing her plunge through the ice, 
into the frozen water. I shivered at the thought of it.  

I’d shot Callum because I’d been desperate to get to Betty in time. 
I’d shot Callum because I was angry. 
Those weren’t justified reasons to kill a villain.  
‘The reason why it is imperative to understand these three reasons is 

because murder is an offense, it makes us just as bad as the enemy.’ Human 
Cannon explained carefully, which sort of made me feel worse, ‘and because 
when investigated very few villains are actually willing to seriously or fatally 
harm. Much of their persona is bravado.’ 

‘I don’t understand why it’s so difficult to justify dealing with the enemy 
properly.’ Friction snipped, interrupting my thoughts. ‘If a villain is willing to 
commit a serious offense, they should be willing to deal with the 
consequences.’  

‘Not when they actually don’t mean it, Friction.’ Bright countered, ‘didn’t 
you listen? Hardly any villains would actually be willing to kill.’ 

‘But they do.’ Friction argued, ‘especially under the Dark Republic 
mandate. They are perfectly willing to kill. All those officers, don’t you 
remember? The Dark Republic killed at least a dozen of them in the airport.’ 

‘Friction…’ Bright began to say. 
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‘Well how do you explain that? If most villains aren’t willing to kill, then 
why did that happen?’  

As much as I could tell that a part of Friction’s allegations were to get to 
me, I could hear the raw desperation in his tone too. He genuinely wanted an 
answer. He was genuinely disturbed by the Dark Republic’s willingness to 
murder. 

Human Cannon nodded once, ‘The Dark Republic is a different kind of 
enemy. It collects villains under a mandate… a mindset… a manifesto. We have 
seen in history in a number of examples that if anything is able to turn regular 
ordinary people into killers… it is a wicked manifesto.’ 

I considered Nightshade. She was caught up in all of that. She had offered 
to kill Friction. I didn’t doubt she’d be willing to. I knew she’d killed before, 
remembering Peter the Paramedic.  
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Eighteen 
 
‘Roe.’ Bright said, as we sat together on the Observation Deck, ‘Roe, I 

need to tell you something. I think it’s better you hear it from me, rather than 
Friction.’ 

I scowled back at her, ‘What is it?’ 
‘Friction was going on and on about an interview with some TV station in 

Lionsbrink after Personal Development, this afternoon.’ Bright explained lightly, 
‘Shirley really is trying to push the city to accept him…’ 

Teeth gritting together, I tried to remain indifferent. ‘I suppose that 
should be expected.’ I managed to say platonically. 

‘Yeah, but it still sucks.’ Bright replied, her hand on my knee, ‘I’m sorry, 
Roe.’ 

‘It’s not over yet.’ I mumbled, because it wasn’t. I was still in the top six, 
that hadn’t changed. There was still time too. Time for me to beat out Friction.  

‘I think she is trying to get to you.’ Bright said suddenly, completely 
changing the subject. 

‘Who?’ 
‘Nightshade. Showing up the first week you’re back on Six List…’ 
‘Maybe.’ I mumbled, ‘but I doubt the Dark Republic care too much about 

her getting on my nerves.’ 
‘I guess they don’t.’ she agreed briskly, ‘did she offer anything at all 

related to the answers you were after?’ 
I shook my head, ‘not at all.’ 
Bright’s expression grew glassy, ‘you’d tell me if you knew something, 

right Roe?’ 
I looked back at her, guilt knotting inside of my chest, ‘of course.’ 
‘Because we’re friends. Remember we agreed? We’re honest with one 

another. There isn’t anything you’re not telling me?’ 
There was, but I couldn’t tell her that. I would. Eventually. But the truth 

was far too sensitive now. Bright was devoted to Hojac and Gravity Guy. I 
couldn’t explain what I knew about the leak in Hojac, or whoever the Banker 
was… not yet. 

‘Of course, Bri.’ I agreed, taking her hand and squeezing it and trying to 
remind myself that I would be transparent with her soon.  

‘Good.’ She looked relieved. 
Bright went back to her work after that, while I returned to my own. I was 

still hunting through the various files I’d found on UnMaksing within the Hojac 
system. There were still no clues as to who sent the emails to the Banker, nor 
any indication on who the Banker was or where they were in Lionsbrink. 
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There wasn’t an address or anything. 
Perhaps that’s why Gravity Guy had been so eager to fill my role in 

Lionsbrink? I wondered, scribbling in my notebook. He wanted to be close to 
the Banker. While I had no idea who the Banker truly was, I guessed their role 
involved money and absolutely knew it involved the receiving of information on 
heroes who were later killed. 

I scrolled through a bunch of files and emails, digging deeper and deeper 
when a little box flicked up. 

‘Restricted Information’ it read, ‘tap to continue.’ Confused that it 
seemed so easy to access. Tapping on the little icon the file opened up 
displaying one single document. 

‘The Sales List.’ it said, although the title itself sent chills down my spine. 
I opened the document, it instantly displayed a list of at least fifty or sixty 

names with nothing more than dates marked beside them. 
I recognized a number of them, the first starting with Monarch.  
The Sales List, I considered, as in the list of heroes whose identities had 

been sold off to the Dark Republic. It was an awful name for it. 
The more I scrolled down the list, and peered at the information, I 

realized that each date seemed to correspond with a day each hero had been 
killed. Whoever was leaking the information within Hojac was keeping diligent 
records of their finances. 

‘Got to check the frequencies, Roe.’ Bright said suddenly, ‘want me to do 
it?’ 

‘No.’ I answered too quickly, ‘I’ll do it.’ I added, a little more level. 
Bright watched me, a little confused as I shut down the files I’d accessed 

and reached for the headphones. 
She hadn’t once scanned the frequencies since I’d found the 

communications on 409.1. In saying this, I hadn’t heard the voice again. 
‘I’ve checked your key word searches.’ Bright said as I scanned the 

frequencies, I caught her voice over the headset and the scratchy voices. 
‘Nothing outside of people talking about the airport.’ She added, ‘sorry, Roe.’ 

‘It’s fine.’ I answered, flicking through the communication lines, ‘I’ve 
found her now.’ 

‘Mmm.’ Bright agreed, ‘I suppose Gravity Guy will be checking the 
transmissions for stuff on the Dark Republic now.’ 

‘Probably.’ I agreed, only I didn’t actually believe that. 
‘I’m desperate for a coffee.’ Bright announced, already on her feet, ‘want 

one?’ 
‘Of course I do.’ I replied with a grin, nearing the Dark Republic 

frequency.  
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‘I’ll be right back.’ Bright offered stalking off and leaving me on my own at 
the control desk. I narrowed in closer and closer on the Dark Republic 
frequency. 408.7, 408.8, 408.9, 409.0, 409.1…  

409.1. I scowled, freezing on the channel, absolutely confused.  
There was nothing. Not even the familiar silence I’d come to expect.  
There was only static. White noise. 
Flicking back and forth from the frequencies, I narrowed my eyes, unsure 

what this meant. 
It was gone. The Dark Republic communication line was gone. 
I wasn’t sure what to make of that. 
 
I was resenting Super Hero Philosophy the following day, mostly because 

the first class on death had really unnerved me. 
I was stressed, I considered, that’s why. 
It wasn’t because I was weak or whatever. I was stressed and had a lot on 

my mind, trying to beat Friction to Lionsbrink, and get proof of Gravity Guy’s 
involvement with the Dark Republic. 

Friction, I considered, as I sat in class, waiting for Human Cannon, while 
the others chattered between themselves. He had boasted nonstop about his 
interview that afternoon in Lionsbrink. 

Ass, I considered.   
‘It’s basically Personal Development.’ He crowed, arms across his chest, 

‘seeing as I will be in Lionsbrink next year.’ 
Not if I could do anything about it, I thought internally. Although I still had 

no idea how I was going to make up the ground I’d lost. I was acing every 
assignment and test but still trailing just behind as fourth in class, just behind 
Constellation. 

The points I’d lost because of my excursion in the city that day had been 
substantial. It was nearly two thirds the way through the year and I was 
genuinely worried I’d never make up for them. 

Human Cannon appeared through the door, looking far too tired and 
lumbering into the chair behind his desk. Usually he stood to teach, today he 
was clearly going to sit. 

I supposed the appearance of the Dark Republic had taken its toll on 
everyone – Human Cannon included. 

‘Alright, so can someone quickly summarize what we covered about 
death yesterday?’ he asked, rubbing his forehead with his thumb and 
forefinger. 

Herald’s hand shot up, ‘that there are only three reasons a hero can kill a 
villain without it being deemed as murder.’ 
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‘Which are?’ 
‘Self-defense.’ Someone yelped. 
‘Accident.’ Said another. 
‘When they are too dangerous a threat to be allowed to escape.’ Came 

the last. 
I fiddled with my pencil between my fingers, trying to tune out.  
‘Good job.’ Human Cannon nodded, ‘so today we will discuss the impact 

of death on a super hero. The death of a friend, family member… etcetera.’ 
I swallowed uncomfortably. I’d already had my fair share of death, and I 

didn’t want to discuss how it impacted me, I didn’t even want to think about it. 
‘Death is a number one leading theme of a super hero’s origin story.’ 

Human Cannon announced, I’d known that, ‘Death is an awful thing, but it has a 
profound impact upon super heroes.’ 

Still fiddling with my pencil, Human Cannon asked for a few examples of 
how death had impacted super heroes. 

‘Like me.’ Constellation said quickly, ‘and the town where I lived. They’re 
a huge part of why I do what I do.’ 

‘Good, Connie.’ Human Cannon agreed, ‘And why was that?’ 
‘Because if I’d had the powers before I’d have been able to stop the 

meteor.’ She offered, ‘so I figure that in having them now I can protect people… 
like I wish my town had been protected.’ 

‘Great. Good answer. Any others?’ 
‘Loophole of course.’ Friction quipped, leaning back in his chair. I shrunk 

in my seat knowing he only mentioned it to get to me. ‘When Wolf died.’ 
Human Cannon nodded, ‘correct.’ He concluded, not allowing Friction to 

comment any further on this.  
A few more names were listed. Others who’d experienced death which 

had spurred them onto their identity as a super hero. 
‘Super hero theory states that often death has the potential to motivate 

individuals.’ Human Cannon explained, still seated, ‘in each of the situations you 
have noted, the impact on heroes has been constructive. Individuals have found 
a way to work out their grief through action.’ 

‘But that doesn’t always happen.’ Friction pointed out, ‘death can also 
stop people from doing stuff.’ 

‘Yes. That is correct.’ Human Cannon agreed, ‘grief can impact us all in 
different ways.’ 

‘Sometimes the same hero.’ Friction went on with a smile. Human 
Cannon peered at him, cautious. As I was, probably suspecting that Friction had 
some other agenda. 

‘I suppose.’ 
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‘Well that’s the case with Dare, isn’t it?’ Friction announced as I rolled my 
eyes. 

‘Is it?’ I demanded back at him. 
‘Yeah. When Liam got knocked off you got better… then when that girl 

died you got worse.’ He told me loudly, ‘isn’t that right?’ 
I felt my cheeks blush red, unsure what to say to that. 
‘Shut up, Friction.’ Bright said sharply, ‘that’s none of our business.’ 
‘Well it is.’ Friction argued, ‘like Human Cannon said, death can be 

productive or nonproductive. Dare is a case example of that, aren’t you kiddo?’ 
My jaw tightened and I tore round in my seat, ‘For goodness sake.’ I 

roared, ‘must you be such an ass.’ 
‘I’m only trying to learn.’ Friction countered innocently, ‘I want to know 

what the difference was between them. What was it about Liam dying that 
made you better and Betty dying that made you so completely useless.’ 

‘Betty dying did not make me useless!’ I argued back. 
‘Didn’t it? I heard you shot that villain in revenge… not because he was 

too much of a risk, or because you were defending yourself or because it was an 
accident. Because you wanted to. Isn’t that right?’ 

‘No!’ 
‘It is! I know it is!’ 
‘HOW DO YOU KNOW IT IS!?’ I demanded fiercely, tingling all over with 

rage. 
‘Because Shirley told me. She said that her daughter died and you lost 

focus. That all you cared about was girls, and parties and being exactly like that 
loser Liam. That you got full of yourself, showed up, did the job and left. So then 
you came here, didn’t you? Lost focus, couldn’t be bothered to prove yourself 
to the city… to try harder and show them you wanted to be the best for them? 
Is that what happened, Dare? You didn’t think it worth it to try hard for them 
and make them proud of their hero. All that mattered was you. You, Dare. 
Because you’re selfish and egocentric and so completely full of yourself because 
at the bottom of it all, you don’t want it.’ 

‘Don’t want what?’ I demanded, Friction’s words like salt in my wounds. 
‘You don’t really want to be a hero. Not really. It just happened to you. 

And that’s what you do. You just let stuff happen to you. Because you’re lazy 
and at the end of it all, you don’t care. Nonproductive death. Your girlfriend 
freezes to death in a lake and you turn into a useless sap who thinks it is a city’s 
privilege to have you rather than the other way around.’ 

For the first time in his life, Friction had a point. 
He was right, absolutely right.  
As a result I had nothing to say, I couldn’t think of a single thing. 
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‘Friction. That was unnecessary.’ Human Cannon snapped, ‘get up and 
get out of my class room.’ 

‘Typical!’ Friction exploded on his feet and grabbing for his books, 
‘typical, you side with him. Just because he’s an underdog doesn’t mean he’s 
right. You know that, don’t you? He’s an underdog because he didn’t think it 
worth trying.’ Friction glowered a look at me, ‘But I’ll try for Lionsbrink, Dare. 
It’s about time someone did.’ 

Then he was gone and there was this heavy silence because in almost 
every respect Friction had been right. 

I’d considered Lionsbrink a given rather than a privilege. Sure I’d loved 
the city, respected the city, done my duty but Friction was right. 

Everything had come second to Nightshade and the fact that she’d killed 
Betty. 

I swallowed uncomfortably. 
‘Roe…’ I heard Bright say, but shook my head. 
‘Come on then.’ I said frankly, ‘are we going to get on with class or not?’ 
Another heavy silence, Human Cannon watched me carefully before he 

shuffled his papers. 
‘If you could turn to page thirty five of your Super Hero Philosophy 

book…’ he mumbled while I sat, drowning in guilt at my desk. 
 
Exhausted by the end of the day I stalked up to my bedroom with heavy 

steps. I didn’t feel like doing anything, not at all. So I didn’t head to the library or 
the PT Hall or anywhere else. 

I wanted to be alone, space to think. 
Dragging the door to my room open, I slumped inside, and began to peel 

off my mask. 
Then, startled, I found Nightshade sitting at my desk, a gun in her hand. 
‘Afternoon,’ she said, jerking both eyebrows, ‘how are you?’ 
I glared at her, ‘what are you doing here?’ 
It had been a hideous day, especially considered right that very moment 

Friction was on his way to his televised interview in Lionsbrink.  
The last thing I needed was Nightshade waiting for me in my bedroom 

with a gun in her hands. 
‘Come sit down.’ Nightshade remarked casually, as if she wasn’t 

threatening to shoot me, ‘let’s talk.’ 
There was nothing else to do. I couldn’t make a run for it, or shout for 

help. As mentioned before, I knew Nightshade had killed before, she would 
clearly kill me. So I exhaled loudly, and stomped to my bed, sitting down 
opposite her. 
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‘What do you want?’ I asked, more exhausted than anything else. 
‘Gosh, you sound awful, tough day?’ 
‘What do you think?’ 
‘I heard about Friction in Lionsbrink. You’d think the people would have 

more loyalty than that.’ 
‘They want the best hero.’ I mumbled, because in light of Friction’s 

allegations in class I didn’t feel like I deserved the place as Lionsbrink’s hero, 
‘he’s better than me.’ 

‘I offered to get rid of him.’ 
‘Yeah, and he thought we were in cahoots.’ I snapped, Nightshade 

seemed to find this amusing. 
‘He did? Well. That’s interesting.’ 
‘It isn’t interesting, it’s annoying.’ I corrected fiercely. 
Nightshade fiddled absently with her hair, all the while her gun still 

pointed directly at me, ‘Well you haven’t exactly been open with Hojac.’ She 
offered with a shrug, ‘you didn’t tell them about the Dark Republic Frequency, 
or me visit… deception isn’t exactly the trait of a super hero, Roe.’ 

I winced, ‘that’s different.’ 
‘How is it different?’ 
‘Because no one would believe me.’ I hissed, ‘and now it’s happened…’ 

my voice fractured, ‘now it’s happened I think all this is a lot more complicated.’ 
‘Because of the mole inside of Hojac?’ 
‘Because of the mole inside of Hojac.’ I agreed. 
‘And you think you know who it is?’ Nightshade furthered. 
‘Yes. I think I do.’ 
‘All this information, Roe. How are you getting it?’ Nightshade asked, 

changing the subject, her gun still on me. I glanced at it, then her again. 
‘It is in the Archives.’ 
‘And what do you know?’ 
‘That someone is selling off the identities of heroes to the Dark Republic.’ 

I said levelly, ‘to someone called the Banker who lives in Lionsbrink. They’re 
called ‘sales’ right?’ 

Nightshade pressed her lips together, obviously impressed but unwilling 
to show it. 

‘I see. And you accessed all of this on Hojac systems?’ 
‘I found the emails… the emails from the administration to the Banker. I 

saw it all. The sales lists… everything.’ I told her sharply, because I figured the 
fact I knew all this would annoy her. 

‘Well done.’ She conceded, ‘I’m impressed. So why haven’t you told 
anyone?’ 
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‘Because.’ I said, ‘I’m pretty sure the mole is Gravity Guy.’ 
Nightshade smirked, ‘Are you?’ 
‘Yes.’ I replied, frustrated at her placid reaction, ‘so what the hell is a 

sale? The Banker is buying off heroes’ identities to have them killed, right? 
Why? Where’s the money coming from?’  

Nightshade shook her head, ‘Not yet, Roe.’ 
‘Who is the Banker? Is Gravity Guy in Lionsbrink to keep on contact with 

them?’ 
Nightshade laughed lightly, ‘Believe me when I say it’s all a lot more 

complicated than you realize.’ 
‘How?’ 
‘Roe. I am the one with the gun. I’m the one who’s asking the questions 

here.’ 
I tipped an eyebrow, ‘So what do you want to know?’ 
‘I wanted to know what you’d found.’ Nightshade shrugged, ‘but you’ve 

already told me that so that was easy.’ 
I felt myself blush, embarrassed I’d been so open with my discovery. ‘I’ll 

stop you, you know?’ 
She laughed again, ‘will you?’ she hesitated, ‘You’ve never been too fond 

of Hojac anyway, are you sure you’re on the right side?’ 
I glanced at her gun and then at her, ‘Undoubtedly.’ 
‘Lying to Hojac… all the while poking around in their internal systems… 

sounds pretty bad guy like to me…’ 
‘We’ll you’re wrong.’ I argued.  
‘I’m not sure I am.’ She answered. 
‘So what does a sale look like? Is Gravity Guy being paid the money 

direct?’ I demanded, watching her carefully, ‘it’s the payment between the 
Banker and him for the information?’ 

‘You know what?’ Nightshade asked me with a toothy smile, ‘I think if you 
behave yourself, I might show you.’ 

‘Show me?’ 
‘Oh yes. It’s all a lot more interesting than you think.’ Nightshade 

explained. 
‘So have you always been Dark Republic?’ I asked flatly, because I refused 

to let her think she had the upper hand, ‘even before? Even with Blue?’ 
Nightshade grinned, ‘It’s complicated.’ 
‘How is it complicated? You either are or you aren’t?’ 
She inhaled slowly, ‘You’ll see. Like I said. If you behave yourself, I’ll show 

you.’ 
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I was furious now, because she was playing with me. It was a game to 
her, the whole thing. 

‘I don’t understand you.’ I told her savagely, ‘I don’t understand how you 
can rationalize being so awful. Doing what you do.’ 

Nightshade’s expression faltered ever so slightly and just for a second, as 
if she was surprised at my remark, as if it had actually hurt her feelings. 

‘What do you mean by that?’ 
‘You hurt people.’ I told her savagely, ‘not just me. Not just Friction. You 

hurt people… you’ve killed people… I don’t understand how you rationalize 
that?’ 

She narrowed her eyes, glaring at me, ‘You killed Callum Court.’ 
‘Because he was Blue. Because he was a bad guy.’ 
‘You killed him in rage and we both know it, Roe. Don’t lie to me.’ 
I winced, because she was right, ‘regardless, Callum was guilty. He’d done 

awful things. He murdered Liam, then he tried to kill me… he killed Betty.’ 
Nightshade’s eyes flashed, ‘Oh for goodness sake, you’re going to 

pretend that girl meant something to you?’ 
‘She meant everything to me.’ I snapped, each word heavy. 
‘I don’t believe it.’ Nightshade quipped, ‘after your behavior? The 

womanizing? What they say about you in the papers? You didn’t care about 
that girl.’ 

‘I loved her.’ I cried, before I realized the significance of what I’d said. 
I’d never even told Betty I’d loved her, seeing as I’d only realized it 

minutes before she’d died. 
Nightshade grew quiet, ‘You’re a liar.’ She told me, ‘besides, we can all 

say what we want in hindsight.’ 
I shook my head, ‘You think we’re friends, you think you understand me, 

but you don’t.’ I told her, ‘because we are different. You’re a villain, 
Nightshade.’ 

‘You’re such a hypocrite.’ She replied gravely, ‘because if you looked at 
yourself, Roe, for what you are? You’re nowhere near as squeaky clean as you 
like to think.’ 

On my feet I jabbed a finger towards the window, ‘Get out.’ I said, ‘Now.’ 
She stared back at me, seeming to consider something rather deeply, 

before she tucked her gun back away and fiddled at her wrist. I made no 
attempts to attack her or subdue her.  

I was too frozen by disgust. 
She didn’t say any more than that. Only watched me with her green eyes 

as she flickered in and out of realty as she had done earlier back at the airport. 
I’d probably blown it. 
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I’d had so many questions for her, so many things left unanswered and in 
shouting as I had I’d polarized us. 

But it was true, I reminded myself. I was a hero, she was a villain. We 
weren’t friends. I couldn’t pretend we were. 

She didn’t know me, I reminded myself, she didn’t know me at all. 
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Nineteen 
 
It was a Thursday afternoon a few weeks later and I was bored. 
The suspension of the Six List had been far, far more impacting than I’d 

originally figured. What made it all worse was that thanksgiving break was 
coming up and that meant I’d be spending the whole time on my own at the 
Elite while everyone else went on holiday for the weekend.  

We were sitting in the large hall, myself, Bright and Errey, and it was 
freezing cold. 

It was nearly December. I couldn’t believe the year was almost over. 
There were mere weeks left to my time at the Elite and I was only just ahead of 
Constellation. Fiction had been to Lionsbrink a few more times and while he 
wasn’t as popular as I was yet, it really was only a matter of time. 

Thankfully, he’d given up being a jerk to me about it. 
Despite this, I still felt like crap. 
‘What do you think?’ Errey announced, displaying a picture she’d drawn 

on a white sheet of paper. 
‘Pretty good.’ I replied, peering at it, ‘who’s that?’ 
‘It’s me.’ Errey replied, as if that should have been entirely obvious. 
Errey was a pretty good artist, her picture was skillfully drawn and now 

she’d mentioned it, I could indeed see the resemblance. The figure she’d drawn 
had her long nearly white hair and fair skin, and wore an all gold costume with a 
wicked cool cape. 

‘Costume ideas?’ Bright asked from where she sat, tucked near a window, 
‘awesome, Errey.’ 

‘Yeah…’ Errey agreed, staring at her own drawing, ‘but it’s not perfect.’ 
‘You’ve still got a few years, kiddo.’ Bright told her with a smile. 
The hall was a huge atrium like space, all tiled and a little sunken area in 

the middle where people assembled when formal addresses were made. We sat 
together up near a window. Outside the weather was awful. 

‘Maybe light blue?’ Errey suggested, thinking out loud. 
‘Any of the designs you’ve done would be fine, Errey.’ I told her, because 

she’d showed me a stack of them. ‘Far better than mine, I look like a cartoon 
character.’ 

Errey pouted, ‘I’ve done one for you too.’ She told me suddenly, ‘want to 
see?’ 

I was too startled to say no, so Errey flicked through her notepad 
furiously finding the page she was looking for then turned it around for me to 
see. 

Admittedly, it was pretty awesome. 
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The suit was coloured silver and black. The majority of the body what I 
supposed was a reflective grey, in awesome angles. There were heavy black 
boots, and black gloves with a sharpened boomerang logo that stretched from 
the side to the far right shoulder. 

‘There’s a cape.’ Errey told me, ‘Because I remember you once saying you 
wanted a cape. Only it shoots out when you jump… like a parachute… for when 
you do those big jumps off buildings like you do…’ 

‘That’s awesome, Errey.’ I said shallowly, because it was. The figure that 
wore it was clearly me too, with a shock of black hair. Errey beamed. 

‘Thanks!’ 
‘He’s right, that’s great, Errey.’ Bright echoed, taking a good look, ‘maybe 

that should be your costume, Roe?’ 
I tipped my head to one side, ‘not that I need a new costume.’ I 

reminded, motioning to my red suit. 
Bright shifted a look from Errey’s drawing to me, ‘A new costume could 

be a cool idea. Not just for looks, it might show people you’re willing to be 
flexible.’ She reminded, ‘to change… work harder…’ 

‘By people you mean Lionsbrink?’ I scowled, because I knew she did. 
‘Roe… come on?’ Bright gave me a gentle push, ‘you know that’s not 

what I meant.’ But it was what she meant, I was sure of it. ‘Just saying it would 
say things you really need Hojac to see. That you’re taking all this more 
seriously, that you’re willing to grow and change. Besides, you’ve said a million 
times you think your costume is lame.’ 

‘This is how Dare looks. I can’t change that.’ 
‘Yes you can.’ She dismissed. 
‘I can’t. Liam made Dare.’ 
‘So? You are Dare. You’re in charge of yourself, Roe.’ Bright insisted.  
She didn’t understand, I noted internally, she didn’t understand at all. Her 

suggestion irritated me too, I fiddled my fingers together, without looking her 
way. 

‘I could have it made if you like?’ Errey said, looking over her design 
again, ‘I based it on the Wolf’s costume, because he was practically your dad…’ 
she added. It was a nice sentiment but I wasn’t in the mood. 

‘You don’t get it.’ I huffed, on my feet, ‘I don’t need to change.’ 
My sudden dismissiveness had startled Errey but seemed to infuriate 

Bright.  
‘No. You don’t need to be Liam. You’re the one who doesn’t get It.’ she 

told me in an icy voice. 
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‘I just remembered I have to finish some work for history.’ I told her 
breathlessly, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my jeans, ‘I’ll catch you guys 
later.’ I told them both before stalking off. 

Errey hadn’t meant to upset me, I considered as I navigated the halls, 
neither had Bright, not really. They were both just looking out for me. Bright 
had a point, the public needed to see progress from me. I wasn’t showing signs 
of beating out Friction, so Bright supposed a new costume was an alternative 
method. 

But I couldn’t change my costume, I reminded myself. I was Dare. The 
Dare Liam had invented. That was my purpose. To be exactly like him. 

My steps were heavy and admittedly, I had no idea where I was going, I 
hadn’t had work to do for history, I’d just been desperate to get away from that 
conversation. It was probably because of the lock down. A number of students 
had been rather tetchy recently. Unable to even venture out into the gardens 
we were all getting a little cabin fever. 

I turned down the hall headed past the second year common room when 
I crossed paths with Constellation. She, like me, had changed into her own 
clothes. There was little reason for us to be in costume after training, seeing as 
we weren’t headed out as Six List. 

‘Dare. Hey.’ She said, catching my arm. 
‘Hey.’ I replied, mind still a daze, ‘how are you?’ 
‘Good. Bored. How are you?’ 
I smirked, ‘exactly the same as you.’ I admitted, ‘what’s the fun of being 

in the top six when you can’t kick bad guy’s butts?’ 
Constellation laughed, ‘Not sure. No sign of the Dark Republic either, so it 

almost seems a waste.’ 
She had a point. Not a single hero had been UnMasked since Cattitude 

and there hadn’t been any other activity that could even be remotely attributed 
to them either. Constellation was right. It was a waste. 

‘Anyway, you still haven’t asked me on that date.’ She reminded with a 
little smile, ‘I’m starting to think it was all just a tease.’ 

Despite myself, I grinned, ‘my apologies.’ I told her, ‘I don’t mean to be a 
tease.’ I tugged at the ends of her fingers, thoughts sort of building together in 
my mind, ‘what are you doing now?’ 

‘Now?’ she echoed, ‘I was headed back to my room to finish my Weapons 
and Tech homework. Why do you ask?’ 

‘Because.’ I shrugged, ‘I haven’t asked you on that date.’ 
‘So?’ 
‘So.’ I insisted, taking her hand, ‘I’m asking you now.’ 
Constellation blushed, shaking her head, ‘And where will we go?’ 
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I shrugged, ‘Somewhere. Want to go?’ 
She considered it, barely a second before grinning, ‘Yes.’ 
I was already leading her back the way she’d come, deeper into Hojac. An 

idea had formulated in my mind. It was a bad idea, and if we were caught we’d 
get in trouble, but I was bored and frustrated, so I didn’t care. 

A minute or so later, we came to a utility door, Constellation shot me a 
double take, confused. ‘Where are we going?’ 

‘Surprise.’ I replied. 
‘The cleaning closet?’ she furthered, ‘that’s not exactly a date, Dare.’ 
I laughed, ‘come on.’ I insisted, ‘follow me.’ making sure the coast was 

clear I led her inside the dimmer passageway. The space was hot and muggy 
and something rumbled. We ducked past a jumble of equipment. To our right 
the generators, to the left the boiler system. Constellation was more and more 
confused the deeper we ventured. 

‘Dare, seriously, where are we going?’ She asked me, as we reached 
another door. 

‘Do you trust me?’ I asked her. 
Constellation stared back at me, confused. ‘What?’ 
‘Do you trust me?’ I furthered, taking her hand tighter. 
‘Honestly?’ she hesitated, ‘I’m not sure.’ 
I kissed her, rather rushed and breathless. I’d been wanting to do that for 

ages. ‘Come on.’ I told her, before flinging open the door. 
The world was nearly frozen outside. It was cool enough that I wondered 

if it might snow, the door opening out to the mess of mechanics out the back of 
the Elite. 

Constellation shrunk back, ‘We shouldn’t be here, Dare.’ 
I tossed a shoulder, ‘it’s not like we’re leaving.’ I told her, ‘just getting 

some air.’ 
Tentatively she snuck out after me, eyes everywhere in case we were 

being watched. I wandered out into the wide space, between ducts, and 
generators and all other odds and ends. It felt great to be outside. The 
movement of air through my hair and fingers. Stealing a look back to 
Constellation it seemed she felt the same way. 

‘We’ll be in so much trouble if someone sees us.’ She told me matter-of-
factly.  

‘So we won’t let anyone see us.’ I replied, wandering back to her side and 
coiling my arm around her waist. Constellation beamed, watching my face 
carefully. 

‘Now what’s the plan?’ she asked me, her breath hot on my cheek. 
‘Not sure. I hadn’t thought this far ahead.’ I replied honestly. 
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‘I see.’ She laughed again. 
‘I do have some ideas, though.’ I added, kissing her again, this time far 

slower and more calculated, and rather usefully, she kissed me back. 
It was every bit as good as I’d thought it would be. A welcome distraction 

given the vulnerability I’d felt inside with Errey and Bright.  
I felt like myself again. In control. Dare – clone of Liam – as I ought to be. 

Confident and strong, not weak and lost. 
Breathless again, I drew back, taking a deep steady breath. 
‘Worth it?’ I asked her shivering in the air. 
Constellation nodded once, definitively, ‘worth it.’ 
‘Good.’ I agreed, sorry it’s not a real date.’ 
‘I can’t exactly blame you for that.’ she admitted, ‘we’re in lock down.’ 
I uncurled my arm from around her, taking her hand and leading her 

towards one of the large hot water cylinders. It would be far warmer here. 
Tucking up in the sweater, I lowered myself down on my knees beside the large 
silver silo, Constellation did likewise. 

‘I was beginning to think maybe you didn’t like me after all.’ She told me, 
tucking her hands into her sleeves. I glanced at her sideways. 

Did I like Constellation? I considered. She was cute and smart and 
interesting not to mention I’d wanted to kiss her for ages. I wasn’t sure what 
that added up to though. 

‘Sorry.’ I said. 
‘It’s fine.’ She replied, kneeling over and kissing my cheek, ‘kind of worth 

it anyway.’ 
Rather surprisingly, I began to feel guilty. Constellation liked me, properly 

liked me. I’d sort of suspected that but I hadn’t suspected I’d feel bad about 
that. 

‘So what do you think you’ll do if Friction really does get signed to 
Lionsbrink?’ she asked me, making me feel instantly worse. 

‘Not sure.’ I breathed at last, my words came out in a puff of white as a 
result of the chill. 

‘No ideas at all?’ 
My shoulders were up around my ears now, ‘No…’ 
‘You may want to think about it.’ she whispered cautiously, ‘just in case.’ 
‘Mmm, maybe.’ I agreed. 
Constellation peered at me with an indeterminable expression, ‘Any plans 

for thanks giving break?’ 
‘No. You?’ 
‘Arielle and I are going to the mountains to ski.’ 
‘So more cold?’ 
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‘More cold.’ Constellation grinned, ‘nicer cold though. Fire places, puffy 
jackets and hot chocolate cold rather than physical training, homework, stuck 
inside cold.’ 

‘Sounds brilliant.’ I told her, meaning it. Liam and I had been away a few 
times together. The idea of a holiday somewhere felt weird now. Hugely 
appealing, but weird because it meant not being Dare. 

Dare had threaded himself into every part of me now, so the idea of 
being Romulus Gray, on a beach somewhere or on a cruise ship in swimming 
shorts sounded odd. 

Constellation watched me thoughtfully. ‘You look like you’ve got a lot on 
your mind.’ She remarked finally. 

‘I have.’ I agreed, exhaling slowly. 
‘Dare. You know even if you do lose Lionsbrink, you don’t lose yourself, 

right?’ she furthered. I disagreed with that, but didn’t want to say. So I leant 
over and kissed her again. 

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ I said, between kisses. 
‘Arielle wasn’t too keen on Liam in the end.’ Constellation remarked 

drawing back, ‘apparently he was a major jerk.’ 
I considered this, it was probably true, ‘Sorry.’ I said again. 
‘You’re not him.’ She replied, then, remembering I was Liam’s clone 

giggled, ‘not really.’ 
Somehow those words sort of stuck into me, and I pressed my lips tight 

together, ‘What do you like about Arielle so much that you would want to stay 
as her sidekick?’ I asked at last. 

‘People always go on about how lame it is to be a sidekick…’ she 
shrugged, ‘people like Friction, I guess? Because you’re not in charge or 
whatever. I don’t so much mind it though. Teamwork… it’s actually kind of cool.’ 

‘I’ve never once heard anyone describe teamwork as cool.’ I told her 
truthfully, ‘but it’s sweet.’ Without really thinking about it I reached over and 
brushed a strand on her blue-black hair from her fact.  

Constellation blushed, while I sort of froze, confused at the warm 
sensation in the pit of my stomach. 

‘What is it?’ Constellation asked me, probably as a result of the stunned 
look on my face. 

‘Nothing.’ I half whispered. 
‘Anyway, Arielle is pretty keen to have me back – more qualified now, 

obviously – so I guess what’s where I’ll be next year.’ She concluded. 
‘Lucky.’ I mumbled. 
‘Why?’ 
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‘You’re so sure of yourself.’ I told her quietly, ‘it’s my own damn fault, but 
I’ve got no idea.’ 

‘I know it sounds lame, but you could always work in Hojac for a bit?’ 
Constellation suggested, ‘they have proper investigation squads who do way 
more interesting things than administration work. Besides, isn’t that what Liam 
did before he became the Wolf?’ 

I whipped my head around, looking at her squarely, completely confused. 
‘What?’ 
‘That’s what Arielle told me.’ Constellation explained, ‘she said that she 

first met Liam when they worked together at Hojac HQ, years ago now and they 
reconnected when he was in Lionsbrink. Didn’t you know that?’ 

What did I know about Liam? I considered. 
A lot, at least, I’d thought I did. 
He was an only child, his parent were mega-billionaires who owned Gray 

Cooperation. They’d died when he’d been eighteen or nineteen in an accident 
of some kind. I knew Liam had inherited the family fortune, turned the 
basement of the house into a lair and brought a bunch of fancy technology and 
became the Wolf. 

There hadn’t been much more to it than that, I’d figured. He’d served in 
Lionsbrink since he was twenty-one. I’d been created when Liam was twenty 
seven – ten years ago. Liam died at thirty six.  

He hadn’t worked at Hojac, I considered, no way. 
‘Arielle started off at Hojac. Working in a case team… they’re the ones 

who deal with criminal activities in cities that can’t afford super heroes.’ 
Constellation explained, ‘I swear she said Liam did too… the Elite’s only for 
sidekicks or younger trainees, if you were older you had to work for Hojac, at 
least at first, and do papers.’ 

‘Oh.’ I gawped, confused because I hadn’t known any of this, ‘Liam never 
said he’d worked at Hojac,’ I told her quietly, ‘He’d have said something to me if 
he had. Arielle must be mistaken.’ 

Constellation gave me a funny look, then shrugged, ‘Maybe she was.’ she 
agreed, although not meaning it at all, ‘Whatever the future holds for you, Dare, 
I’m sure it will be good.’ 

‘That’s what people said.’ I replied tartly, ‘when they’re trying to make 
you feel better about being a complete loser.’ I took a deep breath now, ‘truth 
is I should have tried harder.’ 

‘It’s not over.’ Constellation corrected, ‘besides from what I’ve heard 
Mayor Shirley hates you. That’s the main reason that Friction’s being 
considered, not because you’re not good enough. You served Lionsbrink two 
whole years on your own, and you did a fantastic job. You’re famous, Dare, that 
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hasn’t changed. Lionsbrink is stupid to contemplate replacing you but I’ll bet 
there no end to cities who’d want you.’ She rolled her eyes, ‘you may lose 
Lionsbrink but I’d be surprised if you didn’t get any contract offers at the end of 
the year.’ 

A part of me was relieved by her suggestion. Other cities? I hadn’t 
thought of that. I could still be a hero, I could still be Dare. But somewhere else? 
Away from Lionsbrink? Away from where Betty and Liam had been? That felt 
weird. Would I even consider a contract outside of Lionsbrink? 

I could? 
Otherwise, I could always retreat back into normal life. Hojac were pretty 

strict about managing people who opted out, but I could go to university, work 
at Gray Corporation, and pretend all this never happened. 

But that option didn’t feel right either. 
Constellation opened her mouth to speak when there was a rattle around 

the way we’d come. I was instantly up on my feet, grasping for her hand and 
tugging for her to follow me deeper into the knot of building mechanics. 

‘We can’t be found here.’ I told her in a whisper, ‘we’d be in a ridiculous 
amount of hot water.’ 

Constellation nodded, weaving herself between piping and huge power 
generators after me. ‘I told you this was a bad idea.’ She hissed back. 

‘Yeah.’ I agreed, a look over my shoulder, ‘but you liked it.’ 
She blushed as we cluttered down a dead-end near an electrical board. 

Constellation slipped a sideways look at me, nervous. ‘We’re going to be in so 
much trouble.’ She stated, ‘so what’s the plan now, genius?’ 

I peered back into the grey, freezing in this open air, then back at 
Constellation. I could hear footsteps now, it was probably some mechanical 
worker, the only issue being that if we were found out here both Constellation 
and I would lose a bunch of points for breaking the ‘no-going-outside’ rule. 

It wasn’t fair, I considered. Constellation shouldn’t be punished for this, it 
was my idea. ‘I’ll keep going, make a bunch of noise and distract them. You go 
back inside. We’ll catch up later.’ I told her. 

Constellation shook her head, ‘No way. I’m not letting you take the fall for 
me.’ 

‘It was my idea.’ 
‘But I went along with it.’ Constellation reminded. 
‘Go.’ I told her, leaning over and kissing her again, ‘okay? I’ll see you 

inside. It’s fine.’ 
With an amused smirk, Constellation nodded before I hitched myself up 

above the electrical cupboard above where we’d hidden, and jumping down the 
other side into a bunch of humming water pipes.  
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With a look over my shoulder I very strategically began to tap on the 
pipes. The sound wasn’t enormous, just enough, echoing out as I ploughed 
deeper into the Elite’s machinery.  

Constellation would already be on the run, I figured, as I tapped against 
every possible surface. There were footsteps now, closer, whoever was out here 
– technician or whatever – was had heard me which allowed Constellation they 
opportunity to slip back into the Elite unseen. 

But I had to stay out of sight, I considered, which was easy because I was 
pretty good at that. 

As the footsteps drew nearer I ducked behind odds and ends, careful to 
remain unseen. Occasionally, I banged hard on one of the metal pipes or 
machines.  

Weaving further around the Elite, I glanced back behind me, still no sign 
of whoever they were. I figured Constellation had likely managed to get herself 
back inside now. It had easily been two or three minutes.  

Now me, I considered. Now I had to slip back inside. 
I made to loop back around, when I caught a loud cough and froze. 
Not that way, I thought quickly, I couldn’t be seen. 
Then the footsteps grew louder, suggesting they were nearer, clearly 

bamboozled by the sounds I’d made. It had sounded like a great idea at the 
time, and I’d looked like a hero in front of Constellation but now I was just 
stupid. 

Now they’d find me and I’d lose points and drop further from the top 
spots. 

But I couldn’t be found, I told myself sternly. No. I was Dare. Dare was 
good, smart, cunning, and could avoid being spotted by some sweaty 
technician. 

I darted in and out little avenues, crawling through spots and behind 
equipment, trying to figure how I was going to loop back around. I couldn’t risk 
climbing over the top like I had before or I might definitely be seen. 

Damn it, I cursed internally. 
Then, rounding a corner I found myself face to face with a thick metal 

fence, beyond which curled one of the many gardens. I’d reached the edges of 
the Elite’s mechanics. There was no way further now. 

Nervous now, I inhaled slowly, rotating on the balls of my feet to back 
track when I found I was no longer alone. 

Behind me, clearly amused was Nightshade. 
Instantly, I found myself reaching for my stun gun, Nightshade, seeing this 

displayed her hands flat. 
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‘Not here to fight, Dare.’ She told me quietly, her voice like silk, ‘only to 
talk.’ 

‘Where’s Constellation?’ I demanded. Nightshade scowled. 
‘The girl?’ she asked, ‘do you genuinely care about her?’ she watched me 

carefully now. 
‘Yes.’  
‘Ha.’ Nightshade hooted loudly, ‘liar.’ 
‘So you’ve come here to make moral judgements?’ I said stoutly, ‘is that 

why you came?’ 
Nightshade shook her head, ‘No.’ 
‘Came here to kill me?’  
‘No.’ she seemed to find this funny. 
‘Then why?’ 
‘I said I’d show you if you behaved.’ Nightshade remarked drawing closer, 

‘so I’m going to show you.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘A Sale.’ Nightshade explained. 
My brain stalled, unable to believe what she was saying. I thought a Sale 

was the exchange of information for money. Nightshade was clearly suggesting 
it was something else. She was offering to take me somewhere – to the Banker, 
I supposed – to a Sale. Something about to happen. I was beyond confused and 
scowled at her. 

‘So.’ Nightshade concluded, ‘you coming?’ 
I blinked back at her, my mouth suspended, ‘How do I know this isn’t a 

trap.’ 
‘This isn’t a trap.’ 
‘Yeah but how do I know?’ 
Nightshade shrugged, ‘You have to trust me. Are you coming or not?’  
I wasn’t allowed to leave the Elite, I shouldn’t have even been outside 

then, but the temptation was too great. 
Whatever ‘a Sale’ was I absolutely had to find out. 
I had a responsibility to this now, because I was the only one who knew, 

the only one who would believe that this involved Gravity Guy and that Hojac 
had been so substantially compromised. 

Nightshade watched me, waiting for my answer. 
‘Alright. Where are we going?’ 
‘Surprise.’ Nightshade replied tartly, then with a sudden movement I felt 

something prick my neck – one of her darts. 
Then everything went black. 
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When I woke I was somewhere dark. 
My head ached, and I groaned as I rolled over onto my side, blinking my 

eyes open. 
The ground beneath me was dusty and cold – stone of some kind. The air 

was frozen and smelt awful. In the dim light I spotted Nightshade’s silhouette. 
The longer I stared, the more everything came into focus and I noticed 

she was smiling. 
‘Where are we?’ I asked, frustrated she’d decided to incapacitate me. I 

wasn’t sure if I was safe, if she meant what she’d promised about showing me a 
‘Sale.’ This could be a trap, I realized. I could be seconds away from death. 

‘Sorry.’ Nightshade admitted, dipping her head low and almost seeming 
like she meant it, ‘I couldn’t have you see the way in.’ 

‘In where? Where are we?’ 
‘We’re at the Bank.’ Nightshade remarked quietly, ‘where else would we 

be?’ 
I rolled up, clutching my knees. We seemed to be in an alcove of some 

kind, a long hallway stretched behind us into further darkness, and a warm glow 
came from ahead. 

As well as voices. 
There were hundreds of voices. 
I scowled, confused, ‘The Bank?’ I echoed, ‘to see the Banker…?’ I 

guessed. Nightshade nodded once. 
‘Yes.’ 
Slowly, I crawled up onto my feet, my head still pounding. Nightshade 

likewise rose to her full height, watching me carefully. 
‘Are you alright?’ she asked, concerned as I rubbed at my temples. 
‘Shut up.’ I replied irritably. 
The voices grew louder, and Nightshade seemed alarmed. ‘I think it’s 

starting.’ 
‘What’s starting?’ 
‘The bidding.’ She explained vaguely before headed down towards the 

dim light.  
I followed Nightshade further down, towards the voices. A moment or so 

later we appeared out at a wide opening, farmed off with a heavy iron railing.  
‘We always have a box reserved.’ Nightshade explained, leaning on the 

railing and peering down below. 
I could instantly see what she meant by a ‘box’ the little space we now 

occupied was like a box in an opera house. There were four seats, a heavy 
draped red curtain and a little railing which overlooked the activity below. 
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Across from where we were I could see a dozen or so other boxes across 
the way, I supposed there must have been more to our right and left, and below 
more chairs and seats curling around a huge stage. 

It was all rather elaborate with gold, and red and wooden inlays. Like a 
theater, Liam and I had gone to a number when I’d been younger. It was exactly 
like a theater. 

The most unnerving thing though, was not the dramatics or the fanciful 
nature of the space but that it was absolutely packed with costumed villains.  

Nightshade pressed her lips together remaining silent and allowing me 
the space to take it all in. 

The chatter was as a result of the furious discussion between villains. I 
could feel my heart wrestling in my chest. I was terrified, and instantly 
regretting agreeing to come here. 

I didn’t care what the Bank was, or a Sale, all of this was far beyond me. 
‘It all looks a whole lot more chaotic than it really is.’ Nightshade 

explained gently, ‘because the bidding hasn’t started.’ 
‘I don’t understand.’ I admitted, my voice shallow. 
Nightshade motioned for me to come and look, cautiously I joined her at 

the railing, feeling rather obvious in my jumper and jeans. 
There had to be at least three hundred people here, all in clusters. Villains 

and their henchmen, grinning with a kind of excitement you’d associate before 
an event, which I supposed this was. 

‘People come from far and wide for Sales.’ Nightshade remarked, ‘the 
Dark Republic is much like Hojac, a management system. However to some 
extent members operate on their own – much like heroes do.’  

I noticed her emittance of the term ‘villain’, and it made me feel ill. 
Something rather evil was going on here, I could feel it. This place – The 

Bank – made me uneasy. There was a wickedness within these walls. While I 
didn’t exactly know what a Sale was I had begun to guess. 

‘Someone will see me.’ I said abruptly, almost begging for a reason to 
leave. Nightshade grinned back, clearly thinking something she wasn’t going to 
say. 

‘They might.’ She agreed, ‘but I don’t think that matters.’ 
It did matter, seeing as I was clearly not a villain, and without my costume 

I was fully exposed as Romulus Gray – a secret only she and the dead Blue 
knew.  

‘But I –’ I began to say, then an applause began and the curtains that 
framed the main stage opened. 

A huge, HUGE man stood there in a grey suit and top hat, his eyes 
enveloped by a matching mask. 
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‘Good evening.’ He announced over the cheers, ‘and welcome to the 
Sale. I am the Banker, and I will be overseeing this evenings’ biddings.’ 

Nightshade’s attention had focused in on the enormous man as he paced 
the stage. A silence had settled across the theater and I felt my lungs tighten.  

The whole thing seemed ridiculous. 
Terrifyingly ridiculous. 
‘Ladies and Gentlemen, tonight we have a brilliant opportunity on offer.’ 

The Banker bellowed, ‘an A Class hero who I believe you’ll all be interested in 
the chance to purchase.’ He stepped back as an image flashed up on the screen 
behind him, ‘this evening I present Vesuvius, hero of Baylem for sale. As usual it 
is the highest bidder who will be rewarded with the full information file on 
Vesuvius, including his home location, legal names and identity and anything 
else you may deem relevant for you to do what you like with.’ The Banker said 
this last bit with a porky smile. 

To do what you like with? I internalized, my mouth falling open in shock. 
‘Just a friendly reminder that anything you do actually do to him must be 

done under the mandate of the Dark Republic.’ 
I could not believe it. They were literally going to auction off Vesuvius’ 

file. A file that had been retrieved from Hojac archives. This was insane, 
absolutely insane! 

‘I –’ I began to say. Nightshade shot me a silencing glare as the bidding 
began. 

‘Keep your mouth shut, Romulus.’ She told me squarely, ‘it’s too late 
anyway.’ 

It was beyond comprehension. The insanity of the circumstance. That I 
was there, in some kind of theatrical building watching someone’s life be 
bartered with. They were going to kill him. I knew that. This must have 
happened with Lionman, and Blaze and Cattitude.  

It was sick. 
The worst part was the hysteria from the villains. Each was beside 

themselves with excitement at the prospect of purchasing Vesuvius’s identity. 
My stomach turned and I felt like I was about to be sick. 
‘Six million dollars! Six point one… do I have six point two? Six point two! 

Do I have six point three…?’ the Bank called, the price higher and higher by the 
second. 

Vesuvius was clearly a prize to be had. 
I could understand it. Baylem was the largest city in the whole world, 

Vesuvius was powerful, very popular and a mascot for Hojac. I’d even heard he 
was being considered for the next member of the Sanctum. 

The bidding went higher and higher, the price more and more ridiculous. 
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‘Ten point three million dollars!’ someone cried, the Banker beamed 
gleefully. 

‘Wonderful! Do I have ten point four?’ silence. ‘Do I have ten point four?’ 
a longer silence. ‘Alright, first call for Ten point three, going once?’ pause, the 
Banker peered about the place with his beady eyes, ‘ten point three going 
twice?’ then at last, ‘Ten point three a third time and SOLD! Sold for Ten Point 
three million dollars.’ 

There was applause now, jeers of delight as Vesuvius’s face remained 
displayed on the back screen. Everyone dissolved into chatter once more and a 
black costumed villain who I knew to be Vulture – Vesuvius’ arch nemesis – 
wandered towards the front followed by his entourage of henchmen to pay. 

‘Well?’ Nightshade prompted. 
I don’t know what she expected me to say. Of course the whole thing 

repulsed me. They had sold of the identity of a perfectly good man to be torn 
apart by the Dark Republic for money and promotion. 

My shoulders arched and I shook with fury. 
‘This is wrong.’ I told her. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because.’ I snapped, ‘Vesuvius is just doing his job. Protecting people. 

Why should he be sold off like that? And for what? The chance to murder him? 
You’re sick. You’re all sick!’ 

Nightshade tipped her head to one side as if my reaction caught her by 
surprise. 

‘Hojac… Dark Republic… it’s all the same.’ She told me. 
‘It’s not the same.’ 
‘It is. Control. Thinking you know better than someone else.’ 
‘The difference being Hojac help people.’ 
‘People think Hojac helps them.’ Nightshade shrugged, ‘do they really, 

though? You don’t think they do. They’ve never helped you.’  
I winced, because that was true.  
‘The Dark Republic are evil. This bidding thing proves that.’ I told her 

levelly. 
‘Well you killed Callum Court, so how does that make you any better?’ 
‘I’m not saying I’m any better. But Hojac… and the people a part of it… 

they are better.’ 
‘Oh don’t be so pious,’ she snipped, ‘sometimes bad things must be done 

for the greater good. Ever thought of that?’ 
‘Like murder?’ 
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‘Like whatever has to be done. Don’t you see? All people are bad. All of 
them. They’re all just like you and me, imperfect. Because of that they have to 
be managed.’ 

‘And you want to manage them?’ I demanded. 
‘Well that’s what Hojac’s doing, isn’t it? We’re just suggesting a change in 

management.’ Nightshade told me fiercely. 
‘I don’t buy it.’ I said in a gravelly voice. 
‘You don’t?’ 
‘No.’ 
She shook her head, patronizing. ‘Oh, Roe, you have no idea.’ 
I could barely contain myself. Here I was, in a knot of villains, lost 

somewhere, having just seen an innocent man sold off. 
I didn’t know what to do, but I couldn’t do nothing. 
My eyes flittered to Nightshade, her arms folded across her middle. She 

seemed so full of herself. I barely had seconds to think. My eyes wandered to 
her side where her weapons were strapped to her utility belt. 

It was the only option. 
I moved quickly. Without any warning at all, I grabbed at her, ripping 

away her pistol and taking aim with narrow eyes. 
‘Oh come on, you wouldn’t dare?’ she taunted, although she was 

nervous, I could see that too. 
I didn’t even bother with words and instead fired. 
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I didn’t know what the bullet would do. A small dart, styled like a little 

white flower shot out and hit her neck she collapsed instantly leaving me a little 
numb. 

Now what do I do? 
I had absolutely no idea where I was only that it was called The Bank, and 

that I was surrounded by hundreds of villains. 
But I had to get out. I decided. I had to get out, and somehow figure out 

how to get to Vesuvius and warn him before the Vulture came. 
Still a hold of Nightshade’s gun I headed into the dark, away from the 

Bank. I moved quickly and purposefully, navigating my way down the hall. I 
slowed when I heard voices up ahead, light funneling down towards me. 

Venturing carefully forwards I found ahead lay a foyer. It was jam packed. 
This was both a positive and a negative. 
It was always easier to move about unseen when there was a crowd, 

people paid far less attention to you. In saying that, I wasn’t in costume, and I 
was also undoubtedly Romulus Gray. 

If someone did notice me, I was as good as dead. 
The hall I was in fed through to a wide foyer. I could see stairs ahead that 

seemed to lead to two sets of double doors, one to the right and one to the left. 
There were uniformed bouncers at each one letting people out as they chose. 

Walk directly where you need to go without looking up. That’s what Liam 
had always said to do. I remember him telling me one time when I was far 
younger and there’s been a barrage of protestors outside of Gray Towers. 

Would that work here? Now? I wasn’t sure but there was no other way 
out and I didn’t have time. 

Keeping Nightshade’s gun in my hand – just in case – I headed out into 
the hall, eyes on the floor, weaving in and out of the heavy crowd.  

Miraculously, no one seemed to pay any attention to me at all. Either too 
distracted or not bothered, I managed to thread my way across the foyer, 
between costumed villains completely unbothered in my jeans and jumper. 

I could hardly believe my luck. Head still down I half jogged up the stairs 
skirting in behind a hedge of villains and henchmen as they made to leave 
through the wide doors. 

Bringing up the rear and endeavoring to go unnoticed by the bouncer I 
quietly huddled in behind the last of the henchmen. 

‘Until later, Sir.’ I heard a voice said, instinctively my eyes shot up and 
met those of the bouncer, in full uniform, a mask over his features. He looked 
directly at me, a smirk tucked away in one corner of his face. 
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I dipped my head once, wordlessly, and bundled out after the others, 
absolutely confused. 

He’d seen me, and he didn’t care.  
I suppose I ought to be relieved the bouncer was clearly an absolute idiot. 

Ahead of me now the henchmen laughed and jeered. We’d come out into a dim 
alleyway. It was later afternoon and pouring with rain. The villains who’d left 
ahead of me scuttled away to the end of the ally to a waiting car leaving me on 
my own. 

I glanced behind, the double doors unsuspectingly built into the side of a 
brick wall looking more or less like the backside of a building. There was a fence 
too, dividing the narrow walk way in half, the other doors on the other side.  

Saturated in seconds, I had to move. Sure the bouncer had been stupid 
but I couldn’t count on any of the villains leaving the bank to be likewise. So I 
moved. I didn’t have time anyway. Vesuvius was in trouble, and I had to get to 
him or contact him before the Dark Republic and Vulture got there. 

So I started off in a sprint, down the alleyway into the street, looking 
right, then left, and instantly knowing where I was. 

Lionsbrink. 
I was in Lionsbrink. 
Of course, I considered, the Banker was in Lionsbrink, it made perfect 

sense, only I’d forgotten that detail until now. Ahead I could spot the looming 
shape of Gray Tower, somewhere in the skyline was city hall, and various other 
buildings I instantly recognized. After all, this was my city. I knew it like the back 
of my hand. 

What now? I considered. How was I going to contact Vesuvius? 
If I were Constellation or Herald I’d have flown. 
If I were Bright I’d have used my super awesome jumping abilities. 
The issue was I wasn’t them and I didn’t have powers so I was going to 

have to do this the old fashioned way. 
The Hojac communication line? Back at my lair, there was a 

communication line that could reach him. It was a matter of getting there. I 
glance sideways, spotting a line of parked cars. A web of guilt wound its way 
through me and I exhaled, before circling around the outside of a particular old 
one. 

Rolling my fist in the sleeve of my jumper and grasping tight a hold of 
Nightshade’s gun I hit the side window as hard as I could. It shattered instantly 
and as I’d suspected it was ancient beyond the point of an internal alarm. 

No one seemed to pay any attention – I supposed their faces hid beneath 
umbrellas – as I jerked the lock open and clambered into the car. 

In seconds I jump started it and we were in business. 
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The engine stuttered to life and I hit the car into drive before screaming 
onto the wet roads. 

It was all a matter of time now. I had to get to my liar, contact Vesuvius, 
warn him before it was too late. I wasn’t sure how long I had but I doubted the 
Dark Republic would be generous. 

I was genuinely surprised I managed to make it all the way home without 
being stopped by the police. I floored it the entire way, darting in and out of 
traffic, before thundering up the main roads to my home and curling out the 
front door. 

I lurched out of the car, and sprinted up the stairs, not bothering to offer 
any kind of indication I was home. Instead racing up the stairs towards the huge 
portrait at the far end of the hall – a painting of Liam and his long dead parents 
– and laying my hand on the canvas.  

It hummed and groaned, shifting away to reveal the elevator beyond. The 
familiarity of it did not escape me. I’d missed this. I’d missed home. 

In a second I was down in the lair.  
Nothing had changed, not really, only odds and ends and paper scattered 

about the place suggesting that Gravity Guy had actually been using it. 
‘Sir…?’ came the very confused voice of Gary. I glanced over my shoulder 

where he stood, in his suit, watching me. 
‘Hey, Gar…’ I quipped back, setting to work at my computer. 
‘Sir, should you be here?’ Gary rephrased. 
‘No.’ I anwswered, typing away, finding Vesuvius’s communication line 

and hitting ‘engage.’ The line began to ring, and I stood back, watching a little 
line blip up and down as it waited for connection with Vesuvius’ layer in Baylem. 

Only it didn’t.  
Instead, it continued to ring, on and on, which worried me all the more. 
‘What’s happened?’ Gary furthered, drawing closer. I wriggled my fingers 

together, uneasy. 
‘He’s not answering.’ I mumbled, without any further explanation, ‘I have 

to find another way… there’s no telling how long we have…’ 
‘Master Roe?’ Gary said frankly, ‘can I help you with something?’  
I glanced back at him, gnawing at my lip. What I couldn’t escape here was 

how real the situation was. Vesuvius was in danger. I’d just seen his life 
auctioned off amidst a swarm of villains. 

‘Vesuvius is in trouble.’ I told Gary levelly, ‘in Baylem. He won’t answer 
my call. I don’t know how long he’s got.’ 

Gary blinked back at me, ‘Baylem’s at least five hours drive from here, 
Master Roe.’ 
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I narrowed my eyes internally wondering if I could do it in the Silver 
Shadow. Probably not. It was fast, but not that fast. 

‘I have to get to Baylem.’ I said because I couldn’t tell Hojac, I was in 
enough trouble as it was that I’d gone completely MIA from the Elite not to 
mention Gravity Guy’s involvement here. 

Gary pressed his lips together before exhaling, ‘Is there someone who 
ought to handle this, Sir? Perhaps Gravity Guy?’ 

I shook my head once, ‘No.’ 
‘But, Sir. He seems to be –’ 
‘I promise you, Gar, he is NOT what he seems to be.’ I countered irritably, 

my mind ticking over possibilities. 
Then, I thought of something. 
It was absolutely crazy, but I was desperate. 
‘Gar. The Silver Wing. Is it still here somewhere?’ 
‘Of course it’s still here.’ 
‘Great. Gravity Guy didn’t clear it out.’ I noted, already pacing to the 

lower of the lair’s levels.  
‘Sir.’ Gary said, trailing after me, ‘I must remind you that you’ve barely 

flown the thing across the field let alone the country… are you sure this is a 
viable –’ 

‘Gar.’ I interrupted, ‘I have no other option.’ 
I knew he wanted to argue with me, but he couldn’t. I knew I should 

listen to him, but there was nothing else to do.  
Down the way a little, past the silver shadow sat a very nimble looking 

craft. It was pencil shaped, about seven or eight feet in length with slim blades 
that arched out either side. There was a little cockpit enclosed by a glass 
capsule over the top. 

Gary watched me doubtfully as I ran my hand along the silver side and 
the glass cockpit case gushed open. Wordlessly, I climbed inside, nestling myself 
in the little seat and fiddling with various controls. 

‘I know you think I’m crazy.’ I said at last, shooting a nervous look towards 
Gary, ‘if there was any other way, I’d have done it.’ then I jerked the glass cover 
down, it clicked as the locks engaged. 

Already my hands set on the various controls. I heard a hum as the 
engines groaned to life and alongside me the blades ignited with ferocious blue 
flames. The whole craft – the Silver Wing – looked like a bird in flight.  

Gary had stepped adequately back, an undeterminable expression on his 
face as the jet shifted forwards before hurtling down the long tunnel space 
towards a gray opening ahead. I shook everything from my head, everything 
other than the present situation. 
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That Vesuvius was in trouble and I absolutely had to find him before the 
Dark Republic did. 

Erupting out the end of the tunnel out onto a long winding drive, instead 
of shooting out to the road as the Silver Shadow did, the Silver Wing curled up 
into the air, wobbling as it cut through the air. 

In seconds I was far above the ground below, level with the clouds.  
‘Computer.’ I said levelly, ‘set coordinates for Vesuvius’ Lair in Baylem.’ 
‘Yes sir.’ An automated voice replied, the internal systems setting to 

work. 
Liam had never been a fan of my inventions. When he’d been alive I’d 

never have been allowed to develop something like the Silver Wing. Since Liam 
had passed away I had begun to bring a number of my imaginings to life.  

Of course all of that had been on hold since joining the Elite. The Silver 
Wing had been the most recent invention of mine. As nervous as I was that I’d 
reach Vesuvius in time, I was thrilled that it was working.  

Carving a way through the skyline, with my hands upon its controls, I 
followed the coordinates to Baylem. The Silver Wing was impossibly fast. Easily 
forty minutes or so later the systems beeped indicating we were in fact drawing 
closer. 

It was nearly dusk, the sky had turned a deep blue the sun barely above 
the horizon now. That of course was useful for me seeing as it meant I’d easily 
navigate my way about the city of Baylem without being seen. 

Fumbling in my pocket I found my mask, then began to pull at my shirt. 
While the jet closed in on Vesuvius’ headquarters I changed into my Dare 
costume, an action which was fairly difficult given the space, then pressing my 
mask to my face I took a hold of the controls. 

‘Vesuvius’ Headquarters directly below sir.’ The automated voice told me, 
far calmer than I felt.  

‘Brilliant.’ I breathed, I peered down below, a mess of Baylem. It really did 
go on for miles. Easily twenty times the size of Lionsbrink, spreading out in a sea 
of lights to the horizon. ‘Show me Vesuvius’ HQ schematics.’ I said glancing 
ahead to the glass panel controls before my eyes. 

An image of a slim townhouse appeared. Three above ground levels, 
bedrooms and living rooms, all very normal, then a wide lair which spread out 
below.  

I swallowed, a glance over my shoulder, unsure if it really would be as 
easy as I hoped it would. 

I’d knocked Nightshade out, a part of me supposed she’d have sounded 
the alarm once she’d woken – or had been found. However there was still a 
chance I’d been fast enough. 
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Gosh I hope I’d been fast enough. 
‘Right.’ I said again, ‘computer, get me out of this thing.’ 
‘Yes sir.’ The voice replied, before the glass shell groaned open, the jet 

now navigating its own circles around Vesuvius’s townhouse a few hundred feet 
below. 

Nervously on my feet, buffeted by the high winds I struggled to remain 
completely upright as I peered down at the townhouse below. 

It would be a difficult jump, I considered, but I was Dare. So without 
another thought I threw myself over and out of the jet.  

The air was frozen and almost numbed my body in seconds. The fall was 
quick, only I was quicker. Reaching for my grapple and taking aim, shooting 
directly upwards back at my jet, the hook tangling onto the side of the carriage 
and pulling tight. 

The whiplash itself was a little painful, jerking at my bones, only allowing 
me to swing easily with stumbled steps down onto the roof to Vesuvius’s 
townhouse. 

Breathlessly, I retracted the grapple. Eyes everywhere on the roof top.  
Nothing seemed immediately out of the ordinary.  
Only that didn’t mean I was in the clear, not at all. Wordlessly, swapping 

my grapple for my stun gun I rounded to the edge of the building, before 
lowering myself over the guttering and down onto a little balcony below.  

Once there, I peered sideways in through a wide ranch slider. There was 
no sign of Vesuvius, only a collection of pretty impressive furniture.  

With very little time to spare, I checked the ranch slider, finding it locked. 
Internally groaning, I gripped my stun gun and used its hard form to smash 
through the smaller of the side windows. 

I managed to do so rather quietly, which was excellent. If by some chance 
the Dark Republic were already here, they wouldn’t know I was. 

Climbing through the shattered glass, I scrambled inside being careful 
that my knees didn’t cut on the shards. Once through, I peered from right to 
left, surveying the scene. 

There was a TV, across the way, blaring some sitcom and in the kitchen I 
could smell something spicy. He was definitely here, I considered, undoubtedly. 

But were the Dark Republic? 
I crept carefully towards the hall, my gaze everywhere, as I headed down 

the corridor cautious of every sound. 
Then I heard movement. Down through towards my right, as I rounded 

the central stairwell. Half humming, half singing and a radio. Pressing my lips 
together I ventured further in, a little more confident now. If Vesuvius was 



257 
 

singing, he wasn’t being mercilessly murdered by the Vulture in the name of the 
Dark Republic. 

‘Hello?’ I called cautiously, headed through what I assumed was his 
bedroom, the voice coming from an open bathroom door. ‘Vesuvius?’ 

The humming and singing stopped. 
I edged my way in through the bathroom door, nudging it open with the 

toe of my boot when I felt myself grabbed in a firm hold and forced down onto 
my knees. 

‘WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING HERE!?’ Vesuvius roared.  
He wore lose fitting clothes, track pants, a shirt, his face smeared with 

foam suggesting he’d been shaving.  
Vesuvius had been shoved down hard, my arm bent painfully behind my 

back. I could feel his heavy breathing and quickly made to explain myself. 
‘Vesuvius. It’s Dare – from Lionsbrink?’ I realized that this last part I’d said 

wasn’t necessarily true so I briskly continued, ‘You’re in danger.’ 
I felt Vesuvius’s grip lessen and he released me, taking a step back.  
‘What?’ he asked, as I rose to my feet and dusted off my costume. 
‘You’re in danger. The Dark Republic are coming.’ 
‘They don’t know where I am.’ He dismissed. 
‘They do.’ I insisted, ‘They sold your identity to the Vulture…’ 
‘Sold it!?’ 
‘Yes. In a theater… in Lionsbrink. By some person called the Banker. They 

sold it to the Vulture and he’s going to come and kill you in the name of the 
Dark Republic. So you have to get out of here. Right now. I don’t know how 
much time you have left.’ I said in one long stream of words.  

Vesuvius narrowed his eyes, ‘you’re Romulus Gray.’ 
‘Yes.’ I nodded once. 
‘Nice to meet you.’ He grinned, ‘I’m Sam Jones.’  
‘Hey.’ I managed. It was weird, I’d half expected Vesuvius to be a 

complete jerk seeing as he was associated with Friction. Evidently I had been 
wrong to suppose as such. 

‘So the Dark Republic…?’ Vesuvius prompted. 
‘Are coming here. And you need to get out.’ 
‘How did they access my information?’ 
‘They brought it. Off someone inside of Hojac.’ I wasn’t about to try and 

reason with Vesuvius on Gravity Guy’s innocence, ‘I saw them auction you off in 
Lionsbrink. There’s a guy called the Banker who does it.’ 

‘That’s insane.’ Vesuvius mumbled, ‘and the Vulture won the bidding?’ 
‘Yes.’ I nodded definitively. 
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Vesuvius grabbed for his facecloth and wiped it across his face before 
jerking his head to the door, ‘then we need to move.’ 

It was at that exact moment that I heard the ranch slider shatter. 
Instantly, Vesuvius grabbed me by the scruff of my collar and hauled me 

into the bedroom, headed for the tall boy across the way. Then there were 
heavy footsteps, and bullets and smashing from the living room. 

Vesuvius didn’t flinch, he grabbed the far right and far left top drawers 
and yanked them out. Instantly the tallboy rotated, scooping us and the floor 
below in a violent circle and swallowing us into a cavity within the wall. 

‘This way.’ Vesuvius quipped, sprinting down a spiral of stairs that cork 
screwed downwards, clearly leading into his lair. I followed, because evidently 
there was nowhere else to go but I was perfectly aware of one very awful truth. 

‘They’ll know this is here.’ I said, as we rounded out onto the very lowest 
level which spread out at every which side of us. 

‘The Lair?’ 
‘They know everything.’ I insisted. 
For the first time Vesuvius seemed visibly panicked. My jaw tightened as I 

glanced up the stairs back the way we’d come. There was a loud BANG! And a 
shot of light as what I supposed was the secret entrance was snapped open. 

‘Damn it!’ Vesuvius cursed through clenched teeth. 
I swallowed, grasping for my stun gun again, perfectly aware that the 

people here were here to harm us. I had to be prepared to defend myself. 
‘That way.’ Vesuvius yelped, ‘ahead there, there’s a car… the Shaker.’  
I spotted the bumpy looking vehicle across the way, recognizing it 

immediately. More like a tank than any car I’ve ever seen, both Vesuvius and I 
rushed to it, desperate to get away from the Vulture and his henchmen as they 
poured into the lair. 

Only feet from the Shaker there was a series of short noises as bullets 
hailed over in our direction. The Shaker was bullet proof, but we weren’t. I 
heard a yelp as Vesuvius jerked back, a smash of red erupting from his leg. 

He’d been shot. Instantly I froze, only Vesuvius refused to be deterred. He 
threw himself forward and hauled open the door of the Shaker, barking for me 
to get inside before doing likewise. 

The stream of bullets hammered hard onto the vehicle as Vesuvius shook 
and shivered, daring himself to inspect the wound in the back of his calf. There 
was blood everywhere. Staining the seat, webbed between his fingers, I wilted 
at the sight of it. 

‘I’m not driving anywhere.’ Vesuvius told me wirily, the Vulture’s 
henchmen closer now, supposing our action as surrender. ‘My leg’s bust. I can’t 
us my powers either. Not here. Would bring the whole street down.’ 
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Vesuvius, right, he had powers. The ability to control and create 
earthquakes, I recalled. He was right, any use of that here would put hundreds 
of lives in danger. 

Staring at me with wide eyes, Vesuvius lurched for the controls, shoving 
them hard on a sort of leaver system so they arched over to my side of the car. 
‘Get us out of here.’ He told me. 

I nodded, push starting the Shaker, the engine growling alive. There were 
pedals too, at my feet, making me suspect that this car was made for either 
right or left hand drive. With the controls in my hands I shammed my foot hard 
on the accelerator, tearing us away from the mass of henchmen. 

‘There! That way!’ Vesuvius was shouting, pointing towards an opening a 
way across the way. 

I steered hard, the tires squealing against the concrete and aggressively 
flooring the Shaker down the long tunnel into the dark.  

‘Where are the headlights in this thing?’ I mumbled, fumbling about.  
‘There.’ Vesuvius said, motioning to a switch on the controls. Heart in my 

throat I inhaled twice, very deeply. 
‘That was insane.’ I breathed, ‘they were everywhere.’ 
‘Everywhere.’ Vesuvius agreed, glancing sideways at me, ‘thanks man. 

Tonight could have gone way worse for me if you hadn’t come when you did.’ 
I’d have told him that it was fine and no problem at all, despite the fact 

that it had been ridiculously difficult, escaping the Dark Republic Bank, getting 
here in my untested air craft which was still circling the city of Baylem.  

Only I didn’t have the chance. 
There was an enormous burst of light, then a violent explosion which 

seemed to tear the world apart around me. The door of the Shaker, the 
controls, the seat beneath me all disembodied and I felt every part of me 
buffeted by a powerful force. 

There was a shout, I wasn’t sure if it were my own, but I heard nothing 
but a loud ringing for several seconds after that as I tumbled hard onto the 
concrete on my knees. 

There was a ridiculous heat, and smoke stung at my eyes as I crawled 
onto my bloodied knees and blinked several times over, trying to gather my 
bearings. 

We’d been attacked. The Shaker had completely shattered as a result, 
and parts of its body lay around me, still a lit with fire. My body ached from the 
impact, fall and obvious burns, despite this, I staggered up onto my feet, 
searching for Vesuvius. 

Then I spotted Vulture climbing out of a savage looking black vehicle, 
flanked by a squad of henchmen. 
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The tunnel was fairly wide, it extended a while ahead – the direction I 
supposed the white light, explosion and Vulture had appeared from – and 
behind us to the lair. 

I absolutely knew there were henchmen behind, and now the Vulture 
stood ahead. 

He was a rather non-descript man. Slim, in a black and white suit with a 
pair of black sunglasses, greased back black hair and a moustache. 

Folding his arms across his chest he peered ahead, through the fires and 
debris to where Vesuvius lay, face down and unmoving. 

Oh no, I thought internally. He was either dead or close to it. 
‘Sam Jones.’ Vulture sneered, completely ignoring me and pacing through 

the litter towards the motionless figure of Vesuvius. ‘Funny meeting on my 
terms rather than yours.’ He loomed over the top of Vesuvius now, ‘you don’t 
seem so powerful now…’ 

I’m not sure when I started moving, but no one seemed to take any 
notice of me anyway. I stalked through the heavy rubble, my steps growing 
faster and faster until I sprinted at Vulture and slammed my punched him as 
hard as I possibly could. 

Vulture wilted back, already his henchmen clattering as they made to 
move forwards. Vulture waved them away, grinning broadly. 

‘Why are you here?’ he asked me, ‘huh? To meddle? I don’t understand?’ 
I blinked back at him, confused by his reaction, ‘You can’t do this.’ I said 

evenly, Vesuvius groaned from behind me. I exhaled in relief. That meant he 
wasn’t dead.  

‘Why can’t I? I brought him fair and square.’ Vulture pointed out, ‘several 
million dollars for him, actually. Don’t tell me the Dark Republic have changed 
their minds?’ 

Unsure what he meant by that, I shook my head, ‘This man’s life wasn’t 
the Banker’s to sell, or yours to buy.’ I stated firmly, gripping a hold of my stun 
gun, ‘I can’t let you hurt him.’ 

Vulture’s face transformed, a wide smile curling across his features.  
‘I see.’ He concluded, ‘You’re Dare, yes?’ 
I swallowed, ‘Yes.’  
A laugh now, ‘And you saw what happened?’ 
‘I saw you buy Vesuvius. I won’t let you hurt him.’ 
Vulture seemed to deliberate the words I said, tapping his lip with his 

index finger. ‘There are more of us than you.’ He told me at last, ‘you won’t win. 
So why bother?’ 

He had a very, very excellent point. There were at least a dozen 
henchmen over his shoulder, do doubt at least twenty more behind me.  
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‘Because this isn’t right.’ I said in a low gravelly voice. 
Vulture laughed louder this time, ‘alright, let’s see what you can do.’  
I was already moving. 
I took aim with my stun gun and fired repetitively. I hit at least four of the 

henchmen as Vulture grabbed for me. Internally I considered the most pivotal 
question. What were Vulture’s powers? Did he have any? I couldn’t seem to 
recall them. 

Vulture advanced, aiming punches, kicks. He knocked my stun gun from 
my hands and it rattled down, skittering far too far away. I defended every 
blow. 

He was fast though, nearly as fast as me. With purposeful movements I 
deflected his blows, desperate to keep him back from Vesuvius. The henchmen 
were making to move for Vesuvius too, while I defended him against the 
Vulture. 

Grasping at my utility belt, dodging hit after hit, my boots uneven on the 
rubble, I managed to grab a hold of a small round objects at my side. Drawing 
them out from inside of the small pocket I cast them towards the henchmen. 
They exploded instantly with flares of white light and fairly potent energy. 

They were a new addition, I’d worked on the pebbles while we’d been 
under lock down. 

Evidently there were pretty effective. Despite this, in my endeavors to 
protect Vesuvius I lost a marginal amount of focus. Vulture’s fist hit my face, 
knocking me backwards and landing hard on a twist of something I suspected 
had once been a part of the Shaker. 

I felt my ankle twist, crying out as I landed, Vulture scoffed again. 
‘This is fun. But disappointing.’ He told me quietly, ‘you’re not nearly as 

good as I imagined.’ 
Despite the circumstances, I felt myself blush. Scrambling up, I was 

careful not to rest too much weight on my ankle. Then I threw myself at 
Vulture. 

I tackled him hard, aiming a sharp hit, knocking him back, then another 
and another. He blocked quickly, laughing the whole time. 

‘Oh have I made you angry?’ he teased. He had but I wasn’t going to 
admit to that. 

Sweat running through my hair, the heat of the fires, the henchmen 
mostly dealt with – at least for now – I Kicked hard, again and again, my 
movements fast. Far faster than they’d ever been. 

Perhaps my time at the Elite really was paying off. 
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Vulture knocked me hard back, advancing now, shoving me hard on the 
chest and knocking me off balance with my twisted ankle. I stumbled, as he 
grabbed me by my throat, jerking me up off of the ground. 

I gasped, struggling for air, his hold tight. 
‘I’m stronger than you.’ Vulture told me, staring deep into my eyes as I 

wrestled desperately against him, ‘all the more now…’ he added. 
Then I felt it. 
A powerful warmth against my skin where his hands curled around my 

neck. 
It seemed to tingle and fizz as if something were dissolving, then a 

powerful exhaustion set in. 
It was like a weight. A heavy weight which rotted inside of my bones. 
Then I remembered. The Vulture was a scavenger. 
He drew energy from others. He could drain me dry if he wanted to. That 

was his power. If he made skin contact with someone he could draw every 
ounce of energy from a person’s body. 

Which was what he was doing to me. 
‘LET ME GO!’ I rasped, kicking and squirming. Absolutely aware that I had 

to get free. I would die here and Vesuvius would die here if I did not free myself.  
‘Do you feel it? Exhaustion? Do you feel your life force fading?’ Vulture 

taunted, ‘it won’t be long now…’ 
‘LET ME GO!’ 
‘Just a little more…’ 
Wriggling and writhing, I had to get free, I absolutely had to. 
Then something amazing happened. Beneath us the ground began to 

swap. It was sudden, and only slight and absolutely Vesuvius. Somehow that 
allowed me the chance to kick back and escape Vulture’s grasps. I staggered 
back, closer to Vesuvius’s unmoving body. 

‘Thanks man.’ I managed to say, feeling absolutely shattered as Vulture 
grinned, already making to move for us. Henchmen had recollected too, already 
lumbering towards us. 

‘THIS IS MINE!’ Vulture roared, ‘THIS IS MINE! I BROUGHT IT!’ 
He meant Vesuvius’ death. That thought made me sick to my stomach as 

Vulture drew nearer and nearer. I remained resolute, between him and 
Vesuvius. 

‘I had hoped we could make the whole thing public…’ Vulture went on, 
‘make a show of it, like the others did… but I suppose I shouldn’t be too 
disappointed. I got a two for one deal, didn’t I?’ 

He meant me now, I gritted my teeth hard together. I was more furious 
than scared. 



263 
 

‘Do you know what you are?’ I demanded squarely, lifting both hands as 
if ready to take a punch. 

‘I know what I am, yes. But what do you think I am?’ Vulture dared, 
coming to a halt about six feet opposite us. 

‘An ass.’ I snapped. 
‘You’re right. I am an ass. But I’m an ass that will win this. An ass that will 

finally get what I want.’ 
‘Which is what?’ 
‘That man. Sam Jones. Dead.’ Vulture explained jabbing a finger to 

Vesuvius’ body. 
‘Then what?’ I demanded, ‘he’s dead and then what?’ 
Vulture smirked broadly, ‘then everything.’ 
‘No one will ever agree with this. It is evil. And it will be remembered as 

evil. That you killed an innocent man.’ I told Vulture flatly, ‘that will be your 
legacy. What’s the point of that?’ 

‘We are all building something.’ Vulture shrugged obscurely. 
I reached for my grapple, unsure what I was going to do with it, but 

wanted to feel armed in some way. What I wanted to do was shoot him, with a 
real weapon. But I didn’t have real weapons. If I lived through this it was a fairly 
strong argument to change that fact. 

‘You’re still going to fight?’ Vulture taunted, ‘you know you don’t have 
to? I can make this quick. I can end it all now so you don’t have to fight 
anymore. I can tell you’re exhausted.’ 

He was right, I was exhausted. He’d sucked a fair share of my energy. It 
took everything in me to remain upright. 

‘I can tell them you fought hard.’ Vulture told me, ‘I can tell everyone that 
you went down like a hero at the end. That you almost had me… but I was 
stronger…’ 

I could not contain myself any longer. Without really thinking it through I 
threw myself at Vulture and attacked. Faster, and so sudden I seemed to catch 
him off guard. 

Amidst the furious movements I could see one very clear thing. 
Vulture was scared. 
His henchmen were advancing, circling in around us, and around 

Vesuvius, but I remained focused, slamming hit after hit at the Vulture, sharper 
and stronger than before. 

I was absolutely desperate. Vesuvius’ life depended on me, my own life 
depended on me. There was no chance to fail here. None at all. 
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I grasped Vulture’s shoulders hard, shaking him savagely, glaring hard 
into his eyes as, rather miraculously, the tunnel erupted with lights, powerful 
lights. 

Then there were voices, and vehicles rolling up from either side. White 
uniformed people, instantly pouring out into the chaos and taking aim firing 
powerful stun guns at the henchmen.  

Vulture – behind his sunglasses – peered nervously over my shoulder, 
then back at me before shoving me hard against the chest. 

I was so startled at the activity around us that I tumbled back a little, 
making to advance for him again when Vulture jerked his wrist up, watching me 
as he whispered something into a device on his arm. 

Then, as Nightshade had, he flickered out of view like some kind of 
hologram. 

I was left, alone, dismayed and gasping for air. Absolutely hollow with 
exhaustion. 

The white uniformed people – Hojac – poured into the space, locking it 
down, setting upon the henchmen and clustering around Vesuvius. I however 
remained absolutely frozen. 

Suddenly, out of place, and unsure of myself. 
The full weight of what had occurred slowly grasped a hold of me, making 

me feel the more tired. A familiar tingle of anxiety clawing up my spine and 
making my lungs tighten. 

I could have died. I almost died. 
‘Dare.’ A voice called, a voice I would never have mistaken ever. Gravity 

Guy. ‘Are you alright?’ 
Shivering, and still motionless, Gravity Guy crossed over from one of the 

Hojac vehicles in full costume. Circling around to where the Vulture had stood 
Gravity Guy set his hands on my shoulders. I winced at his touch, shaking. 

‘Dare.’ Gravity Guy said again as I finally managed to meet his gaze, ‘are 
you okay?’ 

I swallowed, nodding, then glancing in the direction of Vesuvius. ‘Is he –?’ 
‘We don’t know. Yet.’ Gravity Guy said honestly, as a crowd of medical 

staff appeared and set to work. ‘We need to get you out of here. Alright? Do 
you think you can walk?’ 

I wasn’t sure how awful I must have looked but I supposed it was pretty 
bad. ‘Yes.’ I mumbled, ‘why wouldn’t I?’ 

‘He drained you. The Vulture.’ Gravity Guy noted, although I couldn’t 
reason how he knew. 

‘How do you…?’ I slurred. 
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‘You’re exhausted.’ Gravity Guy noted, ‘and the marks on your neck… text 
book symptoms.’ 

I scowled, unsure what was wrong with my neck. ‘Okay…’ was all I 
managed in response. 

‘Come on. This way.’ 
Despite that I was pretty sure Gravity Guy was the mole, and despite how 

awful I felt and despite my concern for Vesuvius and the fact that the Vulture 
had gotten away I allowed myself to be led away. 

 
A while later we were in the air.  
I was inside of a Hojac plane. Everything here was white, and smelt like 

cleaning alcohol. There was a bed that I’d been asked to lay down on. Staff had 
attended to cuts and wounds and bruises. After that they vanished leaving me 
to myself to clean up. 

Spare clothes had been left, only nothing special. A spare Hojac costume, 
all white with a shirt, and trousers. Once I was on my own, I peeled off my 
costume and changed. I felt instantly warmer after that and made for a little 
mirror and basin across the room. 

At the sight of my own reflection I was overcome with chock. Face 
blotched with soot and dirt, my hair matted with sweat and of course as Gravity 
Guy had mentioned, the heavy black marks around my throat. 

They looked like bruises, only far darker and almost in a perfect shape of 
two hands, with thin fingers around my neck. 

I wondered how long they’d be there, what everyone would make of 
them. 

After washing up I perched quietly on the bed, my bare feet freezing. I 
supposed we were headed back to the Elite.  

Probably about fifteen minutes or so later the door cracked and White 
Knight appeared, no sign of Gravity Guy. 

I’d met the White Knight a while back, he was a part of the Sanctum and 
had clearly been sent here to speak with me. A willowy assistant trailed in after 
him in an admin uniform lingering at the door. He looked exactly as I 
remembered him offering no greeting as he entered and crossing the room to a 
chair before lowering himself into it. 

I was a tangle of emotions. Concern for Vesuvius, fury against Gravity Guy 
who I supposed was the mole and author of this situation in the first place, not 
to mention the fact that I was pretty confidence I would be in a lot of trouble 
for leaving the Elite. 

Hojac would have questions, no doubt Gary would have outed me and 
told them of my surprise appearance. 
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After a moment or two of silence I asked probably the least important 
question, ‘What happened to the Silver Wing?’ 

White Knight inhaled deeply, ‘managed to override the autopilot controls. 
It’s been sent back to Lionsbrink.’ 

‘Oh.’ 
‘Yes.’ White Knight agreed, clasping his hands together, ‘Roe. What 

happened? You’re in a lot of trouble, we can lessen this trouble if you –’ 
‘If I what? Play by your rules?’ I demanded tartly. 
White Knight nodded once, ‘What happened, Roe?’ 
I hesitated, then figuring that he knew anyway began to explain. ‘I… Uh… I 

was up on the roof.’ I began to say. 
‘With Constellation?’ White Knight added. I had planned on leaving her 

out of this, but clearly they already knew this part. 
‘Yes. We were getting some air.’ I went on, ‘it was no big deal.’ 
‘Alright.’ White Knight conceded, ‘then what?’ 
‘I heard someone on the roof. We thought it was some worker or 

something. I distracted them while Constellation got back inside.’ I hesitated, ‘it 
wasn’t a worker though, it was Nightshade.’ 

White Knight’s eyebrows jerked up, ‘Looks as though she is making an 
effort to be around you.’ 

I shuffled where I sat, uncomfortable because it was true. Clearly 
Nightshade was purposefully engaging with and around me. That could not be 
denied.  

‘Yes. I guess so.’ 
‘And why’s that, Roe?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘Don’t you?’ 
‘No.’ I hissed, I don’t. 
‘Fine.’ White Knight concluded, ‘go on.’ 
‘She showed up. Said she wanted to show me something.’ 
‘Show you what?’ 
‘She called it a Sale,’ I said, without going into detail on what I knew 

about the process, and the mole, and the Banker already. White Knight 
wouldn’t believe a word I said against Gravity Guy. I had information, but not 
enough on him. ‘She asked if I wanted to come, and of course I said yes.’ 

White Knight seemed displeased at this last part, but gestured towards 
me, ‘then what?’ 

‘I woke up in some tunnel… hall way thing. There were voices and it was 
dark and Nightshade was there. It was a theater. In Lionsbrink. There were loads 
of people there. Villains. Heaps of them.’  
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‘Can you tell us where the Theater is?’ 
‘Of course I can.’ I answered flatly, ‘Opposite the Golden Sails take away 

on Finch Street. Down an alleyway there’s a door there. It’s in there. The Bank. 
Nightshade took me there, she had a corporate box. The whole thing was like 
an old opera house and packed to the brim. It’s run by a huge villain they called 
the Banker.’ I told White Knight briskly, ‘They sold off Vesuvius’ identity. I saw 
them to do it.’ 

‘You there.’ White Knight motioned to his assistant, ‘go give the address 
to the command center. Tell them to deal with it right away.’ He glanced back 
at me, ‘So you went to save him?’ White Knight prompted. 

‘I went to save him.’ I agreed quietly. ‘I stole a car, drove to my place. 
Gary was there… I used the Silver Wing to fly to Baylem to Vesuvius’ house. I got 
inside… just in time. The Vulture and his Henchmen showed up pretty soon 
after that. You know what happened after that.’ 

White Knight shifted in his seat, and waiting a moment before speaking, 
‘you have no idea how significant this information is, Roe.’ He said quietly. 
‘Hojac have been trying to track down the Banker for years.’ 

I shrugged, because all of this was a load of crap. Gravity Guy had known 
perfectly well where the Banker had been this whole time. He was the one 
who’d sold Vesuvius’ information in the first place. Not that I could tell White 
Knight that. 

‘We’ll shut it down. The Bank I mean. We probably won’t catch everyone 
but we could catch a few.’ White Knight explained, ‘You’ve probably saved a 
number of people’s lives. You certainly saved Vesuvius’.’ 

That was true, as strange as the statement felt. 
‘Good.’ I mumbled, eyes on the ground. 
‘All that aside, your involvement here is getting fairly difficult to explain, 

Roe.’ 
I blinked back at him, confused, ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Nightshade. How she sought you out. You shouldn’t have gone with her.’ 
‘If I hadn’t Vesuvius would have died.’ I argued. 
‘You don’t understand, Romulus.’ 
‘What don’t I understand?’ I demanded aggressively, ‘Tell me.’ 
White Knight watched me down his nose. ‘Roe. You’re caught up in this.’ 
‘What do you mean by that?’ 
‘I mean all of this… this mess… the Dark Republic… Nightshade… you’re 

caught up in this. I know, you’d be stupid if you hadn’t guessed that, and 
everyone else has…’ 
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I shook my head, ‘People don’t genuinely think I am involved in the Dark 
Republic.’ I countered, ‘that’s stupid! Why would I be? Besides. I saved 
Vesuvius.’ 

‘Nightshade sought you out, she involved you. Not to mention threatened 
to kill Friction for you.’ 

‘That doesn’t mean I am a bad guy. That doesn’t mean I am in the Dark 
Republic.’ I insisted, ‘surely you don’t think I’m involved with them.’ 

White Knight pressed his lips together and nodded once, ‘It’s looking that 
way.’ He said gently, ‘to everyone, Roe. It looks that way. Even the fact that 
Nightshade is seeking you out… how do you explain that?’ 

I slipped off the bed and paced to the mirror, glaring at my face, so much 
like Liam’s and wondering what he would do. 

White Knight was accusing me of being a sympathizer of the Dark 
Republic. Of being on their side. They were murderers. Not to mention Gravity 
Guy was the one leaking information. He was trying to pin suspicion on me.  

‘You don’t understand.’ I exploded. 
Gravity Guy seemed instantly alarmed, watching me, ‘And you do?’ 
‘I do.’ I simmered, because I did. I’d seen the emails, the payment details, 

and the Banker’s communications. I knew why Gravity Guy was in Lionsbrink. 
But I couldn’t say. Not now. Gravity Guy was awful be he was smart and 

strong. I didn’t have enough evidence to prove Gravity Guy was the leak within 
Hojac. ‘Where’s Gravity Guy?’ 

White Knight shook his head, ‘He will speak with you when he is ready.’ 
‘When he’s ready? When’s that!?’ 
With a stony expression White Knight rose to his feet, hands by his sides. 
‘Roe.’ He began to say, ignoring my last question, ‘You’re involved in this. 

We knew. We’ve known for some time. That’s why things have happened how 
they have.’ 

I wilted, shaking my head, ‘I’m not a bad guy.’ 
‘Well that’s getting very difficult to prove.’ White Knight snapped, already 

headed for the door. ‘You’ve lost points for this.’ He said, hand on the door 
knob, ‘we’re taking you back to the Elite.’ White Knight hesitated by the door, 
‘now is there anything else you wanted to tell me? Anything you think may 
matter?’ 

This was my chance. My chance to tell them about Gravity Guy and what 
he’d done but I couldn’t. They would never accept it. Not without proper proof. 

‘No.’ I shook my head, ‘there’s nothing.’ 
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Twenty-One 
 
Bright found me in my room the following morning and I felt like hell. 
I probably looked it too. 
I hadn’t shown my face since returning from Baylem. Too embarrassed 

and too nervous seeing as it seemed nearly everyone figured I was a part of the 
Dark Republic.  

She knocked at my door before entering. I figured Bright would come 
seeing as everyone left for their vacations today. As much as everyone figured I 
was a villain, I suspected Bright would try and speak to me at some point. 

‘Roe?’ she said, peering inside. 
‘Hi.’ I replied, laying on my back, fiddling with my grapple gun. 
Bright lingered by the door, she wore jeans and a sweater, looking far 

more casual than I’d ever seen her, aside from that brace around her knee. 
‘How you doing?’ 

I shrugged, ‘fine.’ 
‘I thought you’d be at breakfast.’ 
‘Wasn’t hungry.’ 
That was a lie. I was absolutely starving. But there was no way I was 

leaving my bedroom. 
‘Do you know how Vesuvius is?’ I asked, because that question had been 

chief on my mind since I’d returned but I’d received no news, especially since I’d 
been held up in my room since I’d got back. 

Bright nodded, ‘he’s alive. Barely. Although in an induced coma. They 
don’t know what he’ll be like when he wakes up… that’s if he wakes up.’ 

That was awful, I considered, remembering what Vesuvius had done for 
me causing that quake when he had. He’d saved my life. 

‘Roe.’ Bright said, because I’d fallen completely silent.  
‘What?’ I replied, because I was desperate for her to leave. 
‘Do you want to come?’ 
‘What?’ I said again, confused. 
‘Do you want to come? With me? And Errey of course. To our place for 

the weekend.’ 
I stared back at her, because this was the last thing I figured she was here 

to say. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because.’ Bright tossed a shoulder, ‘you’re my friend and I don’t think 

you ought to stay here on your own.’ 



270 
 

I was fairly sure there were some other reasons she wanted me to come 
with her that weekend. Chief of the list was the fact that last time I’d been at 
the Elite alone Nightshade had shown up. 

‘Because of Nightshade?’ I offered. 
Bright shook her head, ‘No.’ 
‘Then why?’ 
Bright shrugged again, ‘Errey really wants you to. Besides. It’s a weekend. 

What do you say?’ 
I exhaled slowly, ‘I doubt I’ll be allowed. Everyone thinks I’m Dark 

Republic now. I’ll bet Friction’s been having a field day.’  
All of this was ironic given Vesuvius was the hero Friction served 

alongside. Rather than slagging me off at every possible circumstance Friction 
should have been thanking me. 

But no one was going to thank me. 
‘He has been.’ Bright agreed, proving she really would never lie to me, 

‘but you need a break, Roe. So I’ll ask again. Do you want to come stay at my 
place this weekend?’ 

I considered this, Bright seemed completely genuine, not to mention the 
idea of actually getting to see her ‘real life’ was pretty appealing. 

‘Alright.’ I answered, ‘when are we going?’ 
Bright beamed, ‘Now.’ 
I rolled my eyes, albeit playfully, ‘Let me get my things.’ 
About five minutes or so later I’d shoved a bunch of clothes into my bag. I 

hadn’t packed my costume or anything else seeing as I didn’t need to. 
In saying this, it felt weird to leave Dare at the Elite for the weekend. 
After that, Bright and I ventured out into the common room. Across the 

way I spotted Constellation and felt instantly bad. She’s spotted me too and 
made for Bright and I. 

‘Dare.’ Constellation called, ‘hey. You’re alright.’ 
I nodded, ‘yeah. Sorry… about yesterday.’ 
‘It’s fine. From the sounds of things it all worked out far worse for you.’ 

Constellation remarked, joining us, ‘I lost a few points for being outside but that 
mark on your neck looks awful. Did you really fight the Vulture?’  

I swallowed, ‘Yes.’ Then ‘did you lose points?’ 
‘I did.’ Constellation agreed, ‘because the door back inside was locked… I 

couldn’t get inside. Someone found me.’ My face dropped and I felt instantly 
terrible. 

‘I’m so sorry.’ I told her genuinely, feeling all the worse because I hadn’t 
spoken to her since I’d kissed her either.  
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‘It’s fine.’ Constellation replied, as if guessing my thoughts, ‘what are you 
doing?’ 

‘He’s agreed to come and stay with me this weekend.’ Bright explained, 
‘instead of hanging around here alone.’ 

‘Oh. Good idea.’ Constellation agreed, ‘especially since Friction will be 
staying here too…’ 

‘Friction’s staying at the Elite?’ I asked with eyes flittering from side to 
side of the common room. There wasn’t a sign of him anywhere. 

‘Well he’s got nowhere to go.’ Constellation explained, I caught the 
sympathy in her tone, ‘Vesuvius is in hospital not to mention his cover’s blown. 
It wouldn’t be safe for Friction to go back to Baylem.’ 

I nodded quietly, ‘Sorry I didn’t come before.’ I told her quietly, ‘things 
are crazy… I needed some space.’ 

‘It’s fine.’ Constellation replied, shooting at look towards Bright who was 
bending to grab her own bags waiting near the door and then me, ‘Anyway, I 
should let you guys go. Have a great weekend, see you Monday.’ 

‘See you Monday.’ I echoed, Bright waved and she and I slipped out the 
door.  

‘Did I miss something?’ Bright asked lightly, peering back at me. 
I felt my cheeks turn red but didn’t answer. 
‘So where do you live, Bri?’ I asked instead. 
Bright seemed to grow sheepish as we rounded the way to the first year 

common room. ‘Actually… not far from here.’ She admitted, ‘I live in 
Harbourelle.’ 

This genuinely shocked me, I stared at her wide eyed, coming to an 
instant standstill in the corridor. ‘What?’ 

‘I live in Harbourelle.’ She dismissed, as if I were making a big deal of it, 
‘how do you think I know the city so well?’ 

‘Where?’ 
‘In a house.’ Bright told me seeming nervous, ‘like normal people.’ 
Rather suddenly I was exceptionally curious. I was about to see Bright’s 

house, her real house in Harbourelle. I remember her saying even Constellation 
had never come over, so the fact I had been invited was pretty weird. 

We met Errey outside the door of the First Year’s Common Room and she 
was beside herself at seeing me there. 

‘You said yes!?’ she squealed, ‘awesome!’ 
Bright turned pink and shushed her sister, ‘Come on Errey. Get a move 

on.’ 
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Students would be departing from the transport bay at various intervals 
that morning, we seemed to be amongst the first. Bright seemed to know 
exactly where she was going as we navigated our way towards a waiting jet. 

‘Miss.’ The pilot noted. He’d been waiting – for us, I supposed – outside 
the white plane, tipping his head as we approached. 

After that we got on board the small air craft, Errey threw herself into the 
very front seat, tossing her bags to the floor while Bright lowered herself more 
delicately behind. I joined Bright, suddenly rather nervous. 

‘Your parents won’t mind?’ I asked obscurely. I wasn’t sure if Bright had 
parents, we’d never really talked about it. Bright had never wanted to talk about 
it. It was for this reason it seemed all the more random that she had invited me 
to spend the weekend. 

Errey was already lost in flicking through one of her many mythology 
books, while Bright nibbled at her nails anxiously. 

‘They suggested it.’ she told me absently. 
‘What?’ 
‘My parents suggested it.’ Bright mumbled, her eyes out the window as if 

unable to meet my gaze. 
‘Why?’ 
Bright shrugged, but didn’t offer an answer. 
The jet took off and was in the air soon after that. Errey nattered on 

about food and someone called ‘Bullet’ while Bright seemed to grow all the 
more nervous, fiddling with her silver brace. 

In a few minutes we’d come down at the Harbourelle Air Port. I 
recognized it obviously after the whole thing with Nightshade. Once the jet had 
landed, we grabbed our bags and headed out into a terminal. I didn’t see the 
pilot again. 

‘We have to seem ordinary.’ Bright explained. ‘A car will be waiting here… 
it will take us to our house.’  

I swallowed, nodding and trailing after her. 
As Bright had suggested there was a slim man in a black suit waiting with 

a small sign that read ‘the Guys.’ Bright offered me another watery glance as 
the driver led us out to a waiting car. 

‘You alright, Bri?’ I asked quietly once we were inside, almost regretting 
my agreeing to come with her this weekend. I should have asked more 
questions, I considered.  

But it was too late now, far too late to turn back and I despised the idea 
of spending the weekend with Friction. 

‘Fine.’ Bright swallowed, while Errey remained her nose still stuck in her 
book.  
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We wove through slim streets to a more upmarket suburban area of 
Harbourelle. It was down by the waterfront, where tall terraced townhouses 
knitted together with brightly painted front doors.  

The more excitable Errey became the more withdrawn Bright did. 
‘You are going to LOVE Bullet.’ Errey told me wistfully as we rounded the 

corner of a thin street, trees and flowers lacing the sidewalks. ‘He’s a little 
grumpy to start with… but so were you.’  

I smirked, still concerned at Bright’s reluctance. A second later the car 
pulled up outside a three level terrace townhouse. It was all white, with a pale 
blue door, number thirty two.  

Errey erupted out the door, bags in hand and raced up the front 
doorsteps. Bright on the other hand lingered. 

‘Roe.’ She said slowly, ‘look.’ 
‘What am I looking at?’ I asked her, glancing towards the house. The door 

had flung open now, Errey vanishing inside. 
‘You know how we said we’d be honest with one another?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘There’s something I haven’t told you.’ She hesitated, seeing my 

confusion, ‘it’s not just you. It’s everyone… and it’s hard for me, because this… 
well… look. I wanted to tell you. Out of everyone, I wanted to tell you but it 
wasn’t the right time.’ She gnawed her lip, ‘then mum and dad suggested this… 
and I…’ 

‘Bri.’ I interrupted, ‘we’re friends. So you’re a little protective of your 
home life. So am I. It is perfectly normal.’ 

‘This is different.’ Bright whispered. 
‘Come on.’ I countered, flinging open my door, and darting around to the 

boot where our driver waited with our bags. I grabbed mine and Bright’s and 
circled around to her door, jerking it open. 

‘I’m going in there with or without you, Bri.’ I told her sincerely, ‘Errey 
wants me to meet someone called Bullet. And apparently he’s grumpy so I don’t 
want to be late.’ 

Bright allowed herself a nervous giggle as she climbed from inside the 
car. 

‘Okay.’ She mumbled, leading the way through the front door to the 
stairs as I trailed behind. 

Errey and Bright’s house seemed perfectly normal. It was lush and light 
with pictures hung on the wall, and soft furniture, we entered into a huge living 
room with a large piano in the far corner.  

‘You can leave the bags there.’ she offered quietly, headed through to 
another door, through which I could hear voices. 
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Bright moved through the next door, nervous now, I followed after her 
into a bright kitchen diner. 

And it was as if I entered the twilight zone. 
Bright was hugging a tall, impressive looking woman with curly brown 

hair, while Errey had a slim grey cat wrapped in her arms who seemed 
desperate to escape.  

Near the breakfast bar, peering over a newspaper sat a man with a huge 
cup of coffee and fair blonde hair just like Bright’s. 

As much as I had absolutely never seen this made before I recognized him 
in an instant. 

Because it was Gravity Guy. 
I sort of froze at the door, mouth agape. Bright – having hugged her 

mother shot an anxious look back at me – while her dad – in other words 
Gravity Guy – rose to his feet and watched me awkwardly across the way. 

‘This is crazy.’ I said finally, ‘is this a joke?’ 
Bright’s mother was familiar too, I realized that as she turned to me, 

crossed the room and grabbed me in a tight embrace. She was Thor – or 
Thorina.  

‘Hey honey.’ She said, gripping me tight, ‘lovely to have you here.’ 
‘Thanks…’ I managed to reply. 
Inside I’m thinking: what the heck? Bright is a part of some super star 

super hero family. Her dad is Gravity Guy. Her dad is the mole inside of Hojac. 
What did that mean?  

‘So this is our little secret, Roe.’ Gravity Guy said almost self-consciously, 
‘welcome to our home.’ 

I glanced at Gravity Guy, then Thorina, then Errey and her grey cat, then 
Bright and finally my eyes came to rest on the bucket of coffee on the breakfast 
bar. 

‘You said you don’t drink coffee.’ I said at last, my eyes flicked up to 
Gravity Guy. He seemed to find this hugely amusing. 

‘Deep cover.’ He told me, ‘we keep our real lives very secret. Even from 
most of Hojac.’ 

I’ll bet you do, I considered, what had happened with Vesuvius still fresh 
in my mind.  

All this aside the revelation was nearly ridiculous. Bright was Gravity 
Guy’s daughter. They lived in a house in Harbourelle with a cat – who I 
suspected was called Bullet – and he drank coffee. 

My mind spun. 
‘I would have said something.’ Bright explained, ‘but I couldn’t.’ 
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‘I don’t understand.’ I mumbled, a glance to Errey, she held her slim cat 
up for me to see. 

‘Roe meet Bullet.’ She announced. Bullet peered at me with huge yellow 
eyes. The fact she’d called me Roe hadn’t escaped me. But I suppose that made 
sense. Here we weren’t super heroes. This was their home. 

‘Hey Bullet.’ I replied, crossing the room to Errey and stroking the cat, 
‘he’s cute.’ I added, as Bullet tried to wriggle away. 

‘Thanks.’ Errey said gravely. 
Bright was still watching me with wide nervous eyes while Gravity Guy sat 

back down at his seat. It was weird seeing him like this. He looked older.  
Without the mask on Gravity Guy’s face was far more creased than I’d 

realized, with laugh lines around his eyes. His eyes seemed far bluer, much like 
Bright’s making me feel foolish for not guessing their relation before.  

I didn’t want to stay here, I considered. Not at all. 
Gravity Guy was the bad guy. He was Dark Republic and despite playing 

happy families here with his super hero super star wife and two children that 
had not changed. 

But I couldn’t leave. What would I say? 
I was furious with Bright for not warning me. For not giving me the least 

bit of a heads up that I wasn’t just going to her house I was spending my 
weekend with Gravity Guy. 

Not to mention Gravity Guy hadn’t spoken to me since he’d showed up in 
Baylem the day before.  

It was a stale mate. I was stuck.  
‘Great job yesterday, Romulus.’ Gravity Guy said as if it didn’t involve 

nearly being murdered by the Vulture, ‘they’ve shut down the Bank. Didn’t 
catch the Banker thought…’ 

‘I might just get some air.’ I said, ignoring his remarks. 
‘I’ll show you the garden.’ Bright offered hurriedly, motioning to the back 

door over her shoulder. Instead I rotated on the balls of my feet and stalked 
back through the living room, then out the front door and out onto the steps. 

Seconds later, Bright joined me. 
‘Roe.’ She said, as I pressed my hands to my face, ‘I’m sorry. You have to 

know that. I am sorry. I’d have told you if I could.’ 
I wasn’t mad at her for lying to me. Not really.  
After all, there was plenty I was hiding from her. All of which was pretty 

obvious now, here. Gravity Guy and his involvement with the Dark Republic. 
Not that I could tell her. Especially not now. 
‘Your parents asked me to come?’ I parroted at last, peering at her 

sideways, remembering she’d said this. 
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Bright blushed, ‘Yes.’ 
‘So Gravity Guy asked me to come?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
My mouth knotted to one side. No doubt Gravity Guy had invited me 

here to keep tabs on me. Bright seemed to want to say something only she 
didn’t. Instead she hobbled on one foot watching me. 

The air out here was glassy, fresh from the rain and it was freezing and I 
absolutely knew I’d have to go back inside because I doubted Gravity Guy was 
going to let me leave. 

Regardless, I was furious with Bright. Not just because she’d lied, but 
because this made it harder. 

I liked Bright, a lot.  
But I had to shut this down. Prove that it was Gravity Guy selling the 

heroes identities to the Dark Republic, bring him to justice.  
That would hurt Bright. I didn’t want to do that. 
I slipped a look at her sideways. She remained silent as if she were 

thinking something over. 
‘So your name is Brighoney Guy? Your real name?’ 
Bright’s cheeks turned pink, ‘Yes.’ 
‘Gravity Guy’s last name is actually Guy?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Is his first name Gravity?’ 
Bright shook her head, ‘No.’ 
‘Why don’t you tell anyone?’ I posed. 
This question seemed harder, Bright withdrew and shook her head. 
‘I’ll tell you later.’ she managed. 
Why it that Gravity Guy was hid the fact that his daughters were at the 

Elite? I’d seen Gravity Guy interact with Bright a hundred times. I wondered if 
Human Cannon or any of the other teachers knew.  

‘Come inside, Roe?’ Bright offered, motioning to the door. 
I remained frozen in the brittle air. 
‘Roe? Come inside?’ she said again, reaching for my hand.  
Of course I had no choice. I knew I was here because Gravity Guy wanted 

me to be. So he could keep an eye on me. 
But there were benefits of being here.  
I was in Gravity Guy’s home. If there were clues he was a part of the Dark 

Republic they’d be here. I could get proof. 
Without a word to Bright I moved past her back inside. Not quite ready to 

talk. 
 



277 
 

Admittedly, as much as I was: 
One – totally awestruck by the fact that Bright was Gravity Guy’s 

daughter.  
And two – in the home of the person leaking the information of heroes 

out to the Dark Republic. 
I found that morning rather relaxing. 
Thorina showed me to my room. A large and airy space on the second 

floor. There was a balcony here too, where I could see all the way to the 
waterfront. At the furthest point were little smudges of green and grey I knew 
were Lionsbrink. 

I unpacked my few things and lay on the huge fluffy bed and sort of did 
nothing. I sent a message to What’s His Name, mostly because I hadn’t heard 
from him in ages.  

It made me nervous because he was one of the few secure things in my 
life that didn’t seem to change and wasn’t so volatile. Was he mad at me?  

I hadn’t heard from Gary either. Not that he had a cell phone, but I’d 
figured he’d call. 

With the time and space to think I began to plot out my weekend.  
We were here until Sunday morning. That gave me most of today and all 

of Saturday to poke around and find what I needed.  
But that would mean that I’d have to leave my room, which was going to 

be super awkward because the ‘Guys’ were too busy playing happy families. 
I wasn’t quite prepared for that, not just because Gravity Guy was a fully-

fledged bad guy but also because I’d Liam and I had never done this. 
The whole family thing. 
Liam and I were close, sure. But we were a team not a family. I was a 

clone, not his son. I had no doubt he loved me, and cared about me, but we 
weren’t worthy of a white picket fence or anything. 

I couldn’t remember the last time he and I had actually spent 
thanksgiving together. Typically the city would hold some super flashy event 
and Liam would go and womanize while I stayed at home with Gary. 

The memories stung thinking about them now. 
Partly because I missed Liam. 
Partly because I missed what I’d never had. 
Eventually, there was a tiny knock at my door.  
‘Roe?’ a voice yelped, clearly Errey.  
Rolling up off my bed I tumbled across the room and peered out into the 

hall. Errey was there, Bullet winding his way in and out of her legs.  
‘Errey. Hey’ I mumbled, scruffing at my hair. 
‘Hungry?’ 
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I still hadn’t eaten since before I’d left for Baylem so yes, I was starving, 
only I’d been too proud before to say. 

‘Sure.’ I shrugged at last. 
‘Lunch.’ Errey concluded, scooping up Bullet then turning back down the 

hall to the stairs. 
Nervously, I ventured from my room. I supposed I’d have to leave 

eventually, and I was ravenous. With tentative steps I edged after Errey, 
downstairs into the kitchen. 

Gravity Guy was there – obviously – behind the stove, the sleeves of his 
shirt rolled up to his elbows looking so super-suburban it was almost funny. 

Bright and her mother were already at the table, they peered up at me as 
I entered behind Errey. 

‘Got him.’ Errey announced proudly, setting Bullet down on the floor 
again. 

‘Hi.’ I mumbled, feeling one hundred percent awkward because everyone 
was staring at me. 

‘Come sit down.’ Thorina offered mercifully, patting the space beside 
Bright. Regretfully I lowered myself down beside her, while Gravity Guy cooked 
with much palaver in the kitchen. 

‘How’d you like your room?’ Thorina asked with a wide smile. 
Without her mask it was astonishing how much she looked like Bright. 

The same small face and wide eyes.  
‘It’s lovely thanks.’ 
‘Excellent. I’m glad you like it. I’m afraid our house is a little smaller than 

what you’re used to in Lionsbrink.’ 
I shrugged, ‘it’s not really my house.’ 
Bright scowled, confused. 
‘It’s not?’ Thorina prompted instead.  
‘It’s Liam’s house. I just sort of… ended up with it.’ I answered as if this 

didn’t matter, ‘it’s all a part of the cover. Liam’s son Romulus inherits the 
billions of dollars, the house and the company. I don’t deserve it and it’s not 
really mine.’ 

‘Because you’re a clone?’ 
‘Because I’m a clone.’ I agreed. 
‘It’s a pretty nice house.’ Gravity Guy called from the counter where he 

worked, ‘If I were you I’d roll with it.’ 
‘Ah, yes, but may not be mine for much longer.’ I reminded spitefully, 

‘seeing as I may not be the hero of Lionsbrink much longer.’ 
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‘Shirley’s awful. You never know what the city will decide.’ Gravity Guy 
told me ambling over with a plate piled high of eggs and another of bacon. 
There was already toast.  

‘Second breakfast is a thanksgiving weekend tradition.’ Errey explained, 
shuffling into her seat beside her mother. Gravity Guy chuckled a dad-like 
chuckle. 

‘It sure is.’ 
All the while I boiled. I didn’t buy any of this ‘super-nice-super-dad’ act. 

Not at all. Gravity Guy said a quick grace and then we began eating. 
‘So have you been staying at my place?’ I asked Gravity Guy directly.  
Gravity Guy blinked back at me, with his unmasked face and eyes so 

much like Bright’s. ‘Some nights. Weekends I come back here. I’m lucky 
Harbourelle and Lionsbrink are so close to one another. When I have stayed 
Gary has been very kind to me, and you have a huge TV.’ 

Despite myself I smirked at this.  
‘It’s for What’s His Name.’ I mumbled, drawing their confused stares. 
‘Who’s What’s His Name?’ Errey asked, scooping some of the scrambled 

eggs with her fork. 
‘A friend.’ 
‘And you don’t know his name?’ Bright asked doubtfully, speaking for the 

first time. 
‘I forgot it.’ 
‘And you didn’t ask?’ 
‘I never had an opportunity.’ I shrugged, ‘without it seeming rude.’ 
‘So it’s not rude to keep calling him What’s His Name?’ 
Gravity Guy grinned, swallowing before speaking, ‘He’s been skulking 

around a little actually. Nice kid.’ 
That didn’t surprise me, What’s His Name had promised to keep an eye 

on things for me, despite the fact that he hadn’t called in ages. 
‘I still think it’s weird you don’t know his name.’ Bright mused, poking at 

her plate. 
‘So why don’t you tell people?’ I asked frankly, startling them all. 
‘About this?’ Gravity Guy replied, sort of shrugging and in a way gesturing 

to everything. This bright and wide kitchen diner that seemed right out of a TV 
show. 

‘Yeah. This.’ I agreed continuing to eat. 
‘It’s to keep it safe.’ Gravity Guy told me levelly. 
‘From who?’ I furthered, ‘the Dark Republic?’ 
Thorina glanced up at me, ‘Unfortunately bad people carry worse 

grudges. The Dark Republic never have completely gotten over what happened 
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all those years ago. They would do anything to get the revenge they feel they 
deserve.’ 

Bright seemed to wilt back in reference to this, I shot a look across to her 
and then at Gravity Guy. 

‘So you’re protecting Errey and Bright?’ 
‘Yes.’ Gravity Guy agreed, ‘that is the most important thing.’ 
‘Especially after what happened before, right?’ Errey added helpfully, 

although she was looking at Bullet who sat licking himself at the furthest 
window. I scowled, confused. 

‘What happened before?’ 
‘The accident.’ Gravity Guy explained simply, although he spoke to me his 

eyes were on Bright. 
‘The accident?’ I echoed, not understanding at all. 
‘My accident.’ Bright said quietly, without looking up. 
‘What accident?’  
Gravity Guy and Thorina exchanged a kind of meaningful stare, while 

Errey shoveled food into her mouth. After taking a deep breath Bright glanced 
my way. 

‘My knee.’ She explained lightly, ‘when I hurt it.’ 
Instantly, my thoughts flickered to what Constellation had told me some 

time back, the story detailed in the article she’d read in the library. Gravity Guy 
was married to Thorina, that was common knowledge but he’d had a daughter 
who had served as his sidekick but had unfortunately died. 

A daughter who had slipped in the pursuit of a masked villain. 
With some level of certainty I came to the conclusion that clearly Gravity 

Guy’s daughter hadn’t died. As a matter of fact I was pretty sure I was looking at 
her. 

‘I haven’t always been known as Bright.’ Bright told me, her cheeks pink, 
‘before that I was Gravity Girl. Until the accident. That’s how I shattered my 
knee.’ 

‘You slipped?’ I prompted, because that’s what I’d heard. 
‘I was pushed.’ Bright corrected stiffly, ‘but we told everyone otherwise.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because we didn’t want to scare people.’ Gravity Guy explained, 

‘because the Dark Republic was meant to be dead.’ 
‘And it wasn’t?’ 
‘Oh it was.’ Thorina sighed, ‘but there were still little worms out for their 

desires to settle personal scores. The Dark Republic made villains more 
powerful. They lost that power when it fell. I suppose they figured an excellent 
way to extract vengeance on my husband was to hurt our daughter.’ 
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I wasn’t sure what to think or feel about that.  
‘So you lied?’ I asked. 
‘We told people that it had been an accident. To avoid scaring people 

that there were still movements of the Dark Republic out there – a foolish 
decision now, especially given the current situation.’ Gravity Guy answered.  

‘It was my idea.’ Bright interrupted, her voice soft, ‘I refused to allow the 
Dark Republic the glory for what they’d done. So I let Gravity Girl die and when 
my knee was better – sort of – it became Bright.’ 

‘After that we had to be more careful. So we moved houses, were more 
careful about our identity – even within Hojac – and made sure that no one 
would ever hurt Bright or Errey for either mine or Thorina’s sake again.’ Gravity 
Guy concluded.  

It sounded good, I considered, the whole story. Only I knew Gravity Guy 
was Dark Republic, I wondered what the real circumstances had been.  

Clearly Bright didn’t know, she retold this version of the events with such 
conviction.  

My eyes flickered towards her, she seemed duller somehow, almost 
embarrassed which made me feel awful. 

I knew Bright was ashamed of her injury and the brace. She didn’t want 
people to know. She and I were friends and as much as we had promised to be 
honest with one another, and as much as she hadn’t been completely honest 
with me I felt terrible. 

 A part of her had been exposed, a part she seemed to feel 
uncomfortable with me seeing, which sucked because we were friends. Best 
friends, and I never wanted her to feel like she had to hide something from me. 

Saying nothing for now I began to think very deeply. 
 
I didn’t approach Bright after lunch. Errey vanished somewhere with her 

beloved cat, Thorina and Gravity Guy set to work on dishes and Bright slipped 
back upstairs. 

‘She is quite private about it all.’ Thorina told me graciously, scrubbing at 
a plate, ‘But she really does care a lot about you and I don’t think she minds 
that you know.’ 

I felt a little awkward about this, worried that perhaps Bright’s parents 
saw more in our relationship than either her or I did. So I shoved my hands into 
the pockets of my jumper and shrugged. 

‘I guess.’ 
‘You can watch TV if you like.’ Gravity Guy suggested, ‘you’re on holiday, 

Roe. Put your feet up.’ 
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With nothing else really to do I mumbled some kind of agreement and 
then wandered out into the living room. Errey was nowhere to be seen and I 
felt awkward going to find Bright so I collapsed on the couch and switched on 
the television. 

Instantly I was rewarded with detailed breaking news on the total 
lockdown of the ‘Dark Republic Bank’ in Lionsbrink. I hadn’t had a chance to ask 
anyone about that yet and it seemed awkward to ask Gravity Guy. 

‘The Dark Republic bank has been completely overcome and is now under 
the control of Hojac.’ The reporter was saying while a split screen displayed 
impressive aerial shots of the building beneath which the Bank had been 
hidden. 

‘We have been informed that while just over a dozen associates of the 
Dark Republic have been rounded up they were unable to capture a villain only 
known as ‘the Banker.’ It is believed that he is the central operator of this 
particular establishment.’  

I scowled at the screen, feeling pleased that they’d shut that awful place 
down but still frustrated that they hadn’t managed to pin it on any one 
substantial. Even the Vulture had gotten away. 

At least Vesuvius was still alive, only who knew how long that would be 
for. I rubbed at the black bruises at my neck, from the Vulture’s energy draining 
powers.  

It could have ended very differently. 
I was perfectly aware of that. 
With the TV still blaring I was on my feet, prowling around the living 

room. There was a second stairwell here that I supposed led up to the other 
floors, shelves of books, family photos, absolutely nothing that would suggest 
that the whole lot of them were super heroes. 

Poking at a bunch of papers stacked upon a desk in a little alcove beneath 
the stairs, I saw newspaper clippings, other odds and ends, pictures I figured 
had been drawn by the exceptionally talented Errey.  

There was nothing else. 
If there were anything tangible here that would point to the connection 

between Gravity Guy and the Dark Republic it would be somewhere private. A 
study, bedroom, something like that. 

I’d have to think a little harder how I was going to get access to that. But I 
would get access to it. Gravity Guy might have thought having me here would 
cover his ass but I was going to take absolute advantage of it.  

He figured having me close would keep me under his eye but in reality it 
was going to be the key for me bringing him down. 
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Twenty-Two 
 
I had never in my life felt more ordinary.  
Bright spent the rest of the afternoon out of sight, leaving me mostly to 

my own devices. Errey and I watched a movie with Bullet, who was proving to 
be a rather patient creature.  

‘Bright’s just embarrassed.’ Errey told me about twenty minutes in. 
‘About her knee?’ I replied. 
‘Yeah. She doesn’t talk about it. I think she feels like she let everyone 

down... you know? With the fact that it happened. Like she should have been 
stronger and then the Dark Republic never would have gotten to dad.’ 

I swallowed, guessing that this was probably true. 
‘She feels like she failed.’ Errey added, ‘although she’d never admit that. I 

think she just didn’t want you to know.’ She blinked her long lashes at me, 
‘especially because you’re such a protégé.’  

I shook my head, ‘I’m not.’ 
‘You are. Even when you’re not you are…’ she rolled her eyes, ‘that stuff 

with Vesuvius and the Vulture? You’re a hero, Roe. A real one. And if Lionsbrink 
can’t see that they’re stupid.’ 

‘Thanks Errey,’ I smiled, giving her an affectionate push, ‘you’re not too 
bad yourself.’ 

‘Can I be your sidekick one day?’ she asked seriously, ‘I’d do a really good 
job and my costume is awesome.’ 

I laughed, ‘maybe, Ace. I’ll think about it.’ 
Gravity Guy and Thorina popped in and out, doing odd bits about the 

house. It seemed that Gravity Guy was working on a pergola in the yard. I 
wasn’t sure why seeing as it felt like it was negative one million degrees outside. 

After the film had finished, Errey decided to head out to the store with 
her mother.  

With no sign of Bright I decided that perhaps now really was the time to 
talk to her. I headed up the stairs to the second floor. There were a number of 
doors here, one rather helpfully marked ‘Brighoney.’ The other ‘Eris.’ 

Approaching the one which read ‘Brighoney,’ I knocked lightly and waited 
for a response. 

‘What?’ she called eventually. 
‘Bri. It’s me.’ silence. ‘Bri?’ 
There were footsteps, then the door jerked partially open and Bright’s 

enormous blue eyes stared out at me.  
‘I don’t feel much like talking right now, if that’s okay?’ 
‘Bri.’ I insisted, ‘I’m not mad.’ 
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‘I know you’re not.’ 
‘I just wanted to talk.’ 
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’  
‘Talk about what?’ 
‘What you want to talk about. About the stuff mum and dad told you. 

About any of it. I don’t want to talk about it. Not right now.’ 
‘We’re friends.’ I told her firmly, ‘you promised you wouldn’t lie to me.’ 
Her eyes searched my face, words clearly on the tip of her tongue, she 

grew suddenly furious, ‘I didn’t lie.’ 
‘Well you certainly didn’t tell me about any of this.’ 
‘That’s the same thing.’ 
‘It’s not. I never lied, I just didn’t tell you. There’s a difference.’ 
‘Is there?’ I countered warily. 
‘I didn’t tell anyone about any of this.’ Bright hissed, ‘Mum and Dad are 

the ones who made me ask you here, it wasn’t my idea.’ 
I narrowed my eyes, ‘So you wanted to keep lying?’ 
‘It’s not a lie.’ She snapped. 
‘Not telling is the same as lying.’ I told her furiously. 
‘You’re one to talk.’ Bright shook her head, ‘did you tell me about 

Constellation?’ 
I drew back, startled, unsure if she meant what I thought she meant. 
‘What about Constellation?’ I asked eventually. 
‘You kissed her.’ Bright answered, ‘she told me. I don’t care. But I’m sort 

of mad you didn’t tell me. You told me you didn’t like her. Your promised that 
you wouldn’t mess with her like you mess with everyone else.’ 

Mouth agape I wasn’t sure what to say to this. At the base of myself I 
knew the truth. I wasn’t prepared to tell her it though, not now. I felt my cheeks 
burn. 

‘That’s between her and I.’ I concluded finally. 
‘I think it’s only about one person, Roe.’ Bright countered, ‘you. It’s only 

about you.’ At least my secret was about others.’ 
I shook my head, ‘I’m done.’ 
‘So am I!’  
‘Fine!’ 
‘FINE!’ then Bright slammed her door hard leaving me in a burning silence 

in the hallway. 
Rotating on the balls of my feet I could hear Gravity Guy’s hammering in 

the yard. I could barely stand the guy. In a part I was mad at myself too. 
Before I’d discovered Gravity Guy was Bright’s dad, putting an end to his 

activity with the Dark Republic was simply bringing a villain to justice. 
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Now it meant I would hurt her.  
I didn’t want to hurt her. 
Ignoring this, reminding myself that I had a job to do so I set to work. The 

house was empty, Bright wasn’t going to show her face any time soon, and 
Gravity Guy was too busy playing suburban dad. 

With absolutely silent footsteps I ventured further down the hall. I 
peaked into the first door on the right. A bathroom, perfectly ordinary. I highly 
doubted any incriminating evidence would be in here. 

There was another guest room on this level, just across the hall from 
mine. I had a quick scout but wouldn’t find anything remotely suspicious. I 
checked for secret hideaways or panels in the wall where something could have 
been hidden but there was nothing. There was a second living room just down 
from my room with a huge TV and comfortable couches.  

Nothing there, though. Not a thing.  
It was difficult though, to reason all of this, the fluffy cushions, and stack 

of western movies with what I knew was going on within Hojac. With someone 
who was intentionally selling off the weaknesses of heroes.  

Nothing made sense. 
With cautious steps I headed to the far end of the hallway to the final 

flight of stairs to the top most floor, where I supposed Gravity Guy’s own room 
was. 

I checked my watch – the one that Captain John had gotten me – it was a 
half past four. I wasn’t sure when Errey and Thorina were home, nor how much 
longer Gravity Guy would be in the garden so I moved fast. 

The upper floor spread out to the right and left. There was a large sitting 
room with a day bed and another set of shelves and a desk. I grinned at the 
sight of the desk. 

Approaching cautiously, I began to shuffle through the odds and ends 
stacked high, and the scattered papers. I’d have to ensure no one knew I’d been 
here. That no one had looked through the documents. 

It was all Hojac, which was helpful. I could tell as a result of the emblem 
on the top most corner. Flicking through the print outs the first were rather dull 
things. Food, Elite, Sanctum board meetings. Then, suddenly I felt my heart 
nearly stop.  

‘Internal Hojac Security Breach.’ One read. I scanned it quickly, 
committing each line to memory. ‘Hojac systems have recorded that there is a 
layer of encrypted data within the Hojac Archives System. We are at present 
trying to hack into the system and unlock the information in order to see if it is 
at all related to the growing concern presented by the Dark Republic but have 
made no progress. Our assumption is that the data relates to information on the 
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Banker and the selling or trading of identities of Hojac registered heroes. This 
information is simply locked down, completely inaccessible. Will keep you all 
updated as and when progress is made – From the Desk of Gravity Guy.’ I could 
scarcely breathe. 

It was all rubbish. The information on the selling of heroes was unhidden, 
and fairly easy to find. Gravity Guy was blatantly lying suggesting otherwise. 
Gritting my teeth I shuffled deeper. There was another letterhead, this one 
caught my eye at the sight of the word ‘Lionsbrink.’  

‘Investigation on Operation: Building Rome. Location: Lionsbrink.’ It said 
at the very top, ‘Hojac issues full clearance for Registered Hero 57893 otherwise 
known as Romulus Gray, Dare to be removed from status in Lionsbrink and 
relocated to complete his final year of his Hojac Administration License at the 
Elite in Harbourelle. Voiding the previous agreement made with 57893 earlier a 
year prior. This will allow any investigation to be undertaken within Lionsbrink 
without the problem of having 57893 on site. 57893 will be replaced with 
Registered Hero 35297 otherwise known as Gravity Guy who will spear head any 
investigations.’ 

I felt a powerful surge of fury well up inside of me, my hands shook as I 
glared at the paper, fiddling with the velvet ribbon around my wrist.  

A statement from Hojac to remove me from Lionsbrink and have me 
moved to the Elite? So this had been a set up? Why? And what on earth was 
Building Rome? If this was an internal memo it suggested that there was a level 
of compromise within Hojac that extended beyond Gravity Guy. Perhaps there 
were others involved? 

Perhaps there were others, who, like Gravity Guy had become entangled 
with the Dark Republic? 

With far too many questions I heard the exhale of an engine outside. 
Errey and Thorina were home. Without any further time I already began my way 
down the stairs and to the second floor. 

But I had to play it cool, I reminded myself. I had to play it cool or else 
Gravity Guy would know I know. So I forced a smile, and half jogged down to the 
front door and out to meet Thorina and Errey outside. 

‘Hey!’ Errey grinned, her arms full of groceries I supposed for tomorrow’s 
dinner, ‘find something to do with yourself?’ 

I nodded, crossing to meet her and offering to carry the bags, ‘Sure did.’ 
Although I had no idea what to make of what I’d found. 
 
Later, Thorina and Gravity Guy went for dinner together. 
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The idea of them – middle aged super heroes on a date night in some 
fancy restaurant – would ordinarily have made me smirk, but I was still 
brimming with what I’d learnt. 

That there was something going on within Lionsbrink, something that had 
required my removal and replacement with Gravity Guy. They called it 
Operation: Building Rome. I wasn’t sure if it was Gravity Guy alone who had 
become compromised and that he had used this mission as a cover for his 
greater deeds of injustice or if it represented a larger scale of deviancy. 

Either way, I had to pretend like I hadn’t found what I had in that memo 
upstairs. That I didn’t know that I had been intentionally removed from 
Lionsbrink, that Gravity Guy wasn’t plotting something genuinely awful with the 
Dark Republic. 

Thorina and Gravity Guy left money for pizza and Errey was desperate to 
watch one of those super cheesy movies on TV. Bright appeared, although she 
didn’t speak with me.  

Instead, she dialed the pizza place, ordered two large pepperonis and 
garlic bread then settled down onto the couch to watch the movie with Errey. 

I joined them of course, although internally rather desperate to speak 
with Bright. I felt awful because she was genuinely my best friend and I had 
upset her. 

And I was going to upset her all the more when I pinned this whole thing 
on her dad.  

As furious as I had been that she hadn’t told me any of this, and that if 
she hadn’t been Gravity Guy’s eldest daughter things would be easier I hated 
the fact she wasn’t speaking to me. 

The pizza’s arrived, Errey said grace and we hoed into it while watching 
the film. Bullet – ever at Errey’s feet – sat attention glued to the screen. 

‘I love this one.’ Errey told me almost tearfully when we’d done eating. 
‘This is the part where he realizes that he loves her and that he has to do 
everything he can to win her back…’ 

‘Typical.’ Bright concluded with a smirk, scruffing her sister’s hair, ‘I’m 
going to clear the dishes.’ 

‘But you’ll miss it!’ 
‘I’ve seen this one a million times, Errey.’ Bright replied, stacking our 

plates up, ‘I’ll survive.’ 
‘If you say so.’ Errey shrugged as Bright made for the kitchen. I was up 

almost immediately. Reaching for the pizza boxes and piling them up with a 
stack of napkins we’d been given with the food. Errey shot me a knowing look. 

‘Is this the part when the guy realizes that he loves her and realizes that 
he has to do everything to win her back?’ she asked me levelly. 
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I blushed and shook my head. ‘I’m not in love with your sister.’ I told her 
frankly, embarrassed she’d though as much, ‘but I want to talk to her.’ 

Errey rolled her eyes, leaving me without an answer after this and after a 
second I darted through the doors after Bright. 

I found her at the sink, rinsing the plates, she glanced back at me 
instantly unimpressed. 

‘What?’ 
‘Is that any way to speak to a guest?’ I replied, circling around and seating 

myself down on the breakfast bar opposite her.  
‘You’re not my guest. My parents asked you here.’ 
Ah, that’s right. Gravity Guy had asked me here to keep tabs on me. 

Right. I swallowed and nodded, ‘You didn’t want me here?’ 
Bright shrugged, scrubbing all the harder, ‘I never wanted anyone to 

know.’ She answered, finishing the very last plate, and rubbing her forehead 
with the back of her hand, ‘but I’d have told you eventually.’ 

Our eyes locked and I blinked back at her, startled, ‘you would?’ 
‘Of course.’ She promised, ‘you’re my best friend.’ 
I felt my cheeks turn pink, mostly because I felt instantly guilty because I 

had been anything but honest with her. ‘Oh.’ 
‘Just not now.’ She mumbled. 
‘I don’t know why you’re so embarrassed about it.’ I told her genuinely, 

‘being Gravity Guy is pretty awesome. From what I hear she was pretty kick ass.’ 
Bright shook her head, ‘You’re just saying that.’ 
I sort of was but I wasn’t going to admit to that. ‘We all feel weak 

sometimes, Bri. It doesn’t mean it’s true.’ 
Her mouth knotted to one side as she dried her hands, ‘doesn’t it?’ 
I shook my head, ‘No.’ I hesitated, ‘the truth isn’t the truth without all of 

it, is it?’ 
Bright pressed her lips together, meeting my gaze again, ‘I don’t think so.’ 
Already I was off my seat and moving towards the back door, motioning 

for her to follow me into the yard. 
‘Where are you going?’ 
‘To get some air.’ I answered, ‘We’ve been inside for weeks.’ Bright was 

already moving to join me. There was another reason too. I was desperate not 
to be overheard, by bugs planted in the house or Errey. 

We slipped outside into the frozen air. It was devastatingly cold, and the 
whole world seemed made of glass with a wide and clear sky and nearly no 
wind at all. 

Bright was already moving past me to the pergola her dad had been 
working on.  
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‘I think we all have ways of coping with the fact that we’re two people.’ 
Bright told me absently, stepping beneath the pergola, the roof and walls in the 
most part unfinished. ‘This is Dad’s.’ 

I peered at it, ‘Maybe.’ Then moving to join her, ‘how do you deal with 
it?’ 

Bright glanced up at the sky, then back at me, ‘I’m three people.’ She 
answered astutely, ‘or at least I was.’ 

‘Was Gravity Girl really any different from Bright?’ 
Bright nodded furiously, lowering herself down on the bench seat which 

ran around the inside wall of the pergola, ‘yes. She was.’ 
I sat directly beside her, leaning forwards a little and exhaling a puff of 

white in the chilled air, ‘How?’ 
Bright paused a moment, then spoke, ‘Before the accident I could rely on 

my powers. Having powers gives you a lot of wriggle room… when you lose 
them, even just a little bit, you realize how much of you was built on them.’ 

I squinted at her sideways, unsure what she meant, ‘I don’t…’ 
‘You met me in the middle of it.’ she told me flatly, ‘two years ago… on 

that transport vehicle. When I was Gravity Girl I was a protégé, my powers set 
me apart, when I fell and hurt my knee it took ages to learn to walk again… that 
brace took a while to master. Before my accident I didn’t care too much about 
the theory, I was a lot like you in a way, just did what I did, and figured the stuff 
in books didn’t matter. Then it happened, and all I had to rely on was the theory 
which I sucked at. So I had to study hard…’ she shrugged, ‘that’s why I got so 
good at it. When you met me, though, I still couldn’t quite get my leg to work 
the way it had. It has only been in the last two years that I’ve managed to 
master it to a level that I can jump again. I’ve still got a while to go though, until 
I have the skill I had before.’ 

My mind reeled. I’d figured when we’d met on that transport vehicle it 
had been me at the base of myself. Clearly I’d been wrong. I recalled Bright in 
the transport vehicle. She’d held a huge heavy text book and told me that all 
she was good at was theory. 

That she may not make it as a fully-fledged super hero because her 
practical skills let her down. 

I saw that in a whole new context now. 
I hadn’t been the only one in pieces on that transport vehicle that day. 

Bright had been carrying her own problems and we’d both made it through 
them, in a way, but neither of us had conquered our mountains. 

‘Sometimes I don’t recognize myself.’ she whispered, ‘the girl who was 
Gravity Girl wasn’t me… she was precocious little kid. But this new person? I 
don’t know who she is either.’ 
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‘What about here?’ I furthered, ‘in your house with your parents and 
Errey?’ 

Bright considered this, ‘Here is where it’s hardest because I don’t know 
which one is real.’ She hesitated, ‘truth is I feel like a failure. The Dark Republic 
used me against my dad… I should have been better. I was a weapon to them. 
They hurt me to hurt him.’ 

I could see talking about this genuinely distressed Bright and it sucked 
because I hated to see her hurting.  

‘Bri…’ I began to say, only she kept speaking. 
‘I can’t talk to anyone about it because I have to keep the secret to keep 

my family safe…’ she said very, very quietly, ‘It is easier to be the person that 
others want you to be rather than the person you are. I don’t recognize myself 
anymore…’ 

‘You’re not the only one who doesn’t recognize yourself.’ I whispered, 
quietly taking her hand, although I wasn’t quite sure why I was saying what I 
was. 

‘Ha.’ She scoffed sadly, ‘you know exactly who you are, Roe. If anything 
you’re almost too sure of yourself…’ 

‘I know who I am, sure,’ I agreed, squeezing her fingers, ‘but I hate who it 
is.’ Bright slid me a look. ‘I can’t be Roe.’ I told her, ‘because I am so mad at 
him… and I spend so much time and effort trying to lose myself in Dare because 
he’s the only part of me that I can deal with, that I can make sense of.’ 

‘I don’t understand…’ 
‘Dare is easy. He’s Liam’s clone, made to be exactly what Liam was, so I 

do that. I do exactly what Liam would do and that’s why I am stuck. Because all I 
am is a copy of someone else. That’s why I exist. I feel like I’m letting him down 
if I don’t.’ I mumbled, the words rasped in my throat. 

‘If you don’t act like Liam, you mean?’ 
‘If I don’t act like Liam.’ I agreed. 
‘Before though… before everything happened with Blue you were 

different… before Betty died.’ 
‘Yes, but that was Roe.’ 
‘What’s wrong with being Roe?’ 
‘Roe was useless at best.’ I groaned rolling my eyes, ‘I can’t be him 

because he wasn’t good enough. It was Roe who let Betty die… if I had been 
stronger or surer of myself that never would have happened. Dare wouldn’t 
have let it happen, because Dare is like Liam and Liam never had girlfriends 
because he never let people close enough.’ 

‘Hence Constellation?’ 
I blushed, ‘And every other girl before her.’ 
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‘Do you like her?’ Bright asked me frankly. 
That was a very good question. A question I undoubtable knew the 

answer to.  
‘Do you?’ she furthered. 
I shook my head, ‘no.’ I breathed. 
Bright exhaled loudly, shaking her head. Probably furious because I’d 

completely led on her best friend with no genuine affection. 
‘Then why the hell did you do what you did? She likes you, Roe. Properly.’ 
I winced, fiddling with the velvet ribbon around my wrist, ‘Because I have 

to be Liam.’ I answered urgently, ‘I have to be Liam to be stronger and better so 
that I am never weak again. Besides. It feels good. It’s a good distraction.’ 

‘A distraction from what?’ 
‘From the fact that if I stop and let myself face everything that’s 

happened? I’d completely disintegrate.’ 
‘So this is what Dare does?’ 
‘Yes. This is what Dare does.’ I agreed, exhausted, ‘I have to pretend I 

don’t care.’ I fiddled at the velvet ribbon around my wrist, ‘but I do care. 
Because I still love Betty and I hate myself for letting her die.’  

Bright peered at the ribbon fastened to my wrist, then at me, ‘So we both 
suck, then?’ she asked at last. 

‘Trust me. Between the completely useless Roe and the jerk that is Dare, 
you’re not the only one who doesn’t recognize yourself.’ 

Bright squeezed my hand back, ‘Why are you telling me this?’ 
Why was I telling her this?  
I knew exactly why. 
‘Because you and I are the same.’ I explained quietly, ‘I know you feel 

embarrassed that I know… about Gravity Girl and everything, and you carry a lot 
for your family... and feel like a failure. So I figured I’d be honest with you.’ I 
hitched my sleeve for her to see the ribbon, ‘this ribbon was on Betty’s dress 
the night she died. I’ve worn it since because I can’t let her go. I guess I use Dare 
as a mask to pretend like I can.’ 

Bright ran her finger around the ribbon, then glanced up at me, ‘Roe…?’ 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Dad made me talk to you.’ 
This genuinely startled me, ‘What?’ 
‘Our first day at the Elite… that morning he came and saw me and said he 

was going to Lionsbrink to fetch you. I of course was a little star struck 
because… well… you were pretty famous. He told me to watch out for you. 
Make sure you were okay. I had no idea you were coming before that.’ 

I squinted, ‘he made you friends with me?’ 
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Bright seemed embarrassed, ‘Sort of… I’m telling you this because as 
much as dad asked me to… I like being your friend, Roe. It means a lot to me. 
And Thanks.’ 

‘For what?’ I replied, still buzzing over the fact that Gravity Guy had told 
Bright to watch out for me. 

‘For being honest with Me.’ still tracing her finger around the velvet 
ribbon, ‘it helps.’ 

‘It does?’ I prompted hopefully, ‘I hoped it would.’ 
Bright nodded, she took my hand again, but said nothing for a long while. 
Internally, though, an ominous feeling had taken hold. Bringing her dad 

down would crush her heart. I wished I didn’t have to do that. 
 

I woke the following morning feeling better. 
Pleased that things were fine again between Bright and I, I completely 

forgot about the Dark Republic and the memos in Gravity Guy’s office and the 
fact that Gravity Guy had had a hand in my friendship with Bright. 

Waking early, I rolled out of bed, pulled on a sweater and trudged 
downstairs absolutely desperate for a cup of coffee. I could hear someone 
shuffling about in the kitchen and supposed it was Bright. 

‘Morning, Bri… did you –’ I got about a half way through my sentence 
until I rounded the stairs into the kitchen and spotted Gravity Guy. 

He wore scruffy clothes, still mask-less, clutching a mug of coffee. 
‘Morning.’ He replied with a smile, ‘sleep well?’ 
‘Uh huh.’ I huffed tartly, frozen on the last step, ‘you?’ 
‘I find this house is one of the few places I can relax.’ He admitted, 

‘although I suppose you’d feel the same about your home in Lionsbrink?’ 
I shrugged, because I hated the idea of giving him a straight answer, ‘I 

haven’t felt relaxed anywhere for a long time.’ I said, which was the truth. 
Gravity Guy watched me, ‘And why is that you think?’ 
‘Something about seeing my partner shot in front of me, struggling to 

convince the people who were supposed to be on my side to be on my side, 
losing your girlfriend and then one of the people involved – who by the way 
knows exactly who you are – still being on the loose.’ I shrugged. 

‘Fair enough.’ Gravity Guy concluded, he reached for a mug and the 
peculator, ‘Coffee?’ 

‘Please.’ 
Gravity Guy filled my mug and set it up on the breakfast bar, daring me to 

sit. Never once to turn down a challenge I crossed the kitchen tiles and took a 
seat on the barstool.  

‘Thanks.’ 
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‘You’re welcome.’ Gravity Guy smirked, taking a huge sip of his own, ‘my 
name’s Grant, by the way.’ 

I nearly choked on my coffee, and instead swallowed, coughed to clear 
my throat and then stared at him, unsure if he was joking or not. 

‘Grant?’ 
‘Grant Guy.’ He repeated with a nod, ‘Yeah.’ 
‘I’m still gonna call you Gravity Guy.’ I told him between gulps. 
‘Whatever you want.’ 
Grant? I considered internally. It was weird to have a name for him now. 

This weird, mask-less Gravity Guy. I didn’t buy a cent of this nice guy act. He was 
trying to play it cool but that didn’t change what I’d read on his desk or the fact 
that he was a part of the Dark Republic. 

‘Hojac subdued the Bank.’ I said at last, ‘but they didn’t arrest the 
Banker.’ 

‘He’s pretty hard to catch.’ 
‘Odd for such a big guy.’ I countered, because the Banker genuinely was 

enormously fat.  
‘I suppose. He’s powerful though. We really owe you a lot, we’ve been 

trying to catch him for years. We’re lucky… things could have been far worse 
with Vesuvius. I don’t doubt he’d have died if you hadn’t been there.’ 

I swallowed, uncomfortable with his praise, ‘Thanks.’ 
‘Mmm… it was brave.’ Gravity Guy told me, ‘what I saw in the tunnel. The 

Vulture is powerful. You were brave to fight him.’ 
Of course I’d fought him, I considered, I’d had to. Vesuvius would have 

died if I hadn’t. ‘Thanks.’ Was what I said again. 
‘I tried to convince the Elite to reward you points for it… you know? To 

get your grade up… but they refused. The others on the board weren’t keen to 
encourage you breaking lockdown. Disappearing with Nightshade like that.’ 

I gritted my teeth together, hating how nice he was trying to seem.  
‘Uh huh.’ I huffed, ‘thanks for that, I guess.’ 
‘You’re welcome.’ Gravity Guy responded, sipping his coffee, ‘but you can 

never vanish with Nightshade again.’ 
‘I don’t think she’ll come again.’ I answered, because I doubted she 

would. 
‘We’ll see I guess…’ Gravity Guy considered, ‘she seemed difficult to keep 

away…’  
As he stood quietly, enjoying his beverage I internalized two very 

powerful desires. Of course I wanted to confront him. Tell him that I knew all 
about the mole in Hojac and about the fact that he’d sold off identities to the 
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Dark Republic. I wanted to demand to know why he’d done it. Power? Fortune? 
Control? 

Another part of me wrestled to remain silent. I couldn’t ask him now, 
he’d kill me if he knew how much I knew. It didn’t matter how much I wanted to 
know what Operation: Building Rome was, I had to get proper proof before 
handing him over to Hojac. 

‘Why did you con Bright into being friends with me?’ I asked at last, 
because that was a safe question. 

Gravity Guy seemed startled at my honesty, ‘She told you?’ 
‘She told me.’ I echoed, ‘so why’d you do it?’ 
He considered his words carefully, ‘I care about you, Roe, I know that’s 

hard for you to reason.’ 
Cared about me? I considered skeptically, more like cared about keeping 

his secret safe. I had no doubt Gravity Guy had assigned Bright to watch over 
me to keep me away from anything incriminating. To cover his ass. 

‘Is that so?’ was what I said. 
‘Yes.’ Gravity Guy nodded once, ‘I do.’ 
‘Why?’ I asked, before I could stop myself. 
Gravity Guy smirked, ‘I just do.’ He told me vaguely. 
I downed the rest of the coffee, and exhaled loudly, ‘thanks, I guess.’  
His smile stretched further, which annoyed me, ‘I’ve got a bit of work to 

do on the pergola, want to help?’ 
I blinked back at him, not at all wanting to spend time with the jerk but 

taking this as a challenge. 
‘Sure.’ Was what I said instead, ‘why not?’ 
‘Excellent. Go change. I’ll see you outside.’ 
Having committed now I stalked back upstairs to my room and then back 

down to the kitchen and headed out into the yard where Bright and I had stood 
the day before. 

‘There you are!’ Gravity Guy taunted, ‘finally,’ he rolled his eyes before 
tossing me a long board of wood, ‘catch.’ 

I caught it, puzzled as Gravity Guy clambered up the side of a ladder 
resting against the frame of the pergola. 

‘You are gonna pass me the wood.’ He told me astutely, fiddling at a 
builders belt around his waist, ‘and I’m gonna nail it to the bracing, sound 
good?’ 

‘Sure.’ I muttered, handing him up the first panel he’d tossed me, ‘do I 
get points for this?’ 

‘At the Elite? Afraid not.’ He laughed, taking his first nail, ‘but surely the 
company alone is worth it?’ 



295 
 

I rolled my eyes, ‘Not sure about that.’ 
Gravity Guy seemed to take this as a joke, but it wasn’t. Regardless, I 

handed him each panel of wood for the roof and he hammered hell out of it. It 
was weird because I hadn’t done anything like this ever. 

Liam and I had never build anything, he’d never even let me work on the 
Silver Shadow or anything else while he’d been alive.  

Admittedly, I sort of found myself enjoying it. 
‘Did you keep looking for Nightshade?’ Gravity Guy asked me at last, 

‘once you were at the Elite?’ 
I stared up at him, unsure how to answer this, ‘No.’ I decided at last, 

although I had, ‘why?’ 
‘Do you know why she would target you how she has?’  
I considered this for a moment, ‘I think she has a crush on me.’ I offered, 

Gravity Guy laughed. 
‘She does?’ 
‘Or she pretends to. I think she likes to mess with me.’ 
‘Do you think it is to maintain control?’ 
‘Control?’ 
‘Over you.’ Gravity Guy explained, hammering at the wood, ‘because she 

knows who you are… she thinks the connect you have gives her control over 
you. Do you think that’s it?’ 

‘Maybe?’ I offered, although he was probably right, ‘but why would she 
want control over me?’ 

Gravity Guy peered down at me, ‘Can you think of anything?’ 
‘No.’ I told him truthfully, ‘I’m good… or at least I was… but I don’t have 

amazing powers or anything and Lionsbrink is pretty small.’ 
‘I guess you’re right. Still, she has quite the interest in you.’ 
‘Maybe it’s my good looks?’ I teased, then reminded myself I shouldn’t be 

joking with Gravity Guy.  
He gave a laugh, ‘Maybe.’ He agreed. 
‘She existed. Nightshade I mean. Before me… before Liam died. Didn’t 

see?’ 
Gravity Guy nodded, still hammering, ‘Yes.’ 
‘In Lionsbrink?’ 
‘Did Liam ever mention her?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Then obviously not.’ Gravity Guy shrugged as I handed him the very final 

piece of wood, ‘what exactly did Liam tell you?’ 
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That was a good question, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to answer it. After 
all, Gravity Guy was investigating Lionsbrink. I didn’t want to inadvertently give 
him any answers he wanted. 

‘That Hojac suck and you’re an ass hole.’ I said levelly as Gravity Guy 
clambered down the latter, ‘that’s about it.’ 

‘Right. Lovely.’ 
‘Liam didn’t like you.’ I reiterated. 
‘Ever give a reason why?’ 
‘Because you’re all snotty jerks in your ivory tower.’ I tossed a shoulder, I 

said this to hurt Gravity Guy’s feelings but he didn’t seemed bothered. 
‘Are we? Do you think that?’ 
‘Well after all you did when I was trying to get you guys to help me stop 

Blue I sort of do.’ I hissed. 
Gravity Guy dusted his hands off, ‘It’s not our fault Betty died, Roe.’ 
I glared back at him, all fury, ‘Isn’t it?’ 
‘No.’ he shook his head slowly, ‘it’s not.’ He scanned my face, ‘It’s not 

yours either.’ 
His remark was like salt in open wounds. I felt my shoulders arch, but said 

nothing. There was no denying it. It was obvious I blamed myself for Betty’s 
death, I’d told as much to Bright. Instead I fiddled at the velvet ribbon. 

Gravity Guy motioned to some large bags of soil. I suspected he wanted 
to fill the garden beds which framed the outside of the pergola. We moseyed 
over towards them and lugged a bag each towards the flower beds.  

‘Why did Blue want to get into the Quarry?’ I asked, because I wondered 
if that had had anything to do with Operation: Building Rome. 

Gravity Guy glanced back at me, reaching for a small hand held shovel to 
split a hole in the soil, ‘I thought you knew?’ 

‘I knew about the power inside. But I have no idea what Callum wanted to 
do with it.’ 

Gravity Guy’s mouth knotted to one side, ‘Did Liam ever mention the 
Quarry?’ 

‘Not really. Aside from the fact that it was super loud so his dad shut 
down the work there. After that, nothing.’  

‘Odd.’ 
‘Should he have?’ 
‘I’m just genuinely startled at how little he told you.’ Gravity Guy offered, 

up ending the soil. 
‘Did Liam work at Hojac?’ I asked, sort of saying it before I’d thought the 

question through. Gravity Guy glanced back at me, an undeterminable 
expression on his face. 
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‘Yes.’ 
That genuinely shocked me.  
I’d figured Constellation had been confused, that Arielle had mixed Liam 

up for someone else. 
‘Really?’ I coughed. 
‘Yes. Didn’t he tell you that, either?’ 
I shook my head, ‘No.’ 
‘Liam worked for us while he studied for his HALs. He was a conscript… he 

wasn’t born into it like you were. He did office work on the site, to get to know 
the internal system.’ 

The fact still boggled my mind. ‘Constellation told me. I thought she was 
wrong.’ 

‘No. She was most certainly right. Although Liam was talented. Very, very 
talented. He and I knew one another seeing as we both worked at Hojac HQ.’ 

I don’t know why but this fact seemed to tighten my lungs, I felt my 
breath growing short as I struggled to remain indifferent. The reality was that I 
felt like I’d barely known Liam had all. 

And this alone caused a deep anxiety within me. 
Determined that Gravity Guy wouldn’t see, I motioned for him to split the 

bag, which he did, and then wrestled it up and emptied the soil into the garden 
bed. Gravity Guy watched me carefully in silence. 

‘Thorina’s going to pick the plants to go into the beds.’ He told me, 
dusting off his hands, ‘because she’s the boss of the garden, I just do the dirty 
work.’ 

Unable to help myself, I laughed at the sincerity of his statement, ‘But 
you’re the boss of Hojac.’ 

He shook his head, although laugh lines creasing his eyes, ‘Not officially.’ 
‘But you are.’ I insisted, still smiling, although this was more a method of 

manipulation now, ‘so how we’re taught…? That’s how you ended up in the 
Sanctum?’ 

Gravity Guy nodded, ‘Yes. I suppose it is.’ He shrugged. 
‘Because you beat the Dark Republic?’ 
‘We all beat the Dark Republic, I just managed to target their weakness. 

They’re a hideous lot, Roe. That’s why we’re all so panicked at the prospect of 
the, coming back.’  

Sure he was, I thought internally, although on the outside I stuffed my 
hands in my pockets and tried to look like I believed him. 

‘Do you think you’ll find them? That you’ll stop them this time?’ 
Gravity Guy seemed a little uncertain at this, his eyes glassed over, 

‘They’re strong.’ He mumbled, ‘I hope we’re stronger.’ 
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‘Are they stronger than they were before?’ 
Gravity Guy studied me, as if sizing me up, ‘Yes. I believe so.’ 
I felt my hands grow clammy, I was genuinely anxious about this. ‘But 

Hojac’s stronger this time too.’ I countered, almost reminding him. If he 
planned on overthrowing Hojac he should know that. Hojac was stronger – at 
least I hoped so. 

Gravity Guy didn’t respond to this part, ‘If Nightshade tries to contact you 
again,’ he said instead, ‘I need you to keep her away.’ 

‘Why?’ I asked, Gravity Guy’s eyes narrowed at my question. 
‘Because she is up to her neck in this stuff with the Dark Republic.’ 
‘Even if she is, I don’t know what that’s got to do with me… she just 

messes with me because she thinks it’s fun.’ 
‘Nightshade is communicating with you.’ Gravity Guy countered, ‘that is 

serious.’ 
‘Don’t we want that?’ I offered, inspecting his reaction very carefully. 

Being associated with the Dark Republic no doubt he would hate the idea that 
Nightshade kept keeping me in the loop. ‘That’s how I found the Bank.’ 

‘True.’ Gravity Guy agreed, ‘but neither I, nor the Sanctum approve of her 
seeking you out.’ 

‘She’s just trying to mess with me.’ I countered, ‘that’s all it is.’ 
‘Is it?’ 
‘Well what else would it be?’ I demanded, ‘I’m not in cahoots with her.’ I 

added, because a number at Hojac and the Elite had suspected that. It wasn’t 
that I thought Gravity Guy thought that – seeing as he was the real person in 
cahoots with the Dark Republic – but I wasn’t about to have him try and 
formulate a case against me for that. 

Gravity Guy watched me again, I’d have given anything to know what he 
was thinking. ‘Many people think you’re caught up in this, Roe.’ 

‘Well I’m not.’ I hissed, feeling that familiar anxiety again, ‘Nightshade 
and Blue… they killed Liam and Betty, the two people I cared about the most.’ 

‘And you were mad at Hojac for not acting to save them. That is a pretty 
excellent motive…’ 

‘I didn’t need a motive because I’m not involved with them.’ 
‘As I said, there’s a number at the Elite and within Hojac – the Sanctum – 

who are beginning to suspect otherwise. They cannot reason why Nightshade 
would behave as she is. Offering to kill Friction to reinstate you in Lionsbrink? 
Not just telling you about the Bank, but showing you…’ his voice broke, ‘they 
can’t reason how you got out.’ 

‘Got out?’ I squinted. 
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‘Of the Bank. Nightshade got you in and out and you weren’t captured by 
the Dark Republic.’ 

‘So?’ 
‘It was a nest of villains. You should have been taken… captured… they 

didn’t even touch you.’ His shoulders rose up around his ears, ‘surely you can 
see how that is difficult to explain?’ 

I did. I absolutely did. Instantly I wondered if that was part of the plan. 
Whether I had become a scapegoat. Whether Gravity Guy or the Dark Republic 
or Nightshade had intentionally allowed me to walk free out of the Bank to 
make a point. 

Gravity Guy watched me for any reaction, his eyes icy. ‘I believe you Roe.’ 
He told me quietly. 

‘I’m a good guy.’ I insisted, unsure why I was explain to myself to Gravity 
Guy, a bad guy. ‘I want this to stop. Innocent heroes being slaughtered by 
villains…’ 

‘What we can’t work out is how the information is getting out.’ Gravity 
Guy explained, ‘their names, where they live… all of that…’ 

‘Well how’d it get out before?’ I countered, knowing very well how it did. 
‘A mole.’ Gravity Guy answered quietly, ‘someone within Hojac 

compromising the information of heroes within our system.’ 
‘Rule one: the secret reigns supreme.’ 
‘Exactly.’ Gravity Guy agreed, because that was indeed the very first rule 

of Hojac. 
‘So maybe the same thing’s happening all over again.’ I replied, glaring at 

him, absolutely positive it was. 
‘Perhaps.’ He agreed quietly. 
‘Hey!’ a voice called beyond us, back, from the house. Gravity Guy and I 

turned to spot Errey – clutching Bullet – in her pajamas. 
‘Morning sweetheart.’ Gravity Guy replied, already moving past me 

towards the backdoor, ‘hungry?’ 
‘Starving.’  
‘Excellent, I’ll bet Roe is too. After all he’s done…’ Gravity Guy glanced 

back towards me, ‘coming?’ 
‘Coming.’ I echoed, before headed back inside after them both. 
 
I wasn’t prepared to admit it but I enjoyed my day with the Guy family. 
After breakfast Thorina, Bright and Errey all came out and admired 

Gravity Guy and my work on the pergola and despite everything I started to 
relax. 
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‘Not bad.’ Bright told me with a little smirk, ‘who knew you and dad 
would get along long enough to build something.’ 

‘He built it all. I helped with the roof.’ I replied dismissively.  
‘Still.’ She insisted, ‘it looks good.’ 
After that, Thorina and Errey set to work in the kitchen with Gravity Guy 

lurking about on dinner. Bright and I played monopoly at the table while they 
worked, the whole thing feeling completely different to the years before that I’d 
spent with Gary while Liam partied down town. 

Gravity Guy’s phone rung just as they got the turkey in the oven. I 
glanced up, instantly spotting his anxious glance towards Thorina, before he 
answered with a simple ‘hello.’ and vanished upstairs. 

‘So you’re having fun?’ Bright asked, drawing my thoughts away from 
Gravity Guy. 

‘Yeah.’ I mumbled, my eyes on our long since finished game of monopoly, 
‘most of my Thanksgivings were spent with Gary. Are you?’ 

‘Yeah.’ Bright agreed, ‘Thanksgiving is a pretty big deal in my family… I 
suppose it’s that we’re all together. Mum and dad are pretty busy. Holidays are 
the only time we’re guaranteed to all be around.’ She hesitated, ‘in saying that 
the year before last dad nearly didn’t make it.’ 

My eyes flickered to her face. I knew exactly why that was, because I’d 
nearly missed it too.  

Two years ago, my first year alone in Lionsbrink I’d been meant to spend 
Thanksgiving with Betty and her mother. Only Hojac wasn’t pleased with my 
digging around for information about Blue and Kissinger Quarry so I’d been 
forcibly apprehended. 

‘I think that was my fault.’ I admitted. 
‘Same.’ Bright smirked, ‘but he made it in the end.’ 
‘Betty would have dumped me.’ I told her quietly, ‘I promised I’d be there 

and I wasn’t. I was always letting her down because I had to disappear and go 
be a super hero. Hojac dropped me home around a half ten. I went to her house 
to beg forgiveness of course…’ 

‘As every good boyfriend does.’ 
‘That’s the night I compromised my identity…’ I added, Bright glanced at 

me, a little shocked. 
‘As in… told Betty?’ 
‘As in told Betty.’ I agreed, ‘although according to your dad I should have 

dumped her.’ 
Bright grinned, ‘well you’ve never been obedient have you?’ she began to 

collect the monopoly pieces to pack them away, ‘I can’t believe you told her.’ 
‘Of course I told her.’ 
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‘You’re not meant to. You’re meant to guard the secret.’ 
‘I know.’ I said, because I did, ‘Maybe your dad was right anyway…’ I 

added, ‘if I hadn’t told her… she’d have broken up with me for sure. Maybe 
she’d still be alive?’ 

Bright’s eyes found mine again. She didn’t say anything and I knew why. 
Because it was probably true. Bright’s leg nudged against mine beneath the 
table.  

‘You can’t base how you feel now on what could have happened.’ She 
told me levelly, ‘I’m sure she appreciated it.’ 

‘I don’t know, I think she’d rather be alive.’ I tossed a shoulder, ‘what 
about you?’ 

‘What do you mean what about me?’ Bright replied, shuffling the money 
into specific piles. 

‘Boyfriends.’ I elaborated with a huge smile, ‘come on Bri, I’ve told you 
everything…’ 

Bright shook her head, ‘with a dad like mine you seriously think I’d ever 
have gotten close to having a boyfriend? Please.’ She rolled her eyes, ‘but I’m 
flattered you even supposed I would.’ 

‘Of course.’ I countered, ‘I’d have probably make a good go of it myself if 
you didn’t already know how much of a loser I am.’  

Bright turned bright pink as she folded the games board, then rose to her 
feet, ‘I guess I’m lucky then.’ 

‘If you think so.’ I teased, ‘but I make a kick ass boyfriend.’ 
‘I don’t think what you do now is classified as being a boyfriend.’ She 

corrected. She was right as well, but I wasn’t going to admit that. 
‘So no one then?’ I furthered, unwilling to let the subject go, she winced 

somewhat, suggesting that I wasn’t exactly correct, ‘AH HA! I knew there was 
someone. Who? Come on, tell me?’ 

Bright groaned still blushing profusely, ‘I’m not telling.’ 
‘Bri, come on…’ 
‘I’m not telling.’ 
‘It can’t be that bad…’ 
‘Fine.’ She huffed, shooting a look at the door, probably terrified she’d be 

overheard, ‘I did have a crush. Once. Years ago. It was stupid.’ 
‘Oh who? Do I know him?’ her silence answered my question and the 

look on her face seemed to elaborate. ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
Bright flinched, meaning I’d guessed right, ‘please just leave it.’ 
‘You had a crush on Friction?’ I yelped in total disbelief, ‘why? He’s such 

an ass.’ 
‘Hence why my feelings changed.’ 



302 
 

‘Still. I have no idea what you saw in him.’ I went on, genuinely perturbed 
by this, ‘he’s popular, yeah but he’s a total moron. And he’s awful to you.’ 

Bright swatted me, ‘well I thought the better of my ways. Besides, he’s a 
jerk to me not to mention he likes Constellation. Although she likes you so I 
suppose there’s a little justice in that, despite the fact that… you are just leading 
Connie on for kicks and she’s my friend. But that’s your way isn’t it? Just like 
Liam.’ 

I shrunk back, a little embarrassed, the door flung open and Errey 
appeared with Thorina in toe and we were unable to continue our conversation. 

My mind still buzzed at Bright’s allegations. It was true. I was leading on 
Constellation, and I didn’t have any intentions of pursuing a proper relationship 
with her. 

I winced, as Bright moved to the kitchen to join her sister and mother, 
feeling genuinely awful. 

Perhaps, I considered, perhaps I did need to change? 
Perhaps I didn’t have to be exactly like Liam? 
For the first time in a long while I felt a strange pull within myself. I 

missed being Roe and wondered whether this person I’d created for myself was 
entirely necessary. 
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Twenty-Three 
 
We sat together that evening around the table. 
The food looked and smelt amazing, Gravity Guy sat at the very head of 

the table and said grace before we tucked into our meal. ‘We give thanks.’ He 
concluded, ‘for good family, good friends, and managing to erect a pergola in 
nearly freezing conditions.’ 

I smirked, Bright squeezed my hand beneath the table. 
For the first time in a long, long while I felt happy. Dare had been a heavy 

weight on my shoulders and being here I’d somehow managed to let him go. I 
regretted the idea of returning to the Elite the following morning. 

This was because fundamentally nothing had changed. 
I was being ousted from Lionsbrink because of my awful grades, the Dark 

Republic were still out there, Gravity Guy was selling off heroes’ identities and I 
was the only one who wasn’t so completely in awe of him to do something 
about it.  

Everything was so messy and I had no idea how I was going to fix it. 
After dinner, Thorina and Gravity Guy cleared the table, Errey vanished 

somewhere to find Bullet and Bright and I rinsed dishes until we were swatted 
form the kitchen. 

‘I’m sure there are better things the pair of you could be doing than 
rinsing up on the last night of your holidays.’ Thorina told us with a smile. 

Bright rolled her eyes and then motioned me to the stairs, ‘I’ve got 
something to show you, Roe.’  

Curious I trailed after her upstairs and down to her bedroom door. I 
hadn’t seen Bright’s room, although wasn’t completely taken aback by the 
stacks of books, the desk and total perfectionistic order of everything. 

Bright was already making for her bed where a red parcel sat. A present.  
‘I didn’t know we were doing gifts.’ I began to say. 
Bright laughed crossing back to join me, ‘we’re not.’ She answered, ‘this 

is just something from Errey and me.’ she handed me the parcel, ‘and I’m not 
one hundred percent sure you’re going to like it anyway.’ 

I peered at her, ‘What is it?’ 
‘Open and see.’ 
Awkwardly, I fiddled at the paper, it was a fluffy shape, like clothes or 

something. Peeling the wrapping away I found something sturdy and grey 
within. A realization took hold as I understood what it was. 

‘Errey’s costume.’  
‘Yeah.’ Bright agreed, ‘the new one.’ She hesitated, ‘I hope you don’t 

mind.’ 
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A few days ago, perhaps even yesterday I’d have been mad. 
Really, really mad, because I didn’t want to change, I didn’t think I needed 

to. Only I wasn’t mad now, and I sort of felt something rather deep inside 
myself flicker to life. 

‘Thanks.’ I whispered. 
Bright stepped back, looking me over, ‘you genuinely like it?’ 
‘Yeah. I do.’ I shook the full suit out. It looked even better in person than 

on paper. The grey shapes, the boomerang shape to represent the ‘D’ of Dare, 
the little band around the shoulders I suspected released the camp when 
jumping. 

It was a million times cooler than the current red one I wore.  
‘Errey and I had it made. I get that Liam designed the red suit but we 

thought maybe you could keep this one. Errey thought maybe you could wear it 
for your exams… but you don’t have to. I understand you don’t want to change. 
More than ever now, I get that.’ 

‘No.’ I countered, still absorbing the detail of the suit in. 
‘What’s no?’ 
‘No.’ I repeated, my eyes meeting hers, ‘I need to change.’ 
Bright tipped her head sideways, genuinely taken back. 
‘What?’ 
I swallowed, laying the costume down onto her desk and looking back at 

her, ‘I’ve been stupid.’ I admitted, ‘and treated people like crap for my own 
gain. I’ve been selfish and it’s nearly cost me my city. I thought I had to be Liam 
because that’s who I’d been made to be. I’m starting to think maybe I was 
wrong.’ 

‘Why…?’ 
The answer was awful, but I said it anyway, ‘Because I don’t even think I 

knew who Liam was. He worked at Hojac and I had no idea… he never told me 
anything, about Blue or the Quarry or Nightshade or anything…’ I told her 
quietly, ‘I’m sick of being someone I’m not and hiding from being someone I 
hate.’ I added, a glance back at the costume, ‘so maybe I have to forgive myself 
now? I think that’s what Betty would have wanted.’ 

‘I think so too.’  
‘I need to pass my exams to get back to Lionsbrink. I can’t afford to do 

any less than my best.’ I hesitated, ‘and I think I need to be Roe to do that.’ 
Bright’s mouth tugged up to one side, ‘I liked him better anyway.’ 
Exhaling loudly, I felt a knot begin to uncoil inside of me, tension and fear 

I hadn’t known I’d felt. ‘Bri.’ I added. 
I wanted to tell her. 
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Everything. I wanted to tell her about the mole in Hojac, about her dad’s 
involvement, about how much this was going to hurt her when I brought it 
down. 

But I couldn’t. As brave as I hoped I was I couldn’t bring myself to do it. 
Instead I drew closer to her, and pressed my lips to her forehead. She shrunk 
back, her cheeks turning pink. Bright opened her mouth to say something, but 
instead seemed to think the better of it. 

Another thought crossed my mind when a shout shook us both back to 
reality.  

‘Bri!? Roe!? You up here?’ 
It was Errey. Of course it was Errey. Bright grinned and gave me a playful 

push. 
‘Gosh what would everyone say if they knew you’d kissed Me.’ she 

teased, I turned red and nudged her back. 
‘Give over, it wasn’t that big a deal.’ 
‘Wasn’t it?’ 
‘No. Besides. I’m changing my ways now.’ 
Bright laughed looking as though she were about to question that as 

Errey appeared, peering through the door. ‘Oh! You gave it to him!’ 
‘She did.’ I answered, crossing over to her and scruffing her hair, ‘I love it. 

You’re a talented lady.’ 
‘You’re welcome.’ Errey answered, ‘I’m gonna make mine similar… for 

when I’m your sidekick.’ 
Bright blinked at me, wordlessly questioning this allegation.  
‘Wait for me to get a city first.’ I told Errey, bundling the costume up in 

my arms, ‘then we’ll talk about the sidekick thing.’ 
It wasn’t just that as well. I was about to prove her dad guilty of selling off 

the identities of murdered heroes. 
I wasn’t sure either Errey or Bright would be too fond of me then. 
Then a thought crossed my mind. 
What if I spoke to Gravity Guy, told him I knew that he was involved, that 

I’d seen the emails and that he needed to stop. That if he didn’t stop I’d tell 
everyone. 

He didn’t deserve the grace but I cared too much about Errey and Bright 
to change my mind. 

I’d speak to him, the next moment I got I’d speak with him and confront 
him with what I knew. 

Errey, Bright and I headed back downstairs to watch some TV when we 
were met by a brisk Gravity Guy, shuffling about in the living room. He seemed 
flustered, and shot a look towards us as we tumbled down the stairs. 
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Instantly, I knew something was wrong. 
‘Dad, what’s up?’ Bright asked. 
‘I’m afraid I have to shoot off.’ He answered, his mask in his hands. 
‘Tonight?’ 
‘Tonight.’ 
‘Where?’ Bright asked wirily. 
‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you, Bri, sweetie.’ Gravity Guy answered, he already 

had a bag, a little black one at the front door. ‘But I’ll see you back at school.’ 
Bright seemed to internalize something, while Errey kissed her dad’s 

cheek and went to join Bullet on the couch. 
‘Is everything okay?’ I asked, watching Gravity Guy carefully. He shot a 

look back at me, exasperated, but nodded once. 
‘Fine.’ 
Then he left. 
 
Gravity Guy’s sudden departure had put a damper on the end of the 

weekend.  
This was especially so because I’d wanted to confront him about 

everything. Try and put an end to this with as little collateral damage as I could. 
The following morning was wet and freezing and we packed up our 

things, ate toast and spent the day lazing around doing practically nothing. 
That afternoon we took the car back to the airport to take the jet back to 

the Elite. 
Everyone was super awkward the moment I stepped back into the 

common room. Friction sat across the way with Danerang, Bulldoze Boy and a 
few of the others. They peered at me as I trailed in after Bright, then went back 
to their whispering. 

Despite being away and what I’d realized that weekend I’d had things 
hadn’t changed. There were still a number of people – as Gravity Guy had said – 
who believed I was to blame for what was happening with the Dark Republic. 

‘Spend time with your girlfriend this weekend, Dare?’ Friction sneered, on 
his feet and crossing the room until we stood toe to toe.  

I refused to be intimidated, so glared back, ‘I’m not associated with 
Nightshade.’ 

‘She seems to think so.’ 
‘We’ll she’s wrong. And you’re stupid to believe her.’ 
‘I don’t buy any of this, Dare.’ He sniffed back, ‘Vesuvius is in a coma 

thanks to you.’ 
‘He’s alive thanks to me.’ I hissed back, having to restrain myself from 

decking Friction. 
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‘Whatever. Doesn’t matter anyway. You are going down, Loophole.’ 
Friction told me frankly, ‘and I’m the one who’s gonna do it. This will all be 
settled starting tomorrow… after our exams. Then Lionsbrink will be all mine 
and you’ll be where you belong. Behind a desk.’ 

I wasn’t going to take any more of that, so made to walk away headed for 
my room. 

‘Don’t be such a dick, Friction.’ Bright snapped. 
‘Oh give over.’ Friction groaned, already headed back to the others. 
I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be so rude to her if he knew who she 

really was. If he knew she was Gravity Guy’s eldest daughter. I glanced across 
the way to Bright who climbed the stairs to her own room. She met my gaze 
and I sort of guessed she was thinking the same thing. 

Back in my room I found everything as I’d left it. I caught a look of myself 
in my mirror, the black marks around my neck a little more faded than they’d 
been. I didn’t feel nearly as exhausted as I had, which was good considering our 
assessments started tomorrow. 

I began to pack away my belongings, clothes that I needed to wash, when 
I turned to my desk. 

There, laid on the very centre was an envelope. It was white, and 
nondescript with my name – my real name – in curly hand writing I recognized 
instantly.  

Nightshade.  
Somehow, it felt worse this time than it had in ages. I shuddered at the 

idea she’d been here. 
With trembling hands I reached for the envelope, unfolded the seal and 

drew the card out from inside. 
‘I hope you enjoyed your weekend,’ it read, ‘things are about to happen 

now. Keep your eyes open so you don’t miss it. Good luck with your exams, Ace. 
Yours Always, Nightshade.’ 

I felt my pulse quicken, dropping the paper. Things are about to happen? 
What did that mean? Another hero to die? I glanced up towards the window. 
The weather was awful, a storm brewing in more ways than one. 

 
I spent the rest of the afternoon and evening avoiding Constellation. I 

knew at some stage I’d have to tell her that there was no possibility of a future 
for us together and that was going to suck. 

Generally I just avoided girls rather than properly breaking up with them. 
After dinner, I shot back to my room to read over my notes. I dusted off 

the new costume Errey and Bright had had made for me, and admittedly was 
pretty excited to wear it for our examinations. My old red costume had been 
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packed away. We were no longer required to wear uniforms until our physical 
exams. 

I did not plan on wearing that red costume again. 
After scanning some information about field tactics, I glanced at the 

clock. A half past eight, and decided to call in on Bright. Slipping from my 
bedroom, I headed up to hers, knocking twice before she called out, ‘Who is it?’ 

‘Roe.’ I replied. 
‘Come in.’   
I poked my head inside to find her sitting on her bed, surrounded by piles 

of books and her brace to one side.  
‘It gets sore sometimes.’ Bright explained seeing me glance at the brace, 

‘Anyway, how are you?’ 
‘Good.’ I answered, ‘heard from your dad?’ 
‘No.’ she shook her head, seeming worried, ‘Nervous about your exams?’  
‘Of course.’ I answered, ‘You?’ Bright pressed her lips together and 

nodded. 
‘You’re top in class though, you’ve got nothing to be worried about.’ I 

reminded her, ‘a city will snap you up.’ 
‘Same for you.’ She countered. 
‘But I want Lionsbrink.’ 
‘You’ll beat Friction, Roe. You’re basically neck and neck.’ She told me, 

although I didn’t completely believe her. It would be a miracle if I managed to 
outdo Friction, especially given the points I’d lost in my excursion to the Bank. 

‘I probably deserve what I’ve got.’ I muttered, ‘do you have any idea 
where you’ll go after the Elite?’ 

Bright glanced across at me, there was an answer there, but she 
shrugged, ‘No idea.’ 

‘Any offers?’ I enquired, wandering over to her desk and lowering myself 
into her chair, peering at her piles and piles of paper work.  

‘Some.’ 
‘For where?’ I furthered, ‘I’m surprised Shirley doesn’t make a go for you.’ 
Bright blushed, shaking her head, ‘I’m not sure I want a city.’ She told me 

honestly. This surprised me, especially given our very first conversation. My 
eyes glanced back to her desk, then I spotted something. 

Something that startled me. A letter head, marked with the crest of 
Baylem City. It was addressed to Bright.  

TEMPORARY PLACEMENT IN THE CITY OF BAYLEM, the title read, I felt bad 
for seeing it, and made attempts to hide my shock when Bright’s mouth knotted 
to one side. 
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‘Baylem want me to fill in for Vesuvius. He’s pretty sick. Especially seeing 
that Friction has all but accepted the place in Lionsbrink.’ 

I blinked back at her, ‘Bri. This is a huge deal. You have to take this.’ 
‘I can’t.’ 
‘Baylem is the biggest city in the country. You’re not even qualified and 

they want you, that’s insane, Bri, you have to take it.’ 
‘I can’t.’ 
‘Well why not!?’ 
‘Because.’ Bright concluded uncomfortably, ‘if I take Baylem that’s 

basically a vote against you. They only want me because Friction has resigned to 
be in Lionsbrink… Friction’s a fool for not taking the position himself, he only 
wants Lionsbrink to get at you.’ 

I considered this, ‘Bright. You have to accept this. You know you do. It is a 
huge opportunity.’ I insisted. 

‘But it’s only temporary, until Vesuvius is back.’ 
‘Still?’ 
‘I’m not sure it’s what I want to do…’ 
‘Well what else would you do?’ 
Bright shrugged, ‘I could work directly for Hojac.’ 
‘For Hojac? I thought you didn’t want to be stuck behind a desk for your 

whole life?’ 
‘There are other things I can do that don’t involve sitting behind a desk. 

Mum works for Hojac…’ Bright reminded, ‘I’m just not sure I want a city of my 
own.’ 

The idea of not wanting her own city was absurd, but I didn’t say so. 
Instead I offered her a smile, ‘Bri, whatever you do, you’ll kick ass at. I know it. 
And I’ll be there to… you know? Buy the action figure. But I think you should 
consider this.’ 

‘Thanks.’ She replied, fiddling with her books, ‘Regardless I’m sure you’ll 
beat Friction, Roe. After that Baylem will withdraw their offer.’ 

‘Don’t be so sure.’ I countered, ‘anyway what do I do if I don’t beat 
Friction?’ I asked her lightly. Because as optimistic as I was and as cool as my 
new costume was this was a possibility. 

‘Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing?’ Bright offered, ‘a change? Isn’t 
that what you wanted anyway? Maybe you should take Baylem?’ 

I shrugged, although didn’t say anything.  
I loved Lionsbrink. Sure I knew I had to change to win it back, to be better 

and beat Friction, but a whole new city terrified me.  
My house was in Lionsbrink, Gary was in Lionsbrink, I would do anything 

to secure. I was going to fix everything. 
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 ‘Interviews tomorrow.’ Bright noted wistfully, ‘then the practical test the 
day after. We’ll have graduated by Thursday. How crazy is that?’ 

She was right. It was the last week of November, by the first – Thursday – 
we would be graduating. I wondered how different my world would look then. 

Human Cannon had explained our examinations a few weeks back. It was 
very similar to our grading at the start of the year. There would be interviews on 
Monday, with the Elite teacher board where they would ask questions, we 
weren’t told which kind. The following day was our practical examination, I 
supposed that had to do with physical assessments. We would receive our 
results the moment we completed our practical examination. 

Graduation was scheduled for Thursday, the first of December. 
If all went well by the second I’d be back in my own house with Gary. 

Despite how much I’d hated the Elite and couldn’t wait to leave at the start of 
the year now, the idea of leaving Bright and Errey and Constellation and even 
some of the others sucked. I’d miss them a lot. 

‘It felt weird not studying this weekend.’ Bright added as we came into 
land, ‘the other years you’re given specific things to study before the exams.’ 

‘Yeah but you know what Human Cannon said. There’s no point. What 
we’re being tested on isn’t academic. If it’s not in there, it never will be… those 
were his words.’ 

‘Scary.’ Bright mumbled, although I was pretty sure it wasn’t just the 
exams she was thinking about. 

‘I should let you get some sleep.’ I said at last, on my feet, a look at her 
letter from Baylem, ‘think about the placement, Bri. You’re too good to keep 
held up at Hojac HQ.’ 

She blushed and motioned me away, ‘Good night, Roe.’ 
‘Night Bri.’ 
 
The following morning I headed down to breakfast. I suspected to see 

Bright but she was nowhere to be found. 
Probably stressing over her interview last minute. 
There would be no more classes, which felt weird. We would be 

summoned by the overhead speaker for our interviews down in the briefing 
room near the PT Hall. There was no sensible order either, so there was no 
telling when it would be your turn. 

Union Jack was the first to be called at a quarter past ten. Everyone else 
sort of wandered about the place joking and messing around. 

Only I didn’t have time for that because there was still a lot that I had to 
look into. There was still a question of what Operation: Building Rome was. 
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I absolutely had to find out, and then speak with Gravity Guy the moment 
I had the chance. I was far too focused on this to be nervous about my 
interview. 

It was as I made for one of the study rooms in the library that I found 
myself face to face with Constellation. 

‘Dare. Whatcha doing?’ Constellation asked, I felt instantly because of the 
hopeful way she looked at me. She was gorgeous yes, but the girl I cared about 
wasn’t her.  

The girl I cared about was dead and buried and I couldn’t use others to 
distract me from that.  

Dare would, Roe didn’t. I had to keep in mind who I was now. 
‘Study.’ I replied, ‘while I can… have you had your interview?’ 
‘Not yet.’ Constellation answered sheepishly. ‘Anyway, I wanted to talk.’ 

Constellation said, she motioned to the study room I’d been headed for, ‘did 
you have a moment?’ 

I swallowed uncomfortably, ‘sure.’  
We wandered inside, where the walls instantly frosted over, Constellation 

watched me as I closed the door over.  
‘We didn’t get a chance to talk about what happened.’ She said at last, 

making something inside of me turn over, ‘you know? Between you and me on 
the roof? Before you vanished with Nightshade?’ 

I felt my cheeks flush, ‘Right.’ 
She watched me with those dark, steady eyes and I felt a wash with guilt.  
‘I know you’ve got a reputation…’ Constellation said lightly, ‘and I sort of 

just went along with things because it was fun.’ She glanced at the floor. 
It took everything in me to meet her gaze. I wrestled against my 

instinctive desire to shake it off, the bravado associated with Dare that I’d learnt 
from Liam. Instead I considered my words. 

‘Anyway, it was fun.’ Constellation shrugged, ‘but I guess what I’m saying 
is that I do like you. So if you liked me back, maybe we could give it a go… I 
know it’s end of the year and stuff… but I thought maybe… I don’t know…?’ 

I really, really resented myself, I thought internally, my hands curling into 
fists. 

‘I… uh…’ I stammered, although genuinely didn’t know what to say. 
My silence, however, seemed to answer Constellation’s question. Her 

expression cracked somewhat, and she wilted back. 
‘Oh. I see.’ 
I shook my head, ‘Connie, I’m sorry.’ I said, ‘I… I’m a jerk. I do like you, it’s 

just…’ 
‘What?’ she replied coolly. 
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I wasn’t sure what I planned on telling her. There was no real explanation, 
not one that would be worth her time. So I exhaled, my eyes on the floor. I 
couldn’t tell her the truth, about Betty, about Liam, she was better than that. 

‘I don’t know.’ I concluded quietly. 
Constellation watched me down her nose, and I felt about three inches 

tall. This time I didn’t reach for well-crafted words, or excuses because at the 
end of it I was responsible for my actions no one else. 

‘Connie.’ I told her sincerely, ‘you’re amazing but…’ my words seem to 
run out, ‘I don’t like you like that.’ 

I’d hurt her, not that she would let it show. Probably as a result of this she 
was already stalking for the door. ‘It’s fine.’ She concluded, ‘I should have 
known anyway.’ 

‘Connie…’ 
‘I’m probably okay without talking any more about it, Dare.’ She told me 

in a sour voice, ‘anyway, I’ll see you around.’ 
Then she was gone, and I felt absolutely rubbish.  
A moment or so later, I breathed out slowly and stuffed my hands into 

my pockets. I should have been wearing my Dare costume but I hadn’t bothered 
to change.  

Trying my level best to forget about how awful my conversation with 
Constellation made me feel I began to work with the archives. Without a single 
word I typed ‘Building Rome’ into the search bar.  

I waited a few seconds as it trawled through the internal systems. 
A moment a lone file appeared. ‘Building Rome.’ It read, ‘Restricted 

Access, tap to continue.’  
Thoughtlessly, I tapped my finger at the dialogue box, it vanished and I 

was presented with a single document. It was a scan, opening it I was presented 
with a copy of a printed email.  

Sanctum Meeting Minutes, the header read, suggesting it had belonged 
to the Sanctum’s email inbox.  

There wasn’t much scripted below. 
‘Sanctum has reason to believe a dangerous plot is underway amongst 

the Dark Republic. Reports have manifested suggesting that the Dark Republic 
Kingpin is outworking investigative science to support an activity the Dark 
Republic are calling ‘Building Rome.’  

Initial reports suggest that the Dark Republic plan on erecting a central 
organizational hub to support and manage further control within the cities 
members of the Dark Republic exist.  

Sanctum will discuss this at their next briefing.’ 
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And that was it. That was absolutely everything I could access on 
Operation: Building Rome. Everything else, the memos I’d seen at Gravity Guy’s 
house, other communication regarding the subject had either not been 
recorded or simply destroyed. 

I scowled at the email, unsure what I could ascertain from its contents. 
So Operation: Building Rome involved creating a base for the Dark 

Republic? A base that could ‘support and manage’ villain’s existing control in 
their cities.  

They were making something like Hojac, I considered, a physical 
epicenter to take control. But what was the investigative science to support it?  

There was nothing else to provide any answers I needed, so I stood, 
staring at the page for a long while, rolling the whole thing over in my head. My 
eyes wandered to the date at the very top of the page and I was instantly 
confused. 

It had to be easily twelve years ago, a long, long while back. 
So why did all of this matter now?  
‘I don’t understand.’ I whispered, laying my hand onto the screen, ‘I don’t 

get it…’ 
‘Voice recognition accepted.’ The computer said rather suddenly, ‘Do you 

wish to proceed?’ 
Mouth agape, I jerked back, startled, ‘Uh…’ I stalled, ‘yeah?’ 
‘You are welcome, Mister Gray.’ The computer replied. Then instantly, 

before my eyes a half a dozen files all appeared, flashing up onto the screen. 
They were weird things. Sketches of what looked like my Lair, costume designs, 
vehicles… it went on and on. 

Then, more interestingly, huge charts and photos of me, far younger, 
connected to a bunch of tubes and wires and suspended in a huge vat of water. 
There was other stuff too, lists and lists of details. My birth weight, height, 
photographs of a seven year old me looking hugely confused. 

I didn’t remember much of then, of when I was ‘born.’  
I stepped back, mind reeling, unsure what all of this was doing here. 

Unsure what Liam’s information was doing hidden in a restricted file on a Dark 
Republic operation. 

I was left stunned, completely silent until I heard a voice over the loud 
speaker. 

‘Dare – Romulus Gray – please report to the briefing room for the first 
stage of your examination.’ 

Swallowing I closed down the files too terrified now to think much of 
what I’d found. Not at all. 



314 
 

I’d been summoned for my interview. With my hands trembling I made to 
leave the library.  

I sort of hoped I’d run into Bright before I reached the briefing room. It 
felt weird to be about to undertake the first of my final assessments when I 
hadn’t seen her since the night before. 

Regardless I approached the briefing room nervously, finding the door 
closed over. I knocked twice and waited for a response. 

‘Come in!’ 
Whoever it was, they sounded far too cheery. I edged the door open and 

peered inside finding myself in a small boxy room with a single chair with a 
bunch of little wires attached, opposite a long table where three individuals sat. 
There were attendants too, in white suits.  

Human Cannon, White Knight and Javla Girl. Each one of them watched 
me wander over with an embarrassing level of fascination. 

‘Uh, hi.’ I said mechanically, my hand on the back of the chair. 
‘Good morning, Dare.’ Human Cannon replied.  
There was a noise behind us as the door rattled again and I was entirely 

startled to see an anxious looking Gravity Guy appear. He wore a suit, a grey 
one, with a slim tie, his mask folded over his face.  

‘Sorry,’ He said, addressing the others, ‘oh good. You haven’t started.’ 
Gravity Guy dusted a look my way, ‘Dare.’ 

I glanced back at him, it all felt weird now, since I knew his real name, 
what his living room looked like, now we’d built a pergola together. Especially 
since I was desperate to confront him about this business with the Dark 
Republic. 

Only I couldn’t. Especially not now.  
I’m not sure why but I hadn’t supposed he’d be at the interview, it 

seemed stupid seeing as he was the principal and all. 
Gravity Guy – or Grant – took a seat behind the desk at the far end, 

before nodding towards me. ‘Take a seat.’ 
I winced back, anxious as hell. ‘Okay.’ Then sat down. 
There was a long, awful silence as the panel shuffled through their papers 

and mumbled to one another. All the while I sat and quietly panicked. 
I hadn’t banked on being so nervous. I could already feel my heart racing 

and my hands shaking uncomfortably. The familiar tide of anxiety washed 
through every bone in my body until I felt frozen. 

‘We’ll just link you into the system.’ Javla Girl answered, motioning to the 
attendants, who stepped forwards and reached for the fussy wires that hung off 
the chair. 
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Wilting as the attendants fastened one wire to my temple, and the other 
to the inside of my wrist I swallowed awkwardly. 

‘It’s to monitor.’ Human Cannon explained, as the attendants backed off 
and he tapped something – a control tablet – before him. Instantly, like the 
study rooms in the library, the walls flashed instantly digital. Three screens. One 
to my right, my left and behind me. 

There were all kinds of readings, although the most obvious was my heart 
rate. It ran in a little green line around the very top of the room attracting the 
attention of each of the panel. 

‘Nervous, Dare?’ Human Cannon asked. 
I stared squarely back at him, ‘Of course I am.’ 
‘You always get this nervous?’ this was White Knight. 
I considered that. I’d struggled with anxiety since Liam had died. While it 

had happened a fair bit during my first year the issue had only really manifested 
again since being here at the Elite. 

‘It was, then it wasn’t. Now it is again.’ I shrugged. 
‘Panic attacks?’ Javla Girl asked, tipping her head to one side, ‘is that 

right?’ 
I blinked back at her, ‘is this a part of the test?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Then yes.’ I answered, my heartrate bleeping a little quicker. 
‘Are you on medication?’ Javla Girl furthered, White Knight shook his 

head, flicking through the pages before him. 
‘He’s not. There’s nothing on file.’ 
‘I just get nervous.’ I countered firmly, ‘it’s no big deal.’ 
‘Until you have a complete break down on the job.’ Javla Girl suggested, I 

scowled at her. 
‘That’s never going to happen.’ 
‘Isn’t it?’ Javla Girl jerked an eyebrow. I simmered, frustrated and unsure 

why any of this was relevant. So I got a little overwhelmed sometimes, that 
didn’t mean I was unsuitable to be a hero.  

‘When did they start?’ Gravity Guy asked quietly, his eyes on me. 
‘When Liam died.’ I answered flatly. 
‘Any idea why?’ 
‘I guess because I was terrified.’ I quipped, a loud exhale, ‘look, they 

stopped a while, they started coming back when I ended up here… I can control 
them. It’s no big deal.’ 

‘Fine.’ White Knight agreed, ‘thank you, Dare.’ 
‘Roe,’ I said before I’d realized, then glanced up at him, a little startled.  
‘Roe?’ White Knight clarified, ‘is that what you prefer? Still?’ 
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‘Is this part of the test?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
It was a pretty good question, I’d become accustomed to being Dare all of 

the time, mostly because I’d hidden myself in his persona. But things were 
different. 

‘I prefer Roe.’ I told them levelly, ‘when I’m not with villains of course… 
I’m not that stupid.’ 

‘Ah yes, I remember.’ White Knight grinned, ‘back in the Sanctum. Quite 
the attitude, actually.’ 

I wasn’t sure if that was a complement but I shrugged, ‘Thanks.’ I 
mumbled. 

‘So Roe,’ Human Cannon went on, clearing his throat and using my real 
name, ‘This interview will be filmed. We have a couple of very simple questions 
to ask you.’ 

‘Right.’ 
‘We just need your best answers. Most honest answers.’ 
‘Okay…’ I shifted in my seat, ‘shoot.’ 
Gravity Guy watched me carefully, his fingers pressed to his lips as 

Human Cannon began. I could tell he was internalizing something, and it took 
everything in me to remain focused on the interview at hand. 

‘How have you enjoyed your time at the Elite?’ Human Cannon asked 
suddenly, drawing me back from my thoughts.  

‘Here?’ I blinked, confused, the question seemed pretty lame. ‘Fine I 
guess.’ 

‘You didn’t want to be here, did you?’ 
‘No.’ I told them evenly. 
‘Why not?’ 
I glanced up at my heartrate, ‘you guys seemed lame. I didn’t like Hojac.’ 
‘Didn’t like Hojac?’ Javla Girl queried, I felt myself blush. 
‘I can appreciate why Hojac exists now. So I suppose I don’t hate you 

anymore.’ 
‘But you did before?’ Human Cannon seemed genuinely distressed by 

this. White Knight and Javla Girl shot him knowing looks. 
‘Because of the girl.’ 
I flinched, shaking my head, my heartrate sped, ‘She wasn’t some girl.’ I 

hissed, ‘and it was Liam too. From what I recall I got pretty well pummeled a fair 
few times by Blue and Nightshade with no help from you all. It’s difficult to like 
something that lets you down.’ 

Gravity Guy’s eyes never left me, as White Knight nodded, scribbling 
something. ‘So why did you remain a hero?’ 
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I glanced at the floor, ‘Because that’s what heroes do. Things they don’t 
want to for the greater good.’ 

‘And your desire to remain in Lionsbrink… is that for the greater good?’ 
White Knight asked frankly. 

Turning all the more red I shook my head, ‘No.’ 
‘Why are you so determined to stay then? From what we’ve heard you 

were rather distressed by the city’s decision to sign Friction as their hero.’ 
Jutting my jaw I glanced up at them, ‘Because I care about Lionsbrink. A 

lot. I don’t want to leave.’ 
‘I see.’ 
Silence, while they scribbled. The questions seemed absolutely pointless. 

I shot Gravity Guy a look, his face unreadable. 
‘Your time at the Elite has certainly been interesting.’ Human Cannon 

concluded, ‘In and out of the Six List… at one stage your grades were really 
dragging. Any reason for that?’ 

I felt Gravity Guy’s stare intensify, but shrugged. 
‘I was distracted.’ 
‘By what?’ 
That was an excellent question, one I wasn’t prepared to answer because 

it involved Nightshade. ‘Girls.’ I concluded abstractly, because that seemed a 
pretty plausible lie. 

White Knight smirked while Human Cannon smuggled a laugh. Javla Girl 
however continued to look immensely unimpressed. 

‘I’m way too much like Liam.’ I told them for good measure, ‘can’t help 
myself.’ 

‘I see.’ Human Cannon replied, jotting something down with his pen, ‘yes, 
you did improve substantially when the possibility of Friction taking over in 
Lionsbrink presented itself.’ I physically winced, gritting my teeth. 

‘I was lazy. I’m not lazy now.’ I told them, because that was all there was 
to it. 

‘You were also a prolific rule breaker.’ White Knight added, ‘leaving the 
Elite on two occasions, once at Easter the other with a registered villain.’ 

‘Yeah and as a result you guys managed to shut down the Bank and 
nearly caught the Banker who was selling off heroes’ identities…’ I countered, 
clasping my hands together behind my head, ‘you’re welcome, by the way.’ 

I could have sworn I’d seen Gravity Guy smile at this, Human Cannon 
grinned openly. White Knight however was unimpressed. 

‘I doubt we can hope that that changed.’ He muttered, scribbling still, 
‘seeing the most recent event was last Thursday.’ 

‘I’ll make a good hero.’ I debated, ‘I can promise you that.’ 
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‘Why?’ 
‘Huh?’ White Knight’s bluntness caught me completely off guard.  
‘Why will you make a good hero?’ Javla Girl reiterated in that superior 

way she usually spoke. Gosh I despised her.  
‘You have no powers.’ White Knight added gravely, ‘you’re disobedient 

and you have said yourself you hated Hojac. Not to mention you’re implicated 
rather deeply with the Dark Republic and it is reported you have a relationship 
with Nightshade, who is associated with the UnMaskings carried out by the Dark 
Republic. Nightshade sought you out, on a number of occasions, and even 
offered to kill for your gain.’  

I glanced up at my rising heart rate again, then back at them.  
‘Nightshade and I aren’t friends, I’m not associated with the Dark 

Republic, I can promise you that.’ I told them flatly, a look towards Gravity Guy, 
the deal culprit. But I couldn’t say a thing, they’d never believe me, not without 
proof… not to mention what it would do to Bright. 

‘You’re pretty dangerous, Roe.’ Human Cannon concluded, ‘a risk. Surely 
you see that?’ 

‘I know.’ I replied, because I did, my voice barely above a whisper. This 
was awful. I was absolutely flunking this exam. I could feel anxiety suffocating 
me, the little bleeps at the top of the room grew faster and faster. 

‘So what do you say to that?’ White Knight furthered, ‘how else do we 
explain all of this?’ 

‘Nightshade is trying to implicate me.’ I countered furiously, before 
thinking my words through.  

There was a heavy silence. 
‘Framing you?’ Human Cannon questioned, his tone heavy. 
It seemed stupid, and clearly everyone else though so, but it was true. 

Nightshade was trying to involve me in this, I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps she had 
some sick idea that we ought to be friends or whatever.  

‘Why would she do that?’ Jalva Girl dismissed, ‘Lionsbrink isn’t a large 
city, Liam never had a proper nemesis, Blue is dead. Why would she aim to 
frame you?’ 

Mind racing, I shook my head, ‘I don’t know.’ I answered barely audibly. 
Gravity Guy coughed, then Human Cannon rather suddenly tapped twice 

on his control tablet once more and this displays vanished. 
‘Great. We’re done.’  
My mouth fell open, ‘Wait. What?’ 
‘We’re done. Interview over.’ Javla Girl replied, she gestured to Gravity 

Guy, ‘get him to sign over his first assessment.’ 
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Gravity Guy was slid the tablet Human Cannon had bene using, while the 
attendants returned and unfastened the little monitor devices from my temple 
and wrist. 

I was lost. Absolutely lost. It couldn’t be over. My interview had gone 
terribly. An acidic sensation began to creep up my throat, I tightened my teeth 
together, fighting the urge to vomit and was on my feet, crossing over to 
Gravity Guy. 

‘Sir…’ I managed, trying to be as polite as I could, ‘could we speak?’ 
Gravity Guy glanced back at me, the tablet at his fingers while the others 

chattered between themselves about lunch or something. 
‘Now?’ 
‘Yes.’ I nodded. Saying very little and feeling very, very ill. Of course I 

wanted to scream and shout at him, and expose everything I knew right that 
very second. 

‘I’m afraid I can’t Roe. I’m too busy.’ 
‘I need to…’ 
‘We’ve got another fourteen interviews, Romulus.’ 
‘Sir…’ 
‘If you could sign the interview off, Roe.’ Gravity Guy countered seriously, 

handing me his stylus. 
I reached for it, glancing down to the tablet where I was to script my 

name. With a sigh I quickly jotted something onto the tablet before shooting 
the others a look and motioning to the door. 

‘I’ll see you later.’ 
‘Thank you, Romulus.’ White Knight replied, barely looking up. My gaze 

returned to Gravity Guy who peered down at the tablet, then, face completely 
white back at me. 

Because I hadn’t written my name at all. 
Instead, I had written two words. Building Rome where my name ought to 

have gone. 
I knew instantly that Gravity Guy wanted to call me back, but he didn’t. 

Instead he stared back at me as I shifted for the door, headed back into the 
hallway. 
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Twenty-Four 
 
I wanted to tell Bright all about it. 
About my interview and the questions they’d asked and how badly I’d 

bombed out but I didn’t see her once that whole day. 
I saw the others, Herald, Jester, Constellation, all of whom gave me 

scolding looks I suppose because of Connie and my conversation that morning. 
That was the least of my concerns, however, because I had absolutely 

tanked in my interview and I had no idea how I was going to recover from that. 
And I needed to because I’d all but lost Lionsbrink. 
Gravity Guy didn’t show up, not at all. I’d figured he would, but he didn’t.  
Back in my room, I set to work on my stun gun and grapple. Inspired from 

my time away that weekend I realized that perhaps there was stretch for some 
improvements to my weapons. 

The pin goo I’d installed into the stun gun had started off as a silly idea to 
teach Friction a lesson, only it was just the starting point.  

I lost myself in the mechanics of it, figuring that if Bright appeared she’d 
know to find me in my room. I wanted to know how her interview had gone – 
she’d probably aced it – I wanted to tell her what had happened. 

By the time the bell for dinner rang I crept from my bedroom, hands 
covered in grease from my work. I shot a look back at the new costume Errey 
and Bright had made for me. 

Perhaps this was my chance to redeem my final exams? To show Hojac I 
was willing to change. I took in the grey angles and severity of its shape. The 
design was pretty awesome, Errey was brilliant. 

Headed down to the cafeteria I searched for Bright but couldn’t seem to 
find her anywhere. Everyone else was there. Clustered about the place, 
whispering and joking and smiling with that typical relief associated with 
completing some kind of test. 

Even Union Jack was grinning a mile wide. 
‘Hey Loophole.’ Friction hissed as I made my way past him to an empty 

seat. I hadn’t seemed able to find Errey either, which was odd. ‘How’d you do?’ 
I glanced back at him, ‘Not sure.’ I lied. 
‘I’m pretty sure I aced my interview.’ Friction announced, Bulldoze Boy, 

Sterling Silver and Danerang around him laughed and jeered. 
‘Good on you.’ I snapped back. 
‘I’m all but instated in Lionsbrink.’ Friction went on.  
‘It isn’t over yet, Diction.’ I replied savagely, glowering at him. 
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Friction said something else, but I ignored him. He was only trying to 
unnerve me anyway. It didn’t matter, I reminded myself, tomorrow. I’d fix the 
damage done in the interview, and I’d reclaim Lionsbrink. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t entirely believe myself either.  
I grew nervous, assisted by the fact I had no idea where Errey or Bright 

were and Gravity Guy hadn’t made any attempts to seek me out after I’d made 
it clear I knew about Operation: Building Rome. 

Sitting alone, eating, and then headed back upstairs, I took a shower and 
then made for Observation Duty. Surely Bright would be there? It was our last 
one before the year end. 

I found my heaviest jacket before headed out into the corridors and up to 
the administration department. The air was brittle and cold, and I blew heavy 
on my fingers to keep my hands warm. 

Wandering onto the Observation Deck, I shot a look from side to side, 
searching for Bright, being sure I’d see her there. 

But I didn’t. 
The place was deserted. Shirley and Barbara from research weren’t even 

there and they’d shared our shift for months. 
I hesitated by the very front control panel, my eyes anchoring through 

the glass, across the water beyond towards the glittered outline across the 
horizon. Lionsbrink. 

Something inside of me ached. I had to win it back. Tomorrow I had to 
win it back for Liam and Betty.  

Swallowing, trying to clear my head, I reminded myself of the duty at 
hand. I quickly carried out our usual checks, supposing that Bright would appear 
eventually. 

But she didn’t.  
An hour passed, maybe more, and I’d carried out nearly all of our routine 

checks, slumped in the bench seat before the control panel. Internally I ran the 
interview over and over in my head. 

I still couldn’t understand why they’d asked the questions they had. 
About how I felt regarding Hojac, and Betty and Liam, none of it made sense. A 
sense of dread prickled down my spine. 

They’d implied what everyone else had. That Nightshade and I had a kind 
of relationship, that she was purposefully involving me in this rubbish with the 
Dark Republic. 

It was all a mess, I cursed internally, and I was frustrated with myself for 
not finding the proof I needed to unquestionably pin this on Gravity Guy. I was 
furious that I hadn’t managed to speak with him, tell him what I knew and fix it 
before it all spun out of control. 
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Then a thought snuck into the back of my head. 
I glanced over my shoulder, purely out of habit. I was indeed completely 

alone. Perhaps the roster had been shifted, perhaps Observation Duty had been 
canceled because of the examinations. 

Either way I was presented with the perfect opportunity to seek out what 
I’d found in the library today. All that information about Liam, maybe find out 
what it was doing associated with a file on Operation: Building Rome.  

Carefully, I rose to my feet and fiddled with a number of the displays. On 
my command, a frame of holographic displays appeared before me, framing the 
central screen. A search bar much like the one down in the library. 

‘Right…’ I mumbled, unsure how I’d done this before, I cleared my throat, 
‘Uh… this is Liam Gray…’ I managed to say, as clearly as I possibly could, ‘open 
everything on Operation: Building Rome…’  

‘Voice recognition accepted.’ The computer replied, leaving me stunned 
that it had all worked so easily.  

The screen flashed up with a two dozen files. 
They were not the ones I’d seen earlier that day, they were not little 

details on me or his designs regarding the lair. 
Instead I found myself looking directly at schematics of large industrial 

buildings, an enormous map, styled almost like a net, showing links between 
names. Names I instantly knew to be those of villains. 

Baylem was titled with ‘Vesuvius,’ linking to Anchorage marked with ‘Fire-
Fury’ who I knew to be Arielle’s nemesis, linked with another name. 

A name that made me feel ill at the sight of it. 
‘Blue,’ a little icon above Lionsbrink read. 
My hands trembled. It was a network. A relationship between heroes, 

posting them over cities, organized together. Liam had known. He’d known 
about the Dark Republic. 

There were other scribbles too, little notations that made no sense to me 
at all. Dates, stretching a while back to when I assumed Liam had been here at 
Hojac. 

Then I spotted something else. A video file, the only one in the records. 
My hands grew sweaty as I motioned for it. A moment later a little display 
appeared, a window, with a face that I knew as well as my own. 

Because it was my own – sort of. 
‘This is Liam Gray – the Wolf – September fourth…’ 
September Fourth, I shrunk back, mind racing. Liam had been murdered 

by Blue September Fifth. This was Liam, the night before he’d been murdered. 
Instantly I recognized parts of the lair beyond him.  
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It struck a chord inside of me to see him again, a physical pain at the sight 
of his familiar face. 

When I’d seen him last the world had made more sense, things had been 
easier. 

I froze, absolutely immobilized by the sight of him, how much I missed 
him the gravity of all I’d lost in his death. 

‘They know I know.’ He said, his voice rasped and whispered. ‘They know I 
know everything…’ he rasped, grey eyes wide and near manic. ‘I don’t know how 
much time I have left… I don’t know…’ a shivered breath, nearly hysterical. It 
made my skin prickle, my own heart speed up with a wave of anxiety. ‘Gravity 
Guy… he’s closing in. He’s closing in and I don’t know what to do… I –’ 

Then, without warning the footage froze on his desperate features. The 
clip had been barely four seconds at best, but it had been enough. 

Liam had known about the Dark Republic, about Gravity Guy… that 
Gravity Guy was involved in the whole thing. 

My eyes widened in horror. 
Perhaps that had been the reason he’d died? 
That Gravity Guy was aware what Liam knew about the Dark Republic and 

his involvement with them and he had had him killed? 
I felt sick to my stomach, shoulders up around my ears and trembling all 

over. This was all far, far deeper than I’d realized. 
Blue didn’t kill Liam over the Founders Artifacts, that was the clue, Blue 

had killed Liam because he’d been told to, probably by Gravity Guy.  
I’d have tried to understand it all the more if I hadn’t heard someone say 

my name, quietly, from over my shoulder. 
‘Roe… what’s this?’ 
It was Bright, I knew that beyond a doubt. Unsure how I was going to 

explain any of this, the information, the Dark Republic, or Operation: Building 
Rome. I rotated slowly on the balls of my feet and spotted her near the door, in 
a loose fitting jumper over jeans. 

Her expression was ghostly, staring beyond me to the screens, her eyes 
wide in horror. 

‘Roe.’ She whispered, still not looking at me, ‘what is this?’ 
I glanced back at the screen, then her, ‘Something’s happening, Bri.’ 
‘Is this Dark Republic? Where did you find this stuff?’ she drew nearer 

with heavy footsteps, ‘is that the Wolf!?’ 
I felt my entire body tense, ‘Yes…’ 
‘How did you find this? What is it doing here?’ 
I shot a look back to Liam’s still yet anguished face, ‘He hid it.’ 
‘And you accessed it? How?’ 
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‘Voice recognition.’ I mumbled, ‘he hid it here…’ 
Bright’s eyes grew small, ‘Hid what?’ 
I should tell her, I considered, tell her about her dad and his involvement 

with the Dark Republic. As much as it was going to tear her apart, I had to now, 
because I owed it to her, besides she’d seen everything. 

‘You have to stay away from this stuff, Roe.’ She said, cutting me off 
before I could speak. 

‘What?’ 
‘This stuff with the Dark Republic. You have to stay away from it.’ 
‘But it’s all there to access. It’s not a secret.’ I replied, she seemed 

skeptical. 
‘How long have you known about this?’ 
‘This?’ I hesitated, ‘a while.’ 
‘How long!?’ 
Bright was furious, which unnerved me. 
‘A while.’ I answered again, firmer, ‘Nightshade told me there was a mole 

in Hojac… Bri you have to understand –’ 
‘Nightshade?’ Bright exploded, ‘Roe you have to stay away from 

Nightshade, from these files… from everything!’ 
‘Bright, you don’t understand this –’ 
‘I do understand!’ she cried, her voice rasped, ‘Roe. You are being 

implicated in this. The mess with the Dark Republic. You’ve known about these 
files being here and you haven’t said anything? How are people going to take 
that?’ her voice fractured, ‘You lied, Roe. You lied to me. I asked if you knew 
anything more and you said you didn’t… this is a whole lot more, Roe. This is 
everything!’ 

‘Bri I –’ 
‘Is this why Nightshade took you to that Bank? Can’t you see, Roe she’s 

trying to draw you in?’ 
‘Draw me in!?’ I scoffed, because if anyone was being drawn in it was her 

dad. Only I couldn’t bring myself to say that.  
‘Roe. You need to tell dad.’ 
‘I’m not telling your dad!’ I replied fiercely, furious that she was so 

horribly devoted to him. Gravity Guy killed Liam, I knew it. He murdered him, 
and now Bright was standing by him. 

She’d never see the truth in what I had to tell her, never. I don’t know 
why I’d ever hoped she would. 

‘Roe. You have to tell dad.’ 
‘I’m not telling anyone anything.’ I replied in a low voice. 



325 
 

She didn’t understand, she’d never understand, not until I had proof. A 
long silence spanned between us. Bright watched me with her pleading eyes, a 
desperation hidden behind them, as if she were disappointed with me. 

This was ridiculous, I considered, her father killed Liam. 
Her father killed the one person who mattered most to me, and then left 

me to suffer the same fate in Lionsbrink to finish the job. 
All the words he’d said, all the support everything was a lie.  
‘Computer, close archives.’ I said quietly, instantly all five screens 

snapped blank, catching both Bright and I in only the gold wash from the city 
below. 

‘Roe.’ Bright said firmly, ‘you don’t understand.’ 
‘No.’ I snapped, already stalking past her, ‘YOU don’t understand.’ 
And then I left. 
 
Next morning I had an aching headache, and a shadow hung over me 

from not only what I’d discovered the night before, but seeing Liam’s face. 
I missed him so bad it hurt, and seeing him there had made it all the more 

worse. 
I didn’t plan on going down for breakfast, there was no way I was facing 

the possibility of seeing Constellation or anyone else, and I especially didn’t 
want to see Bright either. 

I was pretty surprised that she didn’t follow me to my room, that I didn’t 
get a midnight call from Gravity Guy. I was relieved though, because I needed to 
focus on what mattered. 

Outside the day was frustratingly bright, the sun beat down hard through 
my window, the air still frozen.  

I lay in bed a while longer, seeing as I wasn’t leaving this room until our 
examinations. About a half an hour passed before I dared myself to get out of 
bed and take a shower. 

I felt numb, completely, entirely numb.  
Scrubbing myself all over in the shower, I figured I had about fifteen 

minutes to change until I had to be down in the Simulation Bay for my final 
examination. 

Wrapping myself in a towel, I shifted back from the bathroom into my 
bedroom.  

Mortified as I spotted Nightshade leaning against the window frame with 
her arms folded. This was mostly because I was wearing nothing but a towel, 
but also because if there was anyone I didn’t want to see right now it was her. 

‘Roe.’ She said, smirking, ‘have I caught you at a bad time?’ 
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I didn’t have the energy or enthusiasm to do anything I should have done. 
Come backs, an attempt to subdue her, whatever. Instead I exhaled loudly, and 
knotted my mouth to one side. 

‘What do you want?’ 
‘Final exam this morning.’ She noted carefully, peering down her nose at 

me. 
‘I know.’ 
‘Nervous?’ 
I was, and I couldn’t find it in myself to lie, so I shrugged without saying a 

word. 
Nightshade’s eyes narrowed, she glanced towards my desk where my 

costumes sat folded. To the right the new grey suit Errey and Bright had given 
me, to the left my old red one. 

‘New costume?’ she asked, I’m not sure why but I blushed. 
‘Maybe.’ 
‘Maybe?’ she questioned, ‘what do you mean by that?’ 
I shrugged again, ‘I haven’t decided.’ 
Nightshade pressed her lips together, clearly thinking something over, 

‘Come on, Roe. We both know you’re not going to change.’ She said at last. 
I blinked back at her, ‘What do you mean?’’ 
‘You don’t need to.’ She countered, ‘before this? You were fine. You were 

one of the most skilled and highly admired heroes in all of Hojac. I’m sure being 
here at the Elite, with the Six List and that little girl you mess around with has 
been fun but you know what I know.’ 

‘Which is?’ 
‘That all of it has been for nothing more than to control you and bring you 

under their thumb. You’re better than that.’ 
I swallowed, uncomfortable. Not just because of the words she’d spoken, 

but the truth they resonated within me. 
‘I’m telling you this, Roe, because I am the only one who really knows 

you.’ She explained, her expression surprisingly genuine, ‘I know you better 
than anyone else here does. More than that girl – Bright? – I know you far more 
than she does.’ 

This was also true. Nightshade had been a witness to everything that had 
unfolded, my highs and my lows. When I was barely able to cope as a hero 
through to my success in Lionsbrink. 

‘Roe.’ Nightshade whispered, watching me, ‘I know what you’ve seen on 
the archives. About the UnMaskings being sold to the Banker and Operation: 
Building Rome.’ 

‘You do?’ I questioned irritably. 
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‘Yes. Because I wanted you to see them.’ Nightshade explained, ‘Liam 
knew. You know Liam knew.’ 

I hesitated, my hands trembling, ‘He did.’ I confirmed. 
‘And Gravity Guy… he knew too.’ She implored. 
‘He did…’ I agreed. 
Nightshade grinned, ‘See what I mean? On your own, you’re good 

enough.’ She concluded, ‘and Hojac is rotten to the core. What makes them any 
different from us? Their desire to control and govern? To be the final say on 
right and wrong? What makes them any different? Surely you can see you’re 
better than them, Roe?’ 

I glanced towards the costumes, ‘I have to get back to Lionsbrink.’ I told 
her honestly. 

‘I know you do.’ She agreed, ‘it’s where you belong, Roe. Everything will 
make sense again there. I mean that.’ she paused, ‘I don’t want to hurt you. I 
know you don’t see it this way, but I understand you. I want the best for you. To 
see you succeed.’ 

‘I have to beat Friction.’ 
Nightshade nodded, ‘But will you really do that as the newly invented 

Dare, manufactured by the Elite?’ she gestured to the grey costume.  
I shook my head, ‘No.’ 
Her mouth tugged to one side in what looked like pity, ‘exactly.’ 
A short silence passed between us, I didn’t feel angry, I just felt stuck. 
‘Good luck for your test, Roe.’ Nightshade said at last, ‘I’ll see you back 

home.’ Then, fiddling at her wrist again, she flickered away, completely 
vanishing. 

I felt foolish. Completely embarrassed that I had forgotten the 
wickedness of Hojac, how they’d allowed Gravity Guy to control and manipulate 
for his own gain. 

They alone were responsible for Liam’s death, and I needed to remember 
that. 

Not the Elite, nor Bright, nor tests, nor a weekend celebrating 
Thanksgiving would change that fact. 

The thing was that I had allowed myself to forget. That’s what hurt the 
worst, and seeing Liam’s face last night had reminded me of that fact. 

Passing my exams, getting back to Lionsbrink and everything returning to 
normal. I would leave Hojac to themselves. They were foolish if they didn’t think 
Gravity Guy was involved with the Dark Republic and whatever it was that the 
Dark Republic were doing, I would leave for Hojac to deal with it. 

I was done. Finished. 
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Besides, no one would believe me anyway. All that mattered right now 
was myself. Nightshade had helped me see that. 

Determined, I reached for the red costume, and went to change. 
I needed to be Dare, not Romulus, and I wasn’t sure why I ever thought 

otherwise. 
 
I was last to the Testing Bay, which was exactly as I’d planned it. In full 

costume my mask pressed to my face. The burning emotions that had been 
stirred up by Nightshade still thrashing inside of me. 

Everyone else was there, including Human Cannon and White Knight. 
There was no sign of Javla Girl or Gravity Guy. We’d assembled outside a huge 
ominous door reading ‘TESTING BAY.’  

Bright was there though, and her eyes grew small when she spotted me 
there, in my old costume. 

I stayed well away from her though, because I wasn’t prepared to be 
scolded. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. 

‘Right. Now you’re all here, I suppose we ought to get underway.’ Human 
Cannon concluded with my arrival, he gestured for White Knight to lead the way 
inside. I felt everything inside of me shiver with anxiety. 

I’d never been to the Testing Bay before. We were led through to a split 
space, the level we entered in on framed with chairs like the kind you find in 
airport departure lounges.  

Someone had mounted one of those super lame quote posters on one of 
the walls with a picture of some penguins and the word ‘Teamwork’ written 
below. 

There was a slight of stairs which led down elsewhere, I folded my arms 
and tried to stay as far from Bright as I could. 

‘Please take a seat.’ Human Cannon announced, gesturing to the chairs. 
Without a word a number of the other students lowered themselves nervously 
into seats. A shot a look to Constellation who was staring at the floor, nibbling 
at the corner of her nail. 

Even Friction seemed concerned, he kept shooting glances my way and 
tapping his foot, remaining standing by the door. 

‘This will be your last assessment.’ Human Cannon began, facing us all, 
White Knight stood to one side with his little tablet again. ‘Try not to be so 
nervous, you’ve all worked very hard and I am sure will succeed here.’ 

This seemed to stir some watery smiles, but I remained unmoved and 
unimpressed. 

‘Here’s the situation.’ Human Cannon went on, ‘you will be called in 
alphabetical order, each one of you will head down those stairs to the control 
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room. We will suit you up and then you will be released into the testing space.’ 
Everyone stared at him wide eyed, absorbing in every detail, ‘Try to think of the 
testing space as a giant obstacle course. There are androids within… smarter 
and stronger than anything you’ve seen before.’ He grinned, ‘or outsmart the 
game.’ And then he winked as if it were a personal joke. ‘You will be scored out 
of one hundred.’ 

There were mumbles as he turned to White Knight, they whispered 
something between themselves and then gestured to the dividing wall. It 
blinked twice before flashing a display with all of our seventeen names on it. 
Bright – of course – at the very top, then Friction, then me, then Constellation 
and the others detailed below. There were little numbers alongside. Bright at an 
unreachable eight hundred and nighty three, Friction was thirty three points 
ahead of me, at seven hundred and eighty six, me on seven hundred and fifty 
three. 

I felt my heart skip, shooting a look across to Friction who scowled 
furiously. There were five points in it. 

‘Your scores.’ White Knight explained, taking over. ‘Including the results 
from yesterday’s interviews.’ 

I could barely believe it. As far as I was aware I’d completely flunked the 
interview, and yet it seemed my scores had been far better than I’d assumed. 

Friction and I were near on par. I could do this, I considered, fiddling self-
consciously at my mask, I could. 

‘The whole test will be watched by myself, and White Knight in the 
control room.’ Human Cannon concluded, after we’d all been allowed a 
moment to take in our scores, ‘of course you will all wait here because it would 
be unfair for you to see the test while another completes it.’ he consulted his 
board before glancing across to the first of us to be assessed, ‘Atom?’ 

The room sort of dissolved after that, everyone chattered as Atom 
vanished with White Knight and Human Cannon to the control room. I remained 
where I was, leaning against the far wall, peering at the results scarcely able to 
believe it. 

I kept catching a glance from Bright who sat quietly across the way. I 
absolutely knew she wanted to speak with me and I was certain she was 
disappointed in me, but it was like Nightshade said. 

What did it matter? She didn’t know me, this was all control and I wasn’t 
the person she thought I was. I needed to get home and I was five points away 
from it. 

About ten minutes later Atom reappeared and if I wasn’t already nervous 
I was at the sight of him. 
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He was sheet white, and absolutely covered in scrapes, dust and blood. 
Whatever dangers were within the testing suite they were real dangers. They 
could hurt us, and they’d hurt Atom. 

He wasn’t alone either. Flanked by a nurse who had appeared out of 
nowhere, he was assisted up the stairs and towards the door. Atom’s right arm 
twisted in a hideous and unnatural way, clearly broken. 

Friction was already making to speak with him, crossing the room before 
the nurse had Atom out the door. 

‘What happened? Huh? What happened in there?’  
Atom was scarcely able to speak and shook his head. ‘Can’t tell you.’ He 

croaked, eyes glassy. 
Friction growled running both hands through his hair, ‘you’re useless, 

know that?’ he demanded as Bulldoze Boy was summoned next and Atom was 
led out and away to the medical bay. 

The board before us flickered, shifting as Atom moved up two spaces up 
the board above Sterling Silver and Jester. He’d achieved twenty four points in 
the testing suite. Twenty five out of one hundred. It wasn’t great. 

I gnawed at my lip, time seemed to flitter by far too quickly. Constellation 
still nibbled at her nail, my eyes wandered to the penguin picture just as 
Bulldoze Boy returned, absolutely mulched, and collapsing into a chair, his gaze 
was already on the scoreboard as Bright rose to her feet, seeing as she would 
be next. 

A second Later Bulldoze Boy’s numbers shifted and he rose one position 
ahead of Herald, scoring a forty eight, which was pretty poor but attaining him 
fifth place. Friction didn’t bother quizzing him, but he didn’t seem willing to talk 
anyway. 

He seemed shell shocked.  
I shot a look to Bright who dusted off her costume and fiddled at her 

knee. 
I felt her eyes flicker my way but continued to stare at the penguins. I 

needed to stay focused, and I could do without her disappointment. 
She was gone around eight minutes, every second of which passed in 

slow motion. I was anxious to see how she would appear from the testing suite. 
Whatever was in there was incredibly dangerous, and as furious as I was, I 
didn’t want to see her hurt. 

I felt every fiber in my body relax slightly as I heard voices and Bright 
appeared back. Her hair was sooty but aside from that she seemed better off 
than either Bulldoze Boy or Atom. There was the tiniest cut on her forehead and 
the colour had drained from her face, other than that she’d fared well. 
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Bright stalked heavy up the stairs, wiping her brow with the back of her 
arm, she didn’t even offer a look to the board. Instead she lowered herself into 
a chair and fiddled with her brace, gasping for air and completely out of breath. 

Constellation was next, Bright gave her an exhausted smile and thumbs 
up, as she made for the stairs. I glanced up at the screen only to see Bright’s 
position unchanged on the board however rewarded with seventy two points. 
She’d done well, far better than anyone else. 

I watched her, the whole time Constellation was gone, which was about a 
quarter of an hour. She glanced up only as Constellation returned covered in 
scrapes. Her scores flashed up on the board, she’d achieved fifty six in the 
testing suite. Constellation didn’t seem to care though, instead glanced at the 
screen, then sat down, head in her hands as if trying to drive her thoughts away. 

Despite my better judgement I shifted, as Danerang headed for the 
control room. I approached Bright, wringing my hands together. 

‘How’d you do?’ I asked meekly. 
Bright shot a look at the screen, then me, ‘Okay, I guess. I can’t tell you 

what’s inside.’ 
‘I don’t want you to.’ 
‘Good…’ she agreed, ‘except for the puzzle.’ 
‘The puzzle?’ I scowled. 
Bright grinned wirily, ‘doesn’t matter.’ She muttered, ‘nice costume.’ 
I shrunk back, teeth offset, ‘Don’t give me that.’ 
‘I’m not giving you anything.’ She huffed, ‘I don’t know why I ever 

believed you’d actually do it anyway… you never do what you say. All talk, no 
game.’ She looked up at me squarely, ‘I’m used to it.’ 

My hands curled into fists, already I felt my pulse race, ‘I don’t need this.’ 
‘What? Accountability?’ she gasped sarcastically, ‘of course not. You 

should have said something. Surely you know that.’ 
‘I couldn’t.’ 
‘Because I didn’t want to hurt you. Besides I didn’t have proof.’ 
‘Proof? What proof!?’ 
‘There’s a whole lot more going on than you realize, Bri.’ 
‘I bloody well know that now.’ She roared, on her feet, ‘and you knew the 

whole time and didn’t say anything, and do you know why, because you’re a 
lair.’ 

‘I’m a liar!?’ I exploded, ‘You’re a hypocrite! We both know that anything 
I’ve hidden is nothing compared to the façade you’ve created, Gravity Girl! Your 
whole life is a lie! You pretend to be quiet, little Bright when in reality you’re the 
failed Gravity Girl, eldest daughter of Hojac’s biggest ass hole, Gravity Guy!’ 



332 
 

The moment I said it I would have done anything to take those words 
back. Instantly, every single eye in that room was on us. Bright’s mouth hung 
open, a mixture of shock and distress. 

‘You… you…’ she stammered, I could already see tears, collecting in her 
eyes and curving down her cheeks. A part of me, a huge part, wanted to reach 
out and comfort her, tell her I was sorry and I shouldn’t have said what I’d said. 
Bright shrunk back from me, embarrassed, quietly she lowered herself into her 
chair again. 

‘Do you know what really killed Betty, Roe?’ she asked me, her voice 
barely a whisper, ‘If you’d have told Hojac what you knew, they could have 
stopped everything. But you didn’t. Because you wanted to show them you 
could do it on your own, and fix it yourself. Am I right in guessing that’s the 
same reason you’ve kept everything you know a secret this time? Your pride 
killed Betty, Roe. It was your fault.’ 

There were footsteps as Danerang reappeared, being carted out on a 
stretched his chest soaked in blood, three deep scrapes carved through his 
shirt. I swallowed, hands trembling, then made for the control room. 
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Twenty-Five 
 
White Knight and Human Cannon were waiting for me there, standing 

aloof behind a row of administration staff all working at a complicated looking 
control board. 

There were huge screens too, completely black. White Knight saw my 
anxious expression as a fleet of administration staff affixed a series of little 
stickered dots to my pulse points. Temples, neck, wrists.  

‘They’re readers.’ White Knight explained, because I hadn’t spoken yet, 
‘ready?’ 

I didn’t speak, I couldn’t. My mind still doing somersaults as a result of 
Bright’s accusing words. I hadn’t killed Betty… I hadn’t. Sure I’d wanted to fix it 
on my own but Hojac could have showed up at any time. 

But I’d lied, I reminded myself as the assistants pressed the stickers to my 
neck. I had told Gravity Guy I knew nothing when I had. 

I felt a sudden, very powerful sensation to vomit, but fought against it, 
dusting a worried look to the door that loomed to one side. The door to the 
testing suite. 

Human Cannon slapped me hard on the shoulder which didn’t help the 
situation at all, and I felt like I was drowning. I don’t remember what he said but 
I was set off in the direction of the door, which stood really unassuming, with its 
unassuming silver handle. 

I stumbled for it, the whole world a mess. 
‘Good luck.’ Human Cannon said, a single phrase managing to reach my 

ears before one of the assistants jerked the door open and I was gestured inside 
into the dark. 

There was nothing, nothing at all. Every sense faded as the door clasped 
shut behind me and I was left in total obscurity. I couldn’t smell or feel anything, 
only hear the sound of my own heavy breathing, rasping my chest and shaking 
me all over. 

Then, with a sudden ferocity the whole world came to life. 
I allowed my instincts to take over. I was perched on a ledge which 

seemed to frame an enormous tunnel, across from me was another ledge, the 
space between full of murky, black water. 

It was dark, and damp, and freezing cold. I felt myself shiver, fear 
collecting in my toes, I could already feel my heart beat faster. 

Everything was silent, the water even was motionless, and illuminated by 
the faintest light which laced the stone walls that curved over and above me. 
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This is a test, I reminded myself. This was a test, and I had to beat Friction 
which meant I had to stay focused. Fiddling at my mask I engaged the night 
vision, which instantly brought everything to life in a soft green glow.  

I settled my nervous and listened carefully, unsure what I was meant to 
do. I’d expected a rescue simulation, a bank robbery something, something 
productive.  

Not silence.  
Not standing alone in a waste water tunnel in the freezing cold. 
‘Why am I here?’ I whispered aloud, peering from right to left, ‘come on, 

come on, come on? Why am I here?’ 
Then, with a piercing SNAP! I caught a spark of a bullet slamming hard 

against the tunnel wall beyond me, then a voice, and the pounding of heavy 
footsteps. 

I’VE GOT YOU!’ a voice hollered, as if I’d been dropped in the middle of 
an intense pursuit, ‘I’VE GOT YOU NOW!’ 

I’d have run, I’d have sprinted for dear life, but I didn’t. Instead it was as if 
my feet turned to concrete and my lugs grew so tight I could not breathe. 

Because it was her. 
It was Nightshade. 
The thought had barely expanded in my mind when she rounded the far 

corner down the way, gun in her hand. A real gun, not a dart gun, a pistol, 
aimed at me. She fired again, and again, mercifully each bullet missed. 

My mind reeled. How had she gotten inside of here? I’d only just seen her 
upstairs? 

Then I realized. The androids. She had to be an android. 
I had to run, I realized, as she thundered closer, firing again, this was a 

test. I had to beat her. 
But to do that, I had to stay alive. 
I turned on my feet and sprinted. I could barely breathe, as I staggered 

upon the slippery ledge, deep into the tunnel, Nightshade on my toes. 
‘Don’t even try to run!’ Nightshade hollered, gaining on me, ‘GIVE UP! 

COME ON DARE, GIVE UP!’ 
My teeth gritted tight together as I nearly slipped and barely avoided 

toppling into the murky water. Up ahead there was a T-Section, another pipe 
flanked to the right and then to the left. Desperate to get some distance 
between us I took a running jump and threw myself across, diagonally to the far 
right, scrambling on down the thinner space. Nightshade would have to make 
the same jump, I wasn’t sure she could. 
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This gave me a few extra sections, fumbling at my side I drew out my stun 
gun, glancing back over my shoulder to spot her hurtling after me, eyes small 
and savage. 

Before she had a chance, I fired twice, both time missing her, probably as 
a result of my hands trembling, but it slowed her down. 

‘Is that honestly all you’ve got!?’ I demanded, grinning wildly. Nightshade 
stumbled to regain her balance and seethed at me. 

‘No.’ she quipped, slowing to a deliberate pace, ‘it’s not.’ 
I hesitated, taking aim with my stun gun again, ‘Right,’ I concluded, 

tracking her movements with my weapon, ‘how is this going to play out?’ 
‘Sorry?’ 
‘How is this going to play out?’ I asked, ‘what’s the deal? You’re chasing 

me, I’m gonna overpower you – obviously – and then this will all be over?’ I 
spoke with evident fury. I was frustrated at Hojac using Nightshade in this 
simulation.  

I was not in the mood, not at all. Nightshade grinned. While I absolutely 
knew she was a robot, her face seemed exactly the same, a perfect replica. 

‘You’re seriously asking me that?’ she replied, clearly the android 
Nightshade didn’t know me as well as the real one did.  

That would be an advantage I noted. 
‘Sure. What’s your plan?’ 
Nightshade pointed her pistol at me, ‘You. Dead. Not super complicated.’ 
I considered the others I’d seen emerge from the testing suite. They had 

been real injuries. The degree of danger wasn’t to be questioned, I was 
convinced those bullets would be real. 

‘No, I guess it isn’t.’ I agreed, fumbling at my utility belt, ‘but that’s if you 
can catch Me.’ then, I grasped for my Dare-Darts, casting them at her. 

The exploded midair, bursts of inky smoke. The perfect distraction, I 
launched myself further down the tunnel, headed for the next intersection. 
She’d lose me there. If she lost me, that would give me the upper hand. 

With her footsteps already in pursuit but the tunnel further compromised 
by the billowing smoke I slipped down a smaller passageway, away from the 
water, which stabbed through like some kind of corridor. 

 I reached for my stun gun, and rotated the nose, it snapped into place 
with a satisfying click. Around twenty feet down the hall I came to a breathless 
stop, clutching my gun and listening carefully. 

The hunted was about to become the hunter, I noted internally, before 
slipping soundlessly back down towards the tunnel again. I could hear her steps, 
heavy and rushed. 
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She’d never see be coming, I grinned, my breaths shallow as the last of 
the smoke filled my senses, vaguely dusting the space. I could handle 
Nightshade, this test would be easy, too easy, I considered diligently.  

Not like Blue, the thought flashed into my mind briefly, anxiety tempting 
me into its trap and causing my heart to skip. I quashed the memory and 
listened for Nightshade’s steps.  

Closer and closer, I gripped my gun tighter. 
Three… two… one… then I threw myself out into the tunnel once more, 

onto the ledge and taking aim. 
Then everything stopped, because it wasn’t Nightshade that rushed for 

me. 
It was Blue. 
My mouth fell open, and I completely forgot to fire. 
He tackled me, his huge mechanical arms around me and throwing me 

into the icy water beyond. Shoving me hard in a flurry of waves as I thrashed to 
free myself. 

But Blue was stronger, far much stronger, his mechanical suit granting 
him far more physical strength than I had. Even in the green shade of night 
vision I caught the brilliant dark blue of his metallic armor, all steel, his face 
covered in a hideous mask, those claw like arms forcing me beneath the water. 

Beneath the water, my mind flickered with fear again, like Betty did. Just 
like Betty did. Frozen in the water. 

I couldn’t breathe, saturated through, and numb with cold, I writhed and 
wrestled, water in my eyes and nose. 

I needed air. I needed air. The thought ran in a loop, instinct, primal 
instinct. I shoved hard, somehow, managing to slip away from his awful heavy 
arms and slashing uneasily to my feet and away.  

I had to get away. 
Everything sort of unwound then, my hands shook uncontrollably, my 

lungs so tight I hiccupped for air, the awful taste of that water in my mouth and 
up my nose. I spluttered, vomiting up excess fluid that I’d breathed in. Not once 
did my gaze leave Blue. 

And he watched me too, with those black eyes, although I could not see 
beneath his mask, I absolutely knew he was grinning. 

I threw up violently, wiping my mouth with the back of my arm shivering 
all over. ‘This is not fair.’ I rasped loudly, because I knew this whole thing was 
being observed, ‘this is not fair. You hear me!?’ 

Because it wasn’t. Hojac were playing directly to every single weakness I 
had.  
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Blue had murdered Liam, and Betty and as a result I’d killed him. I did not 
want to see him again. Android or otherwise. 

I still had a hold of my gun, Blue seemed to glance at it then up at my 
face, as if daring me to pull the trigger. 

Which I did. 
A series of sharp darts erupted out the end of my stun gun – the latest 

addition to the mechanics. There were three of them, they shot directly at Blue, 
stabbing hard into his metal costume in a kind of triangle. 

Then, a half a second later there was a huge sizzle and they rattled his 
whole body with a pulse of blue energy. 

Unfortunately, these darts seemed to have made no difference, because 
instead of collapsing under the electrical shocks, Blue threw back his head and 
laughed. It was a horrible, metallic laugh that sent chills up my spine. 

Then he lurched for me, his huge arms and legs moving in a snap of 
movements, punches, and kicks. I darted back, dodging each as I could, 
although a solid fist slammed hard into my jaw and stomach. I staggered 
backward, terrified. 

It wasn’t real, I reminded myself, it wasn’t real. He was an android. The 
real Blue – Callum Court – was dead. 

I gasped for air, still hiccupping as I struggled to get away, my movements 
slow and lurched in the water which lapped up around my knees. 

Shoving him as hard as I could back, I staggered away, feet slipping on the 
submerged tunnel floor, Blue was quick to follow. I had to get up onto the 
ledge, I thought urgently, I would never out run him down here.  

Scrambling ahead, I made a beeline for the tunnel sides, grasping a hold 
of the stone work and dragging my absolutely saturated body out of the water. 
Blue was in close pursuit as I dashed ahead, unsure what to do next. 

Blue was strong, and his metal costume would offer far too much 
protection against anything I had. I clipped my stun gun back to my belt as I 
raced ahead, then reached for my grapple, ready to make a quick exit. 

Thankfully, I was fast, much faster than Blue was, so gained some 
distance between us. All that aside I was still swapped with fear, unable to 
control my thoughts. 

Blue was going to kill me. Hojac had created some hideous version of him 
and he was going to tear my apart.  

I hated Blue. 
I hated Hojac. 
I shivered, numb everywhere, cold to my core. At least she wasn’t here. 

At least I’d lost Nightshade. 
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Almost as the thought had flickered through my mind I felt a sharp sting 
in my shoulder, instantly it began to drain of all strength and mobility.  

Damn it. 
I glanced back over my shoulder. There was absolutely no sign of Blue – 

perhaps I’d out run him? Regardless, Nightshade was back. 
She grinned at me from beyond her mask, laughing musically. 
Up ahead the tunnel seemed to open out somewhere, I wasn’t sure 

where but it didn’t matter. These ledges were too small, the water too cold to 
attain any kind of advantage. 

Unfortunately, Nightshade made for my first. She threw myself at me, 
and we tumbled in a bundle of arms and legs along the ledge’s surface, almost – 
but not quite – falling back in the water. Nightshade, like me, was absolutely 
soaked through. My shoulder was completely useless as a result of her dart, and 
as a result she managed to overpower me, shoving me hard against the 
stonework. Unfortunately, my grapple toppled from my hand and landed 
heavily in the water. 

‘You know this is fun.’ She told me quietly, with her painted purple lips, 
her hair dusted across my face. 

I huffed and groaned, and tried to wrestle free but she was too strong, 
probably stronger than the real Nightshade. A wrestle of terror and fury tangled 
together inside of me, neither one distinguishable from the other. 

This was pathetic, I screamed internally, I was pathetic. This was my final 
test, my final examination, absolutely nothing mattered but this. If I didn’t 
perform properly, I wouldn’t just lose marks, I’d lose Lionsbrink. 

‘No.’ I mumbled, wriggling and wrestling beneath Nightshade’s grip, ‘NO!’ 
then with one furious movement I shoved her hard and rolled her into the 
water, tangled in my arms. 

There was a burst of water, that awful taste in my mouth again, as 
Nightshade scrambled in my grasp. I grasped at her side until I found what I was 
looking for. 

Her gun. 
Then I grabbed it, and staggered up, inhaling loudly, and taking aim. 

Nightshade surfaced just as I fired. I hadn’t even a chance to consider if Hojac 
would deem this an appropriate action or not. 

It had been all rage that motivated this movement. 
Nightshade jolted, suddenly motionless exactly as people did when they 

were shot on TV. The bullet had shot through her side, her eyes had widened in 
shock, but there was no blood. I supposed there wouldn’t be.  

The gun felt like it weighed a million tons in my hand, one shoulder limp 
and useless I glared at her.  
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‘You were going to kill me!’ I roared, because I’d suddenly remembered 
that there were only three occasions I was actually allowed to kill a villain. Yes it 
was a simulation, and yes none of this was real, but I didn’t want Hojac thinking 
I had a habit of shooting people. 

The android Nightshade sort of staggered two more steps, before she fell 
face first into the water. There were no bubbles, she simple vanished into the 
dark. 

My head swum with a million thoughts, each one seemed heavier than 
the last, and they fell on my consciousness again and again like waves. I couldn’t 
move, not an inch. 

I knew she wasn’t real, I knew this was pretend but something about 
seeing her like that, bullet in her side, the panic in her eyes, I feel an 
immobilizing disgust for myself. 

Body shaking I glanced from right to left, wondering if the test was over. 
I’d killed her, I wasn’t sure if that was a pass or a fail, but surely it was finished. 

Then I remembered Blue.  
My legs were already moving, slushing down towards the tunnel opening. 

I became more and more urgent, trepidation threading up my spine. Inside I 
was panicking. 

I’d killed the Android, super heroes weren’t meant to kill people. 
I had to pass, if I didn’t pass I’d lose Lionsbrink. 
I’d murdered her. Would Hojac deem my actions valid? 
And what about Blue? I considered staggering out through the end of the 

tunnel into a huge spade, wide and filled with water, the ceiling like a dome 
above me. What about Blue? 

I caught only the sound of flurried footsteps through water before I felt 
something grab me tight and throw me easily twenty feet across the clearing. 

I landed hard, far, far too hard. My knees dug into the submerged stone 
and they stung with blood. I was coughing again, having swallowed the murky 
water and landed in a heap on my hands and knees. 

I blinked ahead, from where I’d fallen and Blue was there. 
Of course he was. 
Defiantly, with nothing to lose, I was on my feet again, Nightshade’s pistol 

still in my hand, my shoulder numbed and everything else screaming.  
‘There you are.’ I rasped, glaring at him, ‘I thought I’d lost you.’ 
Blue stared back at me, arms arched either side of his frame, ready to 

fight, ‘You’re not scared of me?’ 
I shook my head, ‘No.’ even though I was. 
‘Why?’ 
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I shivered, using every ounce of will power to remain unmoved, ‘because 
I’ve beat you before.’ I told him, ‘I’m pretty sure I could do it again.’ 

Blue laughed again, shaking his head. 
In reality, I was trying to buy my time. I had no idea what to do now. Blue 

was far too strong for me, and yet I had no idea how to pass this test – or even 
if that were possible now, seeing as I’d killed Nightshade.  

I was buying time. Talking, joking, and trying to figure out what the hell I 
was going to do. 

My eyes were everywhere, there was nothing there, not a thing I could 
use as a weapon, and my grapple had gone. I had Nightshade’s gun, but I didn’t 
want to use that. My own stun gun wasn’t effective against Blue’s armor either. 

Blue’s glared at me still, taking slow steps to encircle me like some kind of 
animal. I shuddered, lost. I had to figure this out, for Lionsbrink. I had to figure 
out how to beat them. 

Beat them – I considered, suddenly recalling – or solve the puzzle. 
The thought entered my mind as Blue made for me, attacking with a 

series of heavy punches. As a result of Nightshade’s dart I was slower, far slower 
than I’d have wanted to be but somehow, something inside of me seemed to 
shift into gear. 

It was like my body seemed to shake the exhaustion, and fatigue free, 
and I began to move faster, and faster, reflexed quicker than I’d ever 
remembered them being. 

My mind raced at a million miles an hour too, as if my senses were 
completely acute, sight and smell, my body, all of it hyper aware of my 
surroundings. Hyper aware of Blue’s heavy hits, his grated movements. 

I was petrified, but all the more in awe that somehow I managed to avoid 
Blue’s advances, darting and jumping with limber movements and incredible 
speed. My whole body was buzzing with energy. 

Blue – the android – seemed to grow more furious, his advances more 
savage as He grew more frustrated with me. 

I jumped back, blood everywhere, the knees of my costume scraped 
open, and grazed to the skin. Fighting all urges to use Nightshade’s pistol again. 
I couldn’t.  

Killing wasn’t winning, Liam had taught me that. The Elite had taught me 
that. Heroes brought bad guys to justice they didn’t administer it. 

I had to show Hojac that I was good enough. 
I sloshed backwards, preparing for Blue’s next flurry of attacks, taking 

Nightshade’s pistol and throwing it as far as I could into the water beyond Blue. 
‘Come on,’ I dared, lifting both fists, ‘give it your best shot.’ 
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Blue laughed again, bringing his huge mechanical arms up again 
preparing to throw himself at me. 

And then I saw it. 
Barely visible in the light, I spotted a marred spot to his side. Undeniably 

a bullet hole, just below his ribs on his left hand side. 
Just where I’d shot Nightshade. 
My eyes widened in disbelief. I hadn’t shot Blue. There was a chance that 

perhaps the bullet was a remnant of one of the previous student’s tests but that 
didn’t make sense either. 

Blue and Nightshade were my enemies, no one else’s. 
But there it was, a bullet hole, in Blue’s side, pierced through his 

mechanical armor. Blue lumbered towards me as a thought took hold. 
Bright had called it a puzzle. Human Cannon said we could either beat the 

test or outsmart it.  
‘STOP!’ I cried, casting both hands out before me. Blue – of course – 

rushed for me, unrelenting. ‘STOP!’ I cried again, mind racing, desperately 
hoping I was right. 

This android and the one that had manifested as Nightshade, I was fairly 
sure they were the same one. That’s what the test did. There was one enemy 
which presented itself as whatever strongest thought crossed your mind. 

I narrowed my eyes, trying to focus as Blue ran towards me, drawing 
closer and closer. When I’d thought of Nightshade, it had appeared as 
Nightshade, when I’d thought of Blue it had appeared as Blue, because they 
were the two things I feared the most. 

I’d have bet the android had done the same thing to everyone else too. 
Presenting itself as each student’s most vulnerable weakness. 

So I needed something stronger than the fear I felt for Nightshade and 
Blue. Something that the android could draw on instead.  

Lungs growing tighter and tighter, the huge form rushed at me, I had 
seconds. Mere seconds to save myself and outsmart the test – that’s if my 
suppositions had been correct. 

I trawled through my mind, my memories. I needed something stronger, 
something I felt more than fear. I needed something that would never hurt me, 
something that would never harm me at all. 

With my very last resolve, I closed my eyes and focused hard, Blue’s 
heavy footsteps hammered hard into the water. Then, suddenly, they stopped, 
and instead I heard a heavy splash. 

My eyes flickered open and I peered into the dark, I couldn’t see Blue 
anywhere. 
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Gasping for air, I staggered back in disbelief, landing hard on my backside, 
waist deep in the hideous water. 

After a second, I heard movement, not too far from me, slushing ahead. 
I blinked forwards, everything hazed and green through my night vision 

when I saw a figure, without a doubt it was the android, stumbling up, only this 
time smaller again. 

Nightshade’s height, only it wasn’t Nightshade. My stomach turned over 
as I took in the bright red hair and wide green eyes of the form it had taken. 

Betty. 
I began to shiver again, all of the fear and all of the frustration, leaking 

from inside of me where I sat in the waste water. Betty – the android version – 
stood watching me, stunned. 

‘Roe.’ She said gently, in a voice I never once thought I’d hear again. 
I shook, struggling up onto my feet, blood everywhere, wet through, my 

hair smattered against my head. I made for her, unable to help myself.  
I knew Betty wasn’t real, I absolutely knew that, but seeing her there 

overcame me. I went directly to her side, taking her hand, and absorbing her 
every detail. 

‘Roe.’ She said gently, ‘I…’ a pause, ‘I…’ then, her eyes travelled from my 
face to her own body, to her side where the bullet hole remained, ripped and 
bloodless in her side. 

Then, before I could say anything and before the android could speak a 
door opened across the way upon the tunnel’s ledge behind me and Human 
Cannon shouted inside. 

‘Good job, Roe.’ He hollered, ‘now let’s get you out of here.’ 
It was as if the words didn’t make sense. I remained there, face to face 

with the near perfect replica of Betty Harper, before reality snapped back in. 
The test was over, it was done.  
None of it had been real, not Nightshade or Blue or Betty. This last part 

stung the most. I had to force myself to turn to face Human Cannon. The 
injuries I’d sustained all weighted down on me at once and I would have done 
anything to sit down. 

The venom in my shoulder had obviously been real because I couldn’t 
feel a thing. With heavy, lumbering steps, I crossed the wide space, leaving 
Betty’s image behind me. 

I grasped a hold of the ledge-side, Human Cannon offered me a hand up. 
Once there, he glanced to the android in Betty’s form and then back at me, 
grinning. 

‘You’re the only one to do it.’ 
‘What?’ 
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‘To outsmart the test.’ He mumbled, gesturing for me to step back 
through the door. 

‘The only one?’ 
‘Ever. The only one ever.’ Human Cannon clarified, he shot a look at Betty 

again. I felt instantly embarrassed, not because I was supposedly the only one 
to outsmart the test, but because of the form I’d made the android take. 

‘She’s the only one.’ I mumbled as an explanation, feeling stupid, ‘the 
only one I could think of who wouldn’t hurt me…’ 

Human Cannon nodded, ‘Let’s go, Romulus.’ 
We moved from the hideous tunnel. I was absolutely drenched, shivering 

as I wandered back into the control room. The whole experience was ridiculous. 
Everything I’d felt, everything I’d experienced had been of these people’s 
creation. 

‘Good.’ White Knight said quietly, his head down, scribbling something 
onto his tablet, ‘very good.’ 

I blinked at Human Cannon, the administration workers set on me and 
peeled off the sensors from my pulse points. I guessed now that these had been 
what had communicated my emotions and thoughts to the android. 

‘I told you.’ Human Cannon announced to White Knight, ‘didn’t I?’ 
I was too drained to ask what on earth he was talking about.  
‘Mmm.’ White Knight hummed, then glances at me, ‘I can’t believe it.’ 
Human Cannon slipped me a smile, clearly unaware how wrecked I felt, 

he slapped me over the shoulders which felt awful.  
It was as if I’d been woken from a nightmare.  
‘I didn’t mean to shoot her.’ I said gravelly, the taste of the water still in 

my mouth.  
‘Does matter.’ Human Cannon shrugged. 
‘What…?’ 
‘Perfect score.’ He stated briskly, as if nothing important had happened at 

all. ‘You got a perfect score.’ 
I should have been happy. I’d aced the physical assessment. But I wasn’t. 
Because as level as my result was, everything else felt crooked.  
The test had been hideous, and while it was over, it didn’t feel like it was 

because of everything else. What I’d said to Bright, what I knew of Gravity Guy, 
the encounter I’d had with the real Nightshade barely an hour ago. 

‘Thank you Roe.’ Human Cannon said at last, motioning me to the stairs, 
‘you can go.’ 

Barely aware of myself, I made for the stairs and back up into the waiting 
room. I was instantly met with fourteen sets of eyes peering at me, questioning 
how I’d done.  
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I didn’t think about my scores, I didn’t think about Friction, all that 
mattered was Bright, and how hideous I felt for what I’d said to her. Seeing 
Betty had torn open a hole in my heart. I cared about Bright, she was my best 
friend and I’d hurt her. 

I had to apologies. 
But she was gone. I stepped back into the waiting room and there wasn’t 

a sign of her anywhere.  
‘I can’t believe it.’ someone – Union Jack perhaps – breathed, ‘a one 

hundred. He scored one hundred points. Can you even do that?’ 
Friction erupted from his chair, stalking over to me buzzing with rage, 

‘What did you do?’ 
Drowsily blinked back at him, ‘Where’s Bright?’ because that was literally 

the only thing on my mind at this stage. 
‘Her? Gosh who cares? She stormed out of here the second you went for 

your test.’ He huffed, ‘Gravity Girl?’ he glowered at me, ‘but of course you knew 
because you’re such a kiss ass.’ 

I am not sure how I found the energy in me but somehow I curled my fist 
tight and took one heavy thump at his face. Of course I hit him and he staggered 
back, his lip split, grasping at his face. 

‘HOW DARE YOU!?’ Friction exploded as Human Cannon appeared, 
probably searching from Friction seeing as he was up next. ‘HOW DARE YOU!?’ 

I gritted my teeth, not bothering with a response because as much as it 
mattered that I’d win back Lionsbrink, rather suddenly it didn’t feel as though it 
mattered as much as fixing what I’d done to Bright. 

So I was already out the door, away from the testing suite and up the 
stairs to the third floor common room, supposing she’d be there.  

The place was deserted when I go there the wide windows streaming in 
brilliant overcast light from outside. I stalked directly up the stairs to the girls’ 
dorms, and hammered my fist hard on her door. 

‘Bright!’ I urged, ‘Bright, it’s me, are you in there?’ silence, ‘Bright, 
please? Please be in there? Bright?’ more hammering, ‘I’m sorry, okay? I’m 
sorry. I was mad, but I shouldn’t have said anything… I’m sorry!’ 

An even longer silence which made me suspect that perhaps Bright 
wasn’t in there after all? Perhaps she’d gone to her dad? I’d broken her secret, 
a secret which had operated to protect her and her family after all. 

I turned away from the door, clasping my hands in my face, mind racing, 
still absolutely shattered from what had gone on inside the testing suite, 
Bright’s door jarred open. 

She was there, watching me, with her now icy eyes. 
‘What?’ she demanded. 
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I wasn’t sure what to say. I suppose I’d been desperate to find her, but I 
hadn’t at all thought through what I ought to say. 

‘Bright. I’m sorry.’ 
She didn’t say anything, she only looked at me, with that cold gaze, 

unmoving, clearly deliberating something in her mind. 
‘Bri? Do you hear me? I’m sorry. I never should have said what I did. I 

never should have mentioned who you were. I was being a jerk. I’m sorry, 
okay?’ 

There was a longer silence, but her eyes never left me. 
‘You know, Roe.’ Bright replied levelly, ‘sometimes you do things you 

can’t fix.’ 
‘What do you –?’ 
‘You can’t take those words back, or change that everyone knows… you 

can’t change those things.’ She whispered, ‘but you are so careless. Because 
you don’t think.’ She shook her head, ‘I can’t accept your apology. Because this 
isn’t another thing you can rescue, or fix. Everyone knows now, Roe. I can’t 
forgive you.’  

I opened my mouth to speak, to beg her mercy, to tell her I realized what 
an ass I was, and that I would do anything to fix what I’d done. 

But she didn’t give me the chance. Bright slammed her door, hard, 
leaving me alone on the balcony. I curled in on myself, running my hands 
through my hair and sinking down onto my knees, leaning uselessly up against 
Bright’s bedroom door. 

I was absolutely hollow.  
When had I ever gotten so full of myself? So self-seeking? How had I ever 

believed that Nightshade knew me better than anyone did? I’d changed. I 
hadn’t thought I did, but I had changed, a lot. I couldn’t have seen it before, 
because I’d thought change was discrediting what had come before. 

That in changing I’d betray Liam and everything he’d done for me.  
But it wasn’t like that. Change? That was life. If things never changed, 

they never grew. Being here, at the Elite, with Bright, I’d grown. 
Nightshade – of course Nightshade – had wanted to tell me otherwise. 

But somehow, I’d taken the words of a nemesis and believed her a friend. 
Nightshade wasn’t my friend.  

Bright was.  
I hated myself to my very core. Everything seemed so pointless and 

stupid now.  
Barely a second passed before the doors to the common room were 

thrown open and Friction appeared, limping, but ecstatic. He found me at once, 
beaming wide, with Bulldoze Boy and Danerang in tow. 
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‘I’m not sure how you managed to get your perfect score, Loophole, but 
it didn’t matter in the end. Kiss goodbye to Lionsbrink, it’s mine.’ 
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Twenty-Six 
 
My world had given way and I was tangled between fury and despair. I 

was angry, at everything and everyone – at least that’s what it felt like. 
But I knew at the end of it all I was angry with myself. 
I’d lost Lionsbrink. 
Later, an envelope had been delivered by an administration staffer and 

inside my scores – and everyone else’s – listed. 
Yes, I’d managed the perfect one hundred in the final assessment, but 

Friction had scored sixty nine. He’d beaten me, only just, but he’d beaten me. 
It did not matter to Shirley whether the competition between Friction 

and I had been close, all that mattered was that she had her arsenal to oust me. 
As a result, I didn’t leave my room again. Besides, the day after tomorrow 

was graduation. It was almost over. There was no point. Bright wasn’t speaking 
to me, and I wasn’t brave enough to face anyone else. 

My only genuine hope was that Nightshade didn’t show up again. I 
couldn’t cope with seeing her now. 

I half packed, spending the day held up in my bedroom, my clothes 
stashed in a suitcase.  

Night passed, and I was starving, and sore everywhere, but nothing 
seemed to matter so I lay on my bed. 

It was about a quarter to midnight that I sat up, boiling.  
Without really thinking it through, I fumbled at my side table for my 

phone and grasped it, selecting a number before I entirely thought my actions 
through. 

He answered first ring, which was surprising. ‘Roe?’ 
What’s His Name, my supposed best friend, only he’d completely let me 

down, him and Gary. Neither of them had bothered to call or keep in contact as 
the year had passed. Now I was here and a part of me really, really wanted to 
blame them. 

‘Why didn’t you call me!?’ I exploded, because the question had been 
rolling around inside my head for months now. 

‘What?’ 
‘WHY DIDN’T YOU CALL ME!?’ I cried louder, probably delirious as a result 

of exhaustion and hunger but I didn’t care. 
What’s His Name fell silent, completely silent. 
Until now I’d supposed his not calling me had been purely accidental. 

That he had been busy, and hadn’t had a chance to call. His silence, however, 
suggested there genuinely was a reason. 
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‘Why?’ I furthered, sitting up on my bed, ‘Because you promised you’d 
look out for me. That you’d be my eyes and ears in Lionsbrink but by the looks 
of things… all you did was avoid me? Why? Why did you!?’ 

‘For goodness sake, Roe!’ What’s His Name breathed loudly, ‘because I 
was damn well told to!’ 

I drew back, confused, ‘what?’ 
‘I was told to… gosh I shouldn’t be saying this…’ What’s His Name 

mumbled. 
Everything inside of me went cold, ‘What?’ I demanded again, pressing 

the phone closer to my ear, ‘someone told you not to speak to me?’ 
What’s His Name hesitated again, ‘yes. That’s correct.’ 
‘Who? Why?’ 
‘Hojac.’ What’s His Name mumbled, ‘Gravity Guy… I guess. I got this letter 

out of nowhere telling me to come to your place at a certain time. It was weird. 
I went, Gary was there, and Police Captain John and Gravity Guy and Javla Girl 
and White Knight. It was crazy.’ 

‘And what did they say?’ 
‘They said that none of us were to contact you.’ 
‘Did they say why?’ 
What’s His Name exhaled, ‘they said you were in danger and they had to 

protect you. That you were being looked after at the Elite and that we needed 
to avoid contacting you so you weren’t distracted.’ 

My mind was reeling. In part I was beside myself with frustration. How 
dare they tell Gary and What’s His Name and even John not to contact me? I 
was also entirely perplexed. What did they mean I was in danger? From what? 

‘Roe. I wasn’t about to play twenty one questions with three members of 
the Sanctum. I took them at their word. There must have been something going 
on for them to move you out of Lionsbrink to the Elite to protect you.’ 

‘You don’t understand. They moved me to the Elite to keep me away!’ I 
cried. 

‘Roe they said –’ 
‘I know what they said. But you don’t understand.’ I insisted, gritting my 

teeth hard together, ‘Gravity Guy is the bad guy.’ 
‘What!?’ 
‘Gravity Guy is the bad guy. He’s been leaking heroes’ identities to the 

Dark Republic. He’s the bad guy, he’s been working with the Dark Republic. He 
shifted me out of Lionsbrink to the Elite to keep me out of his business while he 
did what he needed to do. That’s what’s really going on.’ I argued. 

I could hear What’s His Name pause, not entirely believing me. 
‘Roe. That doesn’t sound right.’ 
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‘It’s true.’ I insisted, ‘I can’t believe this. That’s why I’ve been so alone? 
Because they told you guys to leave me to myself? Who does that?’ 

‘Roe. Listen. I don’t think –’ 
‘Do you know what?’ I snarled through gritted teeth, ‘I’m sick of this 

whole thing. I’m done. Hear me? Done!’ 
‘Roe. Listen to me, I –’ 
I didn’t wait for any further explanation, or anything else that What’s His 

Name had to say, instead I was out of bed and moving.  
It was frozen out in the darkened halls, with only my track pants and 

jumper to keep me warmed I stalked, undeterred down the stairs and out from 
the Third Year Common room. 

I wasn’t sure if Gravity Guy was here, but I was damn well breaking into 
his office to find what I needed. 

Proof. 
That’s all that would make sense of what had happened. That would be 

the only thing that could justify my actions. 
I moved quickly, bare feet on the tiles breathless by the time I reached 

the administration block. I knew Gravity Guy’s office was beyond this point 
because I’d been there before.  

Previously, I’d been unable to access it as a result of the whole area being 
locked down. The only way inside without Gravity Guy around was breaking and 
entering, something I’d been reluctant to do. 

Only now it was the second to last day of school, I’d lost my closest friend 
and my city and in all honesty I couldn’t imagine things getting any worse. 

So at the large glass cordon separating the school facilities from the 
administration block I fetched the small pocket knife I kept in my pocket. 

With careful diligence I ran it up the silicone crease between the glass 
panels from the bottom as far up as I could reach and then gave a good hard 
push. The glass shattered, it was noisy and probably not my best work but I 
really didn’t give a damn. 

Stepping over the larger fragments, careful as a result of my bare feet I 
headed down the way I recalled led to Gravity Guy’s office. 

I moved quickly down the halls, past various doors, it was just as I 
approached Gravity Guy’s office doors that something – I’m not sure what – 
seemed to toy with my attention. 

Like I wasn’t alone. 
There wasn’t a sound or movement of any kind but there, in the wide 

corridors I absolutely knew I was not the only one there. 
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I swallowed awkwardly, unsure what to do or say. Deciding it was better 
to continue with my own plans as long as I was able to outwork them, I shot a 
glance over my shoulder before kicking the door hard and breaking the lock. 

Again, the sound was horrendous, but I was past the point of caring. 
I strode directly for his desk, perfectly organized – that in itself irritated 

me – and began to search. 
There had to be something, I told myself, there had to be. A letter, a 

note, a photograph, something or anything that confirmed that Gravity Guy was 
a part of the Dark Republic. 

I found notes, stacks and stacks of notes made during our assessments. 
They were piled up high to the right of his desk. I shuffled through them quickly, 
unsure whether there would be some kind of security monitoring seeing as I’d 
busted not one but two doors. 

My eyes flickered to the bookshelf, there sat framed photos of Thorina, 
and Gravity Guy, and then a number with two girls who I suspected were far 
younger versions of Bright and Errey.  

‘Come on, come on, come on…?’ I whispered, trawling through his 
appointment book, there was nothing, absolutely nothing.  

I was panicking, mostly because the full reality of what I’d done began to 
press upon me. I’d broken into Hojac Administration Department. It had been 
mostly impulse but if I didn’t find anything tying Gravity Guy back to the Dark 
Republic I was pretty sure I was going to get expelled. 

Setting on another collection of papers I found print outs of memos. 
‘Sanctum Council: Special Memo – Highly Confidential’ one read, near the very 
top. Desperate, with a glance up at the broken door I scanned the words below.  

Then I saw it. My name. 
‘Sanctum meets to recognize the growing threat imposed upon Romulus 

Gray who must under NO CIRCUMSTANCES be apprehended by The Dark 
Republic, or any associated villains.’ My eyes were the size of saucers, brain 
stalling, I read on. ‘The Sanctum looks to safeguard Romulus Gray from the Dark 
Republic, and will meet again shortly before the Elite graduation in order to 
assess a safe location. This process has been spearheaded by Gravity Guy who 
will seek to find a new and safer place of dwelling for Romulus Gray following his 
graduation from the Elite and achievement of his Heroes Administration 
License.’ 

I didn’t understand. The Dark Republic weren’t after me, I wasn’t in 
danger, this was all just a part of Gravity Guy’s elaborate plan to keep me away 
from what he was up to in Lionsbrink. 

‘It’s lies…’ I whispered, shaking my head, ‘they’re lies…’ 
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Then, interrupting my thoughts, a sudden shrilling siren squealed through 
the air. 

At first I figured it was a security alarm – then, catching a whiff of a 
horrible dense smell of smoke, I realized otherwise. 

‘Fire.’ I whispered, completely confused. 
I felt a shiver of apprehension travel down my spine. There was a fire, I 

could smell smoke, somewhere in the building. As if on cue above me the 
sprinklers erupted, soaking me instantly. 

I had to get outside, now. But I hadn’t found anything, I considered, and 
eventually Gravity Guy was going to notice that I’d broken into his office. 
Regardless, I decided, I was going to confront him. This crap about the Dark 
Republic being after me, or me being in danger was rubbish. 

I moved quickly back the way I’d come, which turned out to be a pretty 
rubbish idea. The smoke seemed to grow denser as I headed back to the school 
wing, making its way into my lungs and causing me to cough. My eyes stung, 
and I could barely see as I realized that the knot of flames must have begun in 
the classrooms. 

Panic set in, real panic, because real people were in danger. It was 
impossibly hot, and the sweat ran off me. The smoke make it impossible to see 
but somehow, I’m not sure how, I managed to find a side exit door and 
stumbled out into the courtyard. 

There were scores of people there, students in their pajamas, 
administration workers – some dressed, most in their own clothes – and various 
teachers.  

I shot a look back to the building. 
The instant my eyes fell on the Elite I felt a horrible twisting sensation 

deep inside of me. I may have hated the place at first, but it had been my home 
the last eleven months. Now, it stood tall, absolutely swallowed in fire. 

Whatever had begun the blaze had worked fast.  
The heat from the structure was nearly unbearable. I felt it now against 

my face, enormous columns of black smoke wound out the windows, and doors 
up into the sky. A red glow dusted every surface, the faces of bewildered 
students and staff and the gardens, everything was being swallowed whole. 

‘ROE!’ I heard someone cry, instantly finding myself wrapped in the tight 
arms of Errey, she buried her face into my soaked jumper, ‘Roe I can’t find 
Bright!’ 

Every part of me frosted over and I wanted to scream. Only I didn’t. I 
stood frozen in Errey’s arms, unable to breathe. 

‘She has to still be in there.’ Errey whimpered, tears carving their way 
through her soot covered face. 
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‘Where’s your dad?’ 
‘Not here. He flew out this evening.’  
I scowled, glancing back over my shoulder. There were several others I 

couldn’t spot, Constellation being one, another being Friction. I was already 
wriggling free from Errey, reaching in my back pocket for my mask. 

Then, miraculously, from within the building, Constellation shot out, 
tumbling out onto the stonework. I scrambled towards her, at her side in an 
instant. 

‘Connie.’ I urged, kneeling down beside her, she blinked at me, eyes wide. 
‘Roe. I… what happened?’ 
‘There’s been a fire.’ I explained as Errey made to join us, ‘have you seen 

Bright? Was she in there?’ 
Constellation shook her head, ‘No. I didn’t see anyone.’ 
With knees trembling, I was on my feet, I didn’t think, didn’t hesitate, and 

only set off, in a steady run for the nearest door. 
‘Roe! Wait!’  
‘I’ll be back.’ I hollered back, unrelenting. 
‘DARE!’ another voice, Human Cannon, ‘Hold on!’ 
There were Hojac workers, already working to contain the blaze but I 

wasn’t going to stand there. 
That’s why I ignored every single one of them and sprinted for the 

building, back into the smoke. 
Inside was far worse than I’d imagined. Fires are loud and the whole 

place groaned, and shuddered, and cracked and smashed and if I hadn’t already 
been terrified I was now. 

I’d come in near the central hall. The lights had cut – which was bad – and 
everything was black with smoke – which was worse. My eyes were weeping 
making it difficult to see but I knew this place like the back of my hand to 
keeping low I staggered back towards the Third Year quarters. 

The reality was I was very concerned. Bright would have easily been the 
first out of the building, but her absence unnerved me. I absolutely had to find 
her. 

The school wing was already well on its way to being completely 
enveloped in fire. A number of the halls already burned heavily, and I had to 
jump and lurch to avoid the tongues of the flames. Coughing, my entire body 
rattled horribly as I darted and shifted further and further inside. 

‘BRIGHT!’ I began to holler, the closer I got, ‘BRIGHT!’ nothing, ‘BRIGHT 
CAN YOU HEAR ME!?’ 

Then, like a creeping, crawling up my spine I felt that sensation again. I 
wasn’t alone. 



353 
 

‘Hello?’ I quipped, spinning on my feet and blinking into the dark. My 
night vision made it a little easier to see but I still couldn’t distinguish anything 
in the smoke and fires.  

I wasn’t sure what it was that seemed to draw my attention but I couldn’t 
shake the feeling that someone was watching me. 

Coughing, and spluttering for air, I climbed the main stairwell up to the 
second floor. I wasn’t going to stop, not for anything, I had to get to Bright. 

Because I’d been too late to save Betty. 
I wasn’t going to be too late to save Bright. 
‘BRIGHT!’ I hollered, doubled over and gasping for air, ‘BRIGHT! CAN YOU 

HEAR ME!?’ 
The fire had moved fast, almost impossibly fast, and already laced the 

majority of the second floor. Now at the top, my feet were aching from having 
crossed the littered ground. The adrenalin alone kept me going, further and 
further into the fires. 

I ran until I absolutely had to stop. My knees trembling, eyes stinging, and 
body spent, unable to breathe, I wasn’t sure if it was anxiety or the smoke. 

Then I saw Nightshade, quietly waiting ahead, arms folded across her 
middle. 

She was out of place amongst the flames and smoke, calm and 
composed, as if she’d been beamed into reality. She stood alongside the Third 
Year Common Room door, smirking. 

‘I hate you.’ I hissed, stalking towards her, ‘you know that, right?’ 
‘So this is the great and powerful Dare coming to the rescue?’ Nightshade 

taunted, we stood square on to one another. If I’d had any of my weapons or 
my utility belt I’d have taken her down then and there but I didn’t and I also 
didn’t have time. 

‘Uh huh.’ I agreed, moving towards the door, ‘that’s exactly what it is.’ 
‘How lucky this girl is that you make such efforts to save her but you were 

more eager to settle debts with Blue before saving that other one.’ Nightshade 
hissed quietly. 

She meant Betty. How I’d wrestled with Blue before I’d managed to get to 
her where she fell in the ice. I glowered at Nightshade. 

‘You think you know me,’ I snapped, dragging the door open, ‘you don’t 
know me.’ 

Nightshade gave me a knowing smirk as I vanish into common room. 
I didn’t bother any more with her. 
Inside the room was a mess, the place was absolutely packed with smoke, 

I could barely make anything out in the darkness. Peering hard through my 
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night vision I scanned the area. There were fires, almost everywhere, I 
suspected everything I’d owned would have been gutted.  

My suit, my weapons, everything. 
Now I’d seen Nightshade I subconsciously assumed that this fire had been 

no accident. That was the only way I could think to explain how it had moved so 
quickly and happened to suddenly. 

‘BRIGHT!?’ I rasped, desperate to find her, all the more now that I’d seen 
Nightshade. What if she’d hurt her? What if this wasn’t going to be okay? I felt 
my stomach twist inside of me, fighting the urge to vomit, focusing at the task 
at hand. 

‘BRIGHT!?’ 
Then I heard it, a cough, and my name, ‘Roe?!’ more of a squeak than 

anything else. 
I crossed the space, tentatively, towards the steps to the girls’ dorms. The 

closer I drew the clearer I could see her, in a tumble, splayed on the floor at the 
very bottom of the stairs.  

Bright was in bad shape. Her face smeared with soot and hair 
everywhere. She was in her pajamas, and seemed to have fallen as she’d landed 
badly and her arm was in an awkward shape. 

I ignored that it was probably broken and instead concentrated on the 
situation at hand. 

Her knee brace was gone. She hadn’t been wearing it, probably because 
she’d been in bed. I supposed that’s why she’d fallen. Bright couldn’t have 
walked without it, I felt furious realizing she’d probably injured herself trying to 
crawl to safety. 

I despised Nightshade, the Dark Republic, all of it for reducing Bright to 
this. 

‘I’m going to lift you.’ I told her, already reaching for her, ‘it’s going to 
hurt but we have to get out of here, okay?’  

‘Just do it.’ was her response, tightening her jaw, she coughed violently. 
Grasping her in my arms, I lifted Bright and threw her over my shoulder, 

she gripped my neck with her one good arm and held tight. 
‘You okay?’ I rasped, throat raw. 
‘Fine. Go!’ 
I was half nervous Nightshade would be waiting for us but didn’t find her 

on the reverse side of the door. Relieved, I bolted back down the stairs. I’d have 
minutes, I supposed, minutes before the whole place was up in flames.  

‘Careful!’ Bright urged as I threw myself through the smoke and fire. 
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Having navigated the way, it was marginally easier to find my way back to 
the nearest exit. In saying that, the blaze had grown and I could scarcely 
breathe. 

‘We’re almost there! We’re almost there!’ Bright kept saying from over 
my shoulder. 

Heart racing, and everything in me absolutely spent, I thundered down 
and deeper and further through the fire until I spotted a powerful glow ahead, 
flood lights. 

‘NEARLY THERE!’ I called to Bright, as I tumbled through the hall, nearing 
the huge glow and doors, ‘NEARLY THERE!’ 

‘ROE!’ Bright yelped,  
‘NEARLY THERE!’ 
‘ROE! STOP!’ Bright hollered, so desperate it shook me from my delirious 

state of urgency causing me to stumble to a halt. 
‘What?’ 
‘Over there.’ Bright nodded towards our left, near the administration 

block, I glanced in the direction she’d motioned, just in time to see a figure – tall 
and imposing – tumble over and fall onto their face. ‘Someone’s there.’ 

‘I need to get you out, Bri.’ I told her. 
‘But –!’ 
‘I’ll come back!’ I cried, hurtling down to the door and thundering 

through, out into the instant cold. The air hit my face, chilling me instantly, but 
it was a welcome sensation instead of the heat within the Elite. 

I tumbled to a stop a distance from the building, near the clusters of staff 
and students held past a barricade of fire services and floor lights. Above, in the 
sky, all kinds of crafts, helicopters, dumping water from overhead, some I 
suspected news reporters.  

I heard a voice, Errey and Constellation yelping out to me, breathless, I 
laid Bright carefully down, mindful of her twisted arm. I hauled off my damp 
jumper and laid it under his head while she tried to dismiss me. 

‘Roe someone’s in there!’ she insisted between horrible coughs, ‘you 
have to tell someone!’ 

‘Bright!’ Errey shrieked, kneeling at her sister’s side, ‘you’re okay!’ 
‘She was in there?’ Constellation questioned me squarely. 
I nodded once, ‘Yes. It looks like someone took her brace. She couldn’t 

walk.’ 
Constellation flinched, ‘who would do that?’  
I didn’t want to say aloud but I was pretty sure it was Nightshade. Instead 

I gestured back to the building, ‘Not done.’ Was all I said before racing back 
towards the burning Elite. 



356 
 

‘Someone’s in there!’ I hollered at the fire fighters, some just beyond, 
near to the building where we’d emerged, ‘In those doors! Quickly!’ then I 
doubted over, unable to see straight and completely spent. 

As much as I wanted to, I wasn’t going back in there, I didn’t have it in 
me. Sinking down I felt myself land heavy on already grazed knees as a rush of 
people jumbled inside the Elite to find whoever it was that Bright and I had seen 
inside. 

I watched, awestruck, as a second or so later two of the staff – Human 
Cannon and White Knight – hauled the limp body of Friction from inside. They 
dragged him over near me and lay him on his back. 

He must have completely passed out, which I could understand given the 
smoke and heat. Only, it was when I rolled over and took a good look at him I 
realized something else had happened. 

Friction had been attacked. 
He was absolutely bloody and beaten, his lip split from where I’d hit him 

earlier but those were not his only injuries. His face was a mess of blood and 
bruises, rips in his shirt and blood marring his clothes. 

‘SOMEONE GET HELP!’ Human Cannon roared, ‘MEDICS! OVER HERE!’ he 
waved first aiders over. I rolled up, back onto my feet, drawing nearer, stunned, 
and unsure what to make of Friction’s injuries. 

Sure, people would be expected to have sustained damage in the fire, but 
not those akin to an assault. Someone had hurt Friction, causing him the injuries 
he had attained. 

I loomed nearby, staring in disbelief, as Human Cannon inspected his 
wounds and medical staff swarmed.  

‘Friction, stay with me, kid. Hear me Friction? Stay with me. Come on…?’ 
Friction groaned, blinking his eyes open. As much as I loathed the guy I 

didn’t want to see him die. Moaning again, Friction rolled over, briefly to his 
side, and peered across in my direction. 

Then, his gaze found me, instantly, his face grew pale and he shrunk back. 
‘GET HIM AWAY FROM ME!’ Friction shirked, scrambling back, his eyes 

huge, ‘GET HIM AWAY!’ 
I winced, confused. Human Cannon glanced back, seeing me, and then to 

Friction. White Knight was already making for me, a sort of undeterminable look 
in his eyes. 

‘Roe.’ He said evenly, as the medical staff injected Friction with 
something – a sedative, I think. 

‘I didn’t touch him.’ I said at once, shaking my head, ‘I didn’t.’ 
White Knight didn’t say a thing as he led me away. 
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They called huge transport vehicles, planes with massive hover blades 
that came and picked up most of the students and staff while the place was 
locked down. 

I sat near the window, propped up alongside Constellation, watching the 
Elite burn as we were flown directly back to Hojac HQ. 

It took hours, three or more, and I didn’t sleep a wink. I wanted to, 
because I was absolutely ruined and hurt everywhere but each time I closed my 
eyes I saw Friction’s terrified face. 

He’d accused me of hurting him, of causing the injuries he had. 
A dull sunlight lined the horizon as the hover jet came down at Hojac. 

Everyone else around me either dozing or too shell shocked to speak.  
I was desperate to get off the plane mostly because I hadn’t seen 

Constellation since White Knight had escorted me away from Friction. She had 
been taken to the medical bay near the back of the jet.  

Once the jet came down a pleasant faced Hojac worker appeared, and 
politely woke the cabin. The lights came on and people yawned and mumbled 
as she explained we’d be taken up to rooms where clothes were waiting as well 
as anything we needed. 

Constellation didn’t say a thing, but offered me a sympathetic look as we 
rose from our seats and left the hover jet. 

Hojac had always been impressive, even when I’d genuinely despised the 
place. The main Headquarters were something to behold. A huge island in the 
middle of the sea with an enormous port for various vehicles. The headquarters 
itself were multi leveled, and rose up alive with lights above us. 

Constellation exhaled as we left the jet, ‘I don’t understand.’ She told me 
as we headed up trailing along with the others who’d escaped the Elite, ‘there’s 
never been a fire.’ 

‘It was set on purpose.’ I mumbled, I knew that for a fact, especially 
having seen Nightshade and what had happened to Friction. Even when I’d 
been in the administration department I hadn’t felt alone. Perhaps someone 
had been there? 

Constellation flinched, gnawing at her lip, ‘You think so?’ 
‘Pretty confident.’ 
‘I don’t know why someone would do that to Bright.’ Constellation 

whispered, ‘to take her brace so she couldn’t walk. Do you think it is because 
she’s Gravity Girl?’ 

I shrugged, although I knew the reason. It wasn’t because she was Gravity 
Girl, it was because I’m fairly sure the fire had something to do with me and 
that someone had tried to harm her on my account. 
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We were assigned rooms, in huge dormitories that held thirty six people 
in each, with a series of bunk beds. The new quarters were down on the ground 
floor, the first, second and third year boys had been given one, the first, second 
and third year girls another. I’m not sure where the admin staff vanished too. 

There were clothes waiting there, and we were told we could take 
showers in the bathrooms. A number went to clean up while others, exhausted, 
collapsed on their beds. 

I did neither, sitting bolt upright on one of the bunks. 
There weren’t many of us here, I supposed a number – like Friction – 

were in the medical ward. That alone made me sick with worry. It was like the 
world had turned inside out. I didn’t understand it, I wasn’t sure I ever could. 

But I was sure of one thing. I had to speak with Gravity Guy. 
In saying that there was something I needed to do first. 
I didn’t sleep, I couldn’t. Instead, I took a shower, washed my hair and the 

wounds still aching from my physical assessment and changed into the clothes 
they had provided. 

They were lose fitting but warm enough. Once I felt a little better put 
together, I left the dormitory and headed out into the maze of Hojac HQ. 

‘Excuse me,’ I asked, addressing a super hero I didn’t know a little way 
down the hall, ‘where might I find the hospital wing?’ I knew that Hojac HQ had 
a proper hospital, I supposed that was where they were keeping those injured 
in the fire. 

The hero gave me a soft smile, and nodded down a hallway to our right, 
‘down that way. Third floor if you take the lift.’ I thanked them and headed the 
way they’d instructed me.  

I found the elevator, and stepped inside, selecting level 3 the door binged 
open again a second later onto what could have easily been any hospital. There 
were people everywhere, nurses, fussing over people in beds and reading 
charts and the like. 

There was a front desk, which was helpful, I approached it quietly. 
‘Hello.’ I said, ‘I’m looking for Bright.’ 
The woman at it peered at me beyond thick black rimmed glasses, ‘Right. 

Ward fifteen.’ 
‘Thank you.’  
She watched me walk as I navigated my way further into the medical 

space, wandering through in search of ward fifteen. I found it a minute or so 
later.  

It was nearly empty and I spotted her instantly, sitting up in bed. 
Someone had cleaned her up and given her a change of clothes. Bright glanced 



359 
 

up at me as I waved a greeting to the nurse at the station and made my way to 
her bedside. 

‘Roe.’ She said quietly, eyes blood shot. 
‘I’m so glad you’re okay.’ I replied, grabbing her hand and squeezing it 

tight, ‘you are okay, aren’t you?’ 
She seemed quieter than she’d been when we’d spoken back at the Elite, 

perhaps now the panic of the moment had passed she recalled how mad she 
was at me. I hoped not. 

‘I’m fine.’ She answered, shrugging at her limp knee, ‘someone took my 
brace.’ 

I nodded, ‘I know.’ 
‘That fire.’ Bright said slowly, her eyes on the bed, ‘it was on purpose 

wasn’t it?’ 
Pressing my lips together, I exhaled slowly, ‘Yes.’ 
‘And my brace going missing at the same time, that was on purpose too, 

wasn’t it?’ 
Swallowing awkwardly, I nodded once more, ‘I think so.’ 
‘Who do you think did it?’ Bright asked frankly, the way she said it 

suggested she had her own ideas about it.  
She finally looked at me and I could not bring myself to lie to her. 
‘I saw Nightshade inside the Elite. I believe the Dark Republic lit the fire.’ 
Bright winced, shrinking back where she sat, ‘I think so too.’ she 

hesitated, ‘for different reasons.’ 
‘What are your reasons?’ 
Bright seemed to think this over a moment and then wriggled her hand 

free from mine. ‘I’ve spoken to dad.’ 
‘Bright.’ I countered instantly, ‘I have to be honest with you. Your dad? 

He’s caught up in this.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ she started at me in shock. 
‘Someone has been releasing information within Hojac, Nightshade told 

me, but I’d seen it for myself. It is your dad, Bri. I didn’t want to tell you until I 
had proper proof, but I am sure of it.’ 

Bright was already shaking her head, ‘Roe, no…’ 
‘Bri, I swear to you. Gravity Guy is involved. He’s been selling off heroes’ 

information to the Banker. He had me moved out of Lionsbrink because the 
Banker is there. It’s the truth, Bri, your dad…? He’s a bad guy. Liam knew. He 
left all the information in the system.’ 

Something which looked a lot like pity flickered across her features. She 
opened her mouth to speak only was interrupted with a sterner voice across the 
way. 



360 
 

‘Is that what you think, Romulus?’  
I spun on the balls of my feet, the nurse was gone, and Gravity Guy stood 

in her place watching me. 
‘It’s what I know.’ I countered firmly. 
Gravity Guy took a series of heavy steps towards us until he was at 

Bright’s beside, he scruffed her hair for a moment before concentrating on me. 
‘Romulus. I’m afraid you are a little confused.’ 
‘I’m not confused.’ 
‘Roe. You are.’ Gravity Guy insisted, then he knotted his mouth to one 

side. 
I shook my head, ‘I know what you are and what you’ve done. You can’t 

lie to me.’ 
‘Romulus.’ Gravity Guy said again, a look at his daughter, ‘you’ve been 

summoned.’ 
‘Summoned?’ 
‘By the Sanctum. I’ve come to find you.’ He tossed a shoulder, ‘I figured 

you’d be here.’ 
I shook my head, ‘I’ll tell them too.’ I told him fiercely. 
‘This way please.’ Gravity Guy gestured, already headed for the door. 

Bright watched me leave, stalking after him but didn’t say anything. 
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Twenty-Seven 
 
Gravity Guy didn’t say anything as we headed up the several floors to the 

Sanctum, making our way through the glassy hallways and huge expansive 
areas. At last we reached a familiar corridor, long and wide, with a single flight 
of stairs attended by two guards. I knew it well seeing as this wasn’t the first 
time I’d been summoned by the Sanctum. 

Without a word I stormed up the stairs unceremoniously climbing up into 
a huge round room with a domed ceiling and twelve chairs. Eleven were 
occupied, Gravity Guy – who brought up the rear – waved a greeting to the 
others and then took his seat at the very top of the ring. 

I glowered at them all, arms crossed and brimming with energy. I was 
going to tell them everything, reveal Gravity Guy for what he was and fix this 
once and for all. 

‘Alright, shall we proceed?’ White Knight asked at last, a look to Gravity 
Guy, then at me. 

‘Fine by me.’ I replied sharply, glaring directly at Gravity Guy. Gravity Guy 
shifted uncomfortably where he sat, almost sheepish before he spoke quietly. 

‘Romulus believes that I am the leak within Hojac… releasing information 
to the Dark Republic.’ 

I expected the others to laugh, scoff, until I’d had a chance to argue my 
case but they didn’t. Instead, there was a sort of sensitivity, unease, Gravity Guy 
especially swallowed and pressed his lips together. 

‘Romulus, unfortunately we are in a position that we must share some 
uncomfortable truths.’ 

I blinked back at them, ‘what?’ 
‘You’ve got it all wrong.’ Gravity Guy explained earnestly, ‘but all right at 

the same time.’ 
Shaking my head, I stepped back, ‘I don’t understand what you mean. I’ve 

seen the emails, from an administration account they weren’t able to be traced. 
To the Banker, talking about money then releasing information on heroes. 
Everyone from Monarch to Vesuvius. I know you did it. That you’ve been 
working with the Dark Republic for years. I suppose its power, isn’t it? The Dark 
Republic promised you power, they got you your place at the Sanctum by 
pretending that you beat them and now you’ve compromised Hojac… and the 
Dark Republic have come back.’ I was breathless, my throat still raw from the 
smoke inhalation, and I panted for air when the stream of words had finished. 

Again, no frustration, no debate, just shock and a look of pity. 
I shook my head furiously, ‘I know I was removed from Lionsbrink 

because of Operation: Building Rome. The Bank’s there, it allowed you to do 
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what you wanted without me around. I was never meant to be a part of the 
Elite, you decided to shift me here to shut me up.’ I accused, voice like gravel, 
‘I’ve seen it all in the Hojac archives. In the computer systems. Liam knew, he 
left all the clues, that’s why you killed him. Because he was going to oust you. 
Isn’t that right?’ 

There was a long, long silence.  
I’d expected there to be disbelief, perhaps a little argument, but there 

was nothing. As a result, I rather suddenly felt as though I were standing on 
paper. I shrink back, still glowering at Gravity Guy. ‘Tell me.’ I demanded, ‘tell 
me that’s not true.’ 

‘This is what he genuinely believes?’ White Knight said instead, speaking 
over my head completely. 

‘Yes.’ Gravity Guy nodded once, fingers pressed to his lips, ‘he does.’ 
‘I guess maybe you were right.’ Javla Girl mumbled, ‘we ought to have 

explained everything sooner rather than letting him come to his own 
conclusions.’ 

I stared at them, unsure of their exchange. ‘I’ve seen it.’ I reminded them. 
Gravity Guy winced, acutely uneasy and leant forwards in his chair, 

‘You’re nearly right.’ He told me gently. 
‘Nearly right?’ 
‘Aside from one thing.’ 
‘Which is…?’ 
Gravity Guy exhaled, his mouth gathered to one side, ‘wrong person.’ 
At first I had no idea what he meant. My mind sort of scrambled to 

understand what I was hearing. So I’d been right. There was someone leaking 
information to the Dark Republic, they had done for years, from an 
Administration Account.  

But it wasn’t Gravity Guy? 
‘Who…?’ 
Gravity Guy watched me very carefully, ‘Romulus. It was Liam.’ He said 

solidly, ‘Liam was the leak in Hojac.’ 
I felt everything tense. My lungs grew tight, and my thoughts were 

swamped. I was exhausted, very suddenly exhausted, and hollow. 
‘No.’ I managed to say, ‘no this is a trick. Liam knew you were the leak.’ I 

argued limply, although I’m not sure why I bothered. I could feel the truth in his 
words. Gravity Guy spoke them not to hurt me but to make sense of all I’d 
found. 

‘Romulus. Look.’ Gravity Guy began, ‘years ago, Liam worked in 
Administration at Hojac. It appears – all the more from your findings – that he 
had been selling the information to the Dark Republic from within.’ 
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‘Well what about now?’ I demanded, ‘Liam’s dead.’ 
‘He was smart. He created a back door. The Dark Republic have been 

riddled through our systems for years it seems… waiting for the right moment 
to strike. Now, obviously. Even with Liam gone, they were able to source 
information for the Banker to sell.’ White Knight told me. 

‘I don’t understand.’ I countered, ‘Liam was a super hero. You let him be 
a super hero.’ 

‘The City of Lionsbrink wanted him, they signed a contract, we had no 
proof he was completely involved.’ Javla Girl explained. 

‘It was all right there. In the archives.’ I debated. 
‘Romulus.’ Gravity Guy interrupted, ‘Liam hid the information where only 

he could find it in a way that only he could access it.’ he nodded towards me, 
‘you were the only one able to access the information hidden within the 
systems… the computer recognized you… as Liam.’ 

My eyes fell to my hands, I’d remembered the computer recognizing my 
voice as Liam’s, I’d never thought about my fingerprints. I’d been the only one 
able to proof Liam’s involvement. 

‘We couldn’t do anything to bring Liam to justice because we had no 
proof, and Lionsbrink protected him. He was there, distant. Once the Dark 
Republic fell the identities stopped being leaked we figured it was over. When 
all of this started back up again we realized what he’d done was far deeper than 
we’d realized.’ Gravity Guy mumbled, he tipped his head to one side, ‘Liam 
knew we were onto him that’s why he stayed so far away.’ 

‘And why he kept me so far away…’ I muttered, understanding. 
‘Exactly.’ Gravity Guy agreed. 
‘But a villain killed Liam. Blue killed him.’  
‘Blue and Nightshade were Dark Republic. We can only assume Liam was 

killed as some kind of hit. Perhaps the Dark Republic had grown tired with him?’ 
‘But it was about the Quarry.’ I countered, ‘that was the reason they 

killed him. They wanted the Founder’s Artifacts to get into the Quarry.’ 
Gravity Guy nodded, ‘Yes. That is true. We’re not sure what role the 

Founder’s Artifacts play in his death, but we believe Liam was not murdered he 
was assassinated, under order of the Dark Republic.’ 

It was like I had turned completely to stone. Anchored where I stood, 
unable to fully comprehend all of this. Everything, absolutely everything I’d 
believed was wrong. It was all a lie.  

Liam… Liam was evil. It was his fault all of this had happened. Liam had 
been the cause of dozens of innocent people’s deaths. He’d kept me from Hojac 
to guard his secret, he’d lied to me about everything, who he was, what he did. 
Nothing I had believed was true. 
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‘What about me?’ I asked at last, ‘Liam had me made. His sidekick. Blue 
and Nightshade didn’t leave me alone. They sought me out and you did nothing 
to stop them. They came after me and you didn’t care. Then suddenly you have 
me removed from the city and brought here. Bright told me it was a last minute 
decision. You had me removed from Lionsbrink on purpose. Why? I read your 
memos. It was because of Operation: Building Rome. What’s that?’ 

Gravity Guy shot White Knight a watery look.   
‘You.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘You are Operation: Building Rome.’  
I stared directly back at Gravity Guy, completely lost, ‘excuse me?’ 
‘Building Rome appears to be a Dark Republic experiment. To create the 

ideal enforcer. A tool to maintain their control – when they get it.’ Gravity Guy 
explained while I hung by shell shocked.  

‘From what we have assessed so far,’ Gravity Guy told me gently, ‘they 
selected Liam believing him to be an excellent base on which to build their 
perfect soldier. He was physically strong, good genes, no obvious mutations, 
long life expectancy…’ he hesitated, ‘Just as Hojac has our HQ the Dark Republic 
seemed interested to contract their own base, in Lionsbrink, which would be 
protected by enforcers. They retrofitted Liam to make you. Building Rome – the 
first step in creating their enforcers, a prototype of a perfect fighter to help 
them secure their central core of operations. You’re their weapon, Roe. The 
prototype.’ 

‘I don’t understand…’ 
‘Everything else… everything afterwards? With Blue? Even now with 

Nightshade? It was all an assessment. They were road-testing you.’ Gravity Guy 
mumbled. 

‘I don’t have powers.’ I noted, completely numb. 
‘But you’re smart, very smart, and strong… getting stronger by our 

records. They’ve put something in you, Roe… and it’s growing. You don’t have 
powers, but you’re not ordinary either. That’s why we brought you back here. 
We brought to the Elite to protect you. I was placed In Lionsbrink to investigate 
further.’ Gravity Guy told me soberly. 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, ‘why now?’ I managed in a daze, 
‘why now? I served nearly two years in Lionsbrink on my own…’ 

‘Because it wasn’t until Lionman died we knew the Dark Republic was 
back.’ 

I stood, there, mouth agape for some time, everything that I’d thought 
had turned flip side.  

My whole life had changed. 
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I wasn’t the clone of Liam Gray, super rich super hero of Lionsbrink. 
I was the clone of Liam Gray, supporter and informant of the Dark 

Republic. The prototype of a plan to create who knew how many of me to use 
as force to establish their own command centre.  

I felt empty, completely empty. 
My whole life I’d believed I was Liam’s assistant, made to help him. The 

idea of the stress of fighting Blue and Nightshade being nothing but a test made 
me furious. Betty had died, because of a test, because they were assessing my 
abilities. 

And what did that mean for my future? Would I change? I didn’t have 
powers, but Gravity Guy had suggested that there was something inside of me 
that seemed to be taking hold. That they’d seen progress in me already. 

Nothing made sense anymore. I wasn’t at all who I thought I was. 
‘You are of the Dark Republic’s design.’ White Knight told me, as if 

guessing my thoughts, ‘inside Liam’s shell. We couldn’t allow them to get a hold 
of you.’ 

‘Or for you to be influenced by them.’ Jalva Girl countered, causing a 
glare from Gravity Guy. 

‘Well that’s not the case.’ He countered instantly. 
‘How do we know? From what I heard of the initial reports there’s signs 

of a break in, in your office. Security footage has recorded Dare being the one 
inside.’ 

‘I was looking for proof.’ I told her urgently. 
‘Proof?’ 
‘As Romulus has stated, he thought it was I that was involved in the Dark 

Republic. He was searching for evidence to link me to them.’ Gravity Guy 
explained, as if it wasn’t the worst thing in the world to falsely suspect him of a 
crime he didn’t commit and then infiltrate his personal space. 

‘You’re blind,’ Javla Girl corrected, ‘he’s been on the other end of every 
single movement of the Dark Republic, not to mention in constant 
communication with that girl Nightshade.’ 

‘Nightshade was trying to lure him in. I’ll bet she was sent by Dark 
Republic to secure him.’ Gravity Guy argued irritably. He was probably right. 
Nightshade had tried to get me on side… if the Dark Republic were after me, as 
Gravity Guy suspected.  

They planned to base their centre of command in Lionsbrink – probably 
because the Bank was there – that’s why Nightshade wanted me back so badly. 
That’s why she offered to kill Friction. 

A thought struck me hollow. Friction. He’d been assaulted, I didn’t doubt 
by who. 
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‘Nightshade started the fire.’ I told them urgently, ‘I saw her when I went 
back in for Bright. She must have taken Bright’s brace…’ 

Javla Girl looked at me doubtfully, while Gravity Guy shrunk back, 
obviously struck by the mention of this.  

‘Friction clearly states Romulus attacked him.’ Javla Girl announced 
loudly, ‘He said that he followed Romulus to the administration department. He 
waited by the door to catch him out. But Romulus took him by surprise. You’ve 
seen his injuries, the boy is absolutely ruined.’ 

‘Not to mention everything Roe stood to gain from Friction being out of 
action.’ Someone else reminded. 

‘Exactly. My theory is that Romulus’s first plan was to take out Vesuvius, 
leaving an opening in Baylem suspecting Friction to take that role. When Baylem 
approached Bright instead, Roe made plans to get Friction out of the way. 
Friction beat Romulus by a point in his final examinations. Friction would have 
signed with Lionsbrink… not that he can now… not in the state he’s in.’ 

‘I didn’t do that!’ I shouted, ‘I didn’t do any of that! I saved Vesuvius from 
the Vulture!’ 

‘I suggest we detain the boy, keep him here and wait for the storm to 
pass.’ Javla Girl said coolly.  

‘The storm isn’t passing, Jav, we need to deal with this.’ Gravity Guy cried 
urgently, ‘locking Roe in some bunker isn’t going to suffice.’ 

‘But letting him walk the streets when he is almost undoubtable working 
with the Dark Republic won’t either!’ 

‘I am not working for the Dark Republic!’ I told her desperately, they 
couldn’t think that. ‘I had no idea about any of this… about Liam… about the 
Dark Republic or their plans in Lionsbrink. He told me I was a clone… made to  
be his sidekick. I didn’t know!’ I grew hysterical now, ‘I didn’t know! He lied to 
me! Liam lied, he didn’t tell me anything!’ 

Jalva Girl glowered down her nose at me, disbelieving, Gravity Guy 
however cleared his throat. 

‘Friction is indeed adamant that he was assaulted by Roe. In saying this, 
we have no proof that is the case.’ Gravity Guy countered, ‘I say that we cannot 
make any conclusions until we have evidence to support Friction’s account. I 
believe Roe is just as much in the dark as we are.’ 

I pressed my lips together, relieved that Gravity Guy was so firmly on my 
side. Javla Girl however seethed where she sat, unimpressed. 

‘Roe should be free and considered innocent.’ White Knight agreed. 
‘For now.’ Javla Girl snapped worryingly. 
‘We should talk more.’ Someone else uttered, their tone apprehensive, 

‘without the boy.’ 
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‘Agreed.’ 
‘Right.’ Gravity Guy coughed again, ‘Thank you Roe. You may go.’ 
I nodded, wordlessly, then bowed my head and left. 

 
I had a million questions of course, discovering what I really was and 

Liam’s true intentions. 
With heavy steps, unsure of myself I stumbled back down to the 

dormitories. Everyone watched me with interest as I made my way to a vacant 
bed and curled up. 

I was asleep in seconds and thankfully did not dream. 
A few hours later, that afternoon I was shaken awake. Blinking my eyes 

open I found a uniformed administration worker waiting for me. 
‘There’s a phone call.’ 
I scowled, ‘What?’ 
‘A phone call for you.’ They rephrased, ‘in the communicators center,’ 
‘Who…?’ I groaned, but they didn’t wait for a response. I trailed after 

them, still half asleep out into the halls, and to the stairs. I’d never been to the 
communications centre and I had no idea for that matter who would be calling 
me. 

The administration worker led me into a huge circular space much like 
the observations deck at the Elite. There were at least a hundred people here, 
all working in front of holographic screens, tapping away and jabbering into 
head pieces. 

I was lead to an empty desk where a seat sat waiting before a little phone 
shaped icon. 

‘Tap to receive the call.’ The Admin worker explained, motioning to the 
screen. I nodded and did so, tapping the screen before me, instantly confronted 
by the face of Mayor Shirley Harper. 

She scowled at me, furious as always. 
‘Dare.’ 
‘Mam,’ I jerked, feeling awkward for how disheveled I must have looked. 
‘I’ve obviously caught you at a bad time so I’ll make this quick.’ She noted, 

‘the city is reinstating you.’ 
My heart jolted inside of my chest, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 

Relived? Happy? Disappointed? All I could think of was Friction, bloodied and 
bruised, screaming that I’d hurt him. 

‘Oh.’ 
‘You’re not happy?’ she demanded glaring at me with those green eyes. 
I wasn’t sure, ‘I don’t understand.’ 
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‘Friction was badly injured in the fire. He did manage to score higher than 
you did in the final assessments, however I am told his rehabilitation will take 
some time.’ Shirley explained, obviously unimpressed. 

‘Oh.’ 
‘So the council has decided to resign you instead.’ She tipped her head to 

one side, ‘I’m not happy about it, you should know that but while I am mayor I 
don’t have final say. Not on everything.’ 

‘I…’ I coughed, ‘thank you.’ 
‘You graduate tomorrow, yes? I heard they’re having a makeshift 

ceremony in the gardens and then you’re all been flown out. You will return 
directly back to Lionsbrink and immediately back to work.’ 

I should have been happy, but I wasn’t. Everything had changed and I had 
no idea what to think anymore. 

How to feel about Lionsbrink and Friction and Liam. 
And Dare. 
I wasn’t sure how I felt about Dare. 
‘Thank you mam.’ I replied at last, ‘But I’m not sure if Hojac will let me.’ 
‘I’ve already discussed it with them. You’re cleared.’ 
I scowled, confused. 
Shirley didn’t bother with goodbyes, only ended the communication link 

leaving me sitting before a blank screen. I lent forwards head in my hands. 
Now what? I wondered.  
I had everything that I’d wanted, I was finally a fully qualified hero, signed 

back onto Lionsbrink. Regardless, there were so many questions. Chiefly, were 
Hojac about to let me back to Lionsbrink, especially with what I’d learnt about 
Operation: Building Rome. 

 
Graduation came and went. 
As Shirley said a small ceremony was hosted in the garden of Hojac HQ. 

There were a number of people there, heroes of some of the sidekicks, other 
important people. We sat in chairs on the grass and Gravity Guy spoke about 
our school year trying to say as little as possible about the Dark Republic, or 
Cattitude’s death or the eventual burning down of the Elite. 

‘We have to focus on happier things.’ He’d told us in closing, ‘on the 
future and the fact that we will be the ones who make it better.’ 

People applauded graciously, and I sat beside Danerang and Herald. 
Friction unable to attend as he was hooked up to a dozen machines in the 
hospital ward. 

Word must have spread that Friction believed I’d hurt him because no 
one wanted to speak to me and no one would look me in the eye. 
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‘Did you hear he’d been resigned to Lionsbrink?’ I’d hear whispered 
hastily, ‘he must have done it.’ 

Thankfully everything involving the Dark Republic, and Liam and 
Operation: Building Rome remained a secret for now. 

I was handed my certificate by Gravity Guy while White Knight shook my 
hand. Afterwards, there were coffees and teas but I could barely stand it. 

Instead, I ducked away, removing myself and headed back inside. Shirley 
had contacted Hojac again and explained a jet would take me back to Lionsbrink 
at two o’clock. 

Wandering the narrow hall back down to the dormitories with my 
certificate in my hand I was stuck. 

What the hell was I going to do now? 
I’d always figured myself a clone of Liam. After Betty had died I’d thrown 

myself headfirst into being just like him because I figured that had been my 
purpose.  

I’d become a complete asshole because I’d figured that was the only way 
to make sense of myself. 

Only I wasn’t Liam. Not really. Sure I looked like him, and sounded like 
him but everything on the inside was different.  

I was a creation of the Dark Republic, a prototype. 
My hands curled into fists as I realized how stupid I’d been. I’d believed 

every word Liam had fed me about Hojac, and demonizing the Sanctum and 
Gravity Guy. 

I’d be in jail if it weren’t for Gravity Guy. 
He’d been my biggest advocate, he’d defended me when clearly Javla Girl 

and a number of others figured I was an informant. They’d wanted me arrested 
then and there, I could tell. 

But I was furious with him still. Gravity Guy should have told me. 
Abandoning me in Lionsbrink while Nightshade and Blue ‘tested’ me was 
ridiculous. Why had they left me there? To see what the Dark Republic would 
do? It was insane. 

It was like I didn’t matter. 
‘Roe!’ a voice called, the sound of running steps behind me, ‘Roe wait!’ 
I turned, coming to a stop near one of the large windows that ran 

alongside the outer shell of Hojac. Bright slowed to a stop before me. 
‘I’m sorry Roe.’ She said gently. Bright wore a new brace now, this one 

was heavier and chunkier than the last one.  
‘You’re better?’ I asked. 
‘Yes.’ She agreed, ‘I heard you had a call. Figured I’d come and find you.’ 
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‘It was Shirley…’ I mumbled, ‘the city’s resigned me. Lionsbrink I mean. 
Although I don’t know if I’ll be allowed back there…’ 

‘I’m not sure.’ She agreed. 
‘So you know?’ I asked bristly. 
‘I do.’ 
‘How long?’ 
‘Since thanksgiving. Dad told me everything. That’s why I told you to stay 

away from Nightshade…’ 
I gritted my teeth, angry. In hindsight I probably wasn’t angry with her, I 

probably wasn’t angry at anyone – except maybe Liam.  
‘Someone should have told me.’ I hissed, pacing towards the huge glass 

windows which framed the viewing area. Bright didn’t try to comfort me, she 
probably sensed my fury and nodded understanding, joining me where I stood, 
glaring out at the skyline. 

‘I agree.’ 
‘Everything I thought was a lie.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Even Dare was a lie.’ I uttered between tightened teeth, ‘I never had to 

be like Liam.’ 
‘I know.’ 
I shook my head at her, trembling with fury, ‘So why didn’t you say 

anything?’ 
‘Dad said you had to figure it out on your own.’  
I glanced out to the sea again, eyes narrow, ‘You know what I am?’ I 

asked her obscurely. 
‘No…’ Bright shook her head. 
‘Collateral.’ I stated firmly, ‘the Dark Republic? Hojac? My whole life I was 

used as a ploy to play one off of the other. That’s why I was made, that’s why 
they left me in Lionsbrink on my own when Liam died… that’s why I was brought 
back to the Elite. I’m not a person to them. I am an instrument.’ I tightened my 
jaw, ‘I’m sick of being an instrument.’ 

‘Roe…’ Bright began to say, reaching out towards me. 
I stepped back, my movements abrupt, ‘No.’ I told her, ‘I don’t know what 

to think anymore. Everything’s a mess. I can’t stand any more lies. I need 
control.’ 

‘What?’ 
‘I want control.’ I said firmly, ‘control of myself again.’ 
Bright watched me quietly, ‘What does that mean?’ 
‘Javla Girl and like… half the Sanctum wanted me arrested.’ I told her, 

‘Nightshade and the Dark Republic have been monitoring me like some kind of 
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guinea pig. Liam made me think I had to be just like him because that was my 
purpose.’ 

‘And it’s not?’ 
‘No.’ I snapped, ‘I decide what I am. I decide who I am.’ 
‘And who is that?’ 
‘Who I’ve always been. Romulus.’ I answered honestly, absolutely 

meaning it. ‘I am Romulus. And I am nothing like Liam. I never have been. I say 
who Dare is now, I owe Liam nothing.’ 

Bright exhaled quietly, ‘Hojac are on your side, Roe. I’m on your side. 
Dad’s on your side.’ 

I knew that, and that’s what sucked the most. I felt foolish and angry for 
ever thinking otherwise. 

But I couldn’t bring myself to say it. 
‘What are you going to do, Roe?’ Bright asked lightly, ‘now? Do you 

know?’ 
I wasn’t sure, so I didn’t bother with an answer. Instead, I glared out the 

window again. 
‘Oh.’ Bright watched me a moment longer, ‘I guess you’ll want space.’ 

She mumbled, disappointed, ‘we’ll talk later.’ 
I nodded wordlessly, and watched her go.  
I wasn’t aware of this but that would be the last time Bright and I would 

speak for some while. 
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