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1

THE HOUSE AT SILVER LAKE

THE CLOAK SOCIETY was written in thick black marker on a sheet of paper pinned to the middle of the wall. Beneath it, on a slightly smaller page, was HIGH COUNCIL. Four index cards were tacked below that, one for each of Cloak’s ruling members—Shade, Volt, Barrage, Phantom—with their powers written in Mallory’s perfect handwriting. Red yarn stretched out from the High Council leading to other cards and pieces of paper, an adornment that Misty had added one night when dreams of falling ceilings and heroes melting into the shadows kept her awake. To the left, the yarn led to STERLING CITY, which branched out into smaller note cards for government administrators, police officials, and media producers. UNIBANDS, Cloak’s non-powered workers living below the Big Sky Drive-In, was another subhead, with a few lists written in Gage’s slanting script pinned below. And to the right of the High Council was OMEGAS, Cloak’s covert team, the superpowered teens who lived outside the underground base and carried out secret missions only the High Council knew about. The accompanying notes for them were brief. Finally, the path down the center of the wall led to BETA TEAM, now reduced to only two note cards for siblings Titan and Julie, then to GAMMAS, the children of Cloak who hadn’t developed powers yet. Alex hadn’t had the heart to elaborate on that heading any further.

They hadn’t bothered making cards for themselves, the survivors of Justice Tower. Alex, Mallory, Gage, Misty: those who had turned their backs on Cloak, the only world they’d ever known. And Amp, Kyle, and Kirbie: the last of the Rangers not lost in the Gloom.

The wall was in a room they called the Rec Room, but War Room would have been a better name for it now. A map of Sterling City was pinned to the felt top of a pool table and covered in notes and color-coded flags marking important locations like the Big Sky Drive-In, the basement safe house, and possible Cloak targets. The table’s cues leaned untouched against the wall beside hand-drawn blueprints of Cloak’s headquarters. Still more maps were pinned throughout the wood-paneled room, along with catalogs of the weapons at the High Council’s disposal and newspaper clippings from across the country, all looking incredibly out of place among the mounted fish and stuffed ducks beside them on the wall.

The room was on the second floor of a large house located on Silver Lake, a manmade body of water about twenty miles northeast of Victory Park. The small suburb surrounding the lake shared its name, and was a place where people could buy summer homes and vacation without ever technically leaving Sterling City’s borders. The house was on the water, with a private beach in a private cove nestled far from prying eyes. It had once belonged to Amp’s family, but before he was born—when his father still led the Rangers of Justice—it was turned into a secret retreat for the superheroes. The surrounding properties were bought up and cleared, and the wooded land for acres around was fenced off and marked as a private nature reserve. The house was meant to be a place to regroup if Justice Tower was ever compromised, but it had sat unused for over a decade, all but forgotten.

A “safe house,” they all called it, though like “Rec Room,” the term wasn’t exactly right anymore. None of the seven kids who’d escaped from the collapse of Justice Tower two weeks earlier truly felt safe there, even though the closest buildings were other lake houses located miles away, over the fencing and trees. But then, labels were becoming of less use to them, common words seeming more and more meaningless. They hardly knew what to call themselves anymore—hero, or villain, or Ranger, or Beta. They existed in a gray area and felt like strangers in their own world. Like exiles.

Alex sat on a couch, looking at the wall covered in yarn and index cards. Analyzing the wall had become a common practice for all of them, as if by staring at it long enough, they might figure out what they were supposed to be doing. They all hoped that somewhere in the notes and graphs and maps was the key to Cloak’s defeat. But so far, that key remained hidden from them.

The morning sun filtered in through a window behind Alex, and he focused on a Polaroid tacked beneath the Beta Team note card. The room seemed to darken a bit as the photograph sparked with blue energy that only he could see. He pulled the pin out and brought the picture forward using his telekinesis, until it hovered in the air a foot in front of him. It was a photo of the Beta Team (or at least, what had been the Beta Team before Alex and Mallory became traitors), one of the few items he’d taken with him when he’d left the underground base to meet Kirbie near Victory Park. Right before everything accelerated into disaster. In the photo, he and Julie were grinning. Mallory looked like she’d been caught off guard, her mouth slightly ajar. And Titan smirked, his expression full of self-assurance. Alex studied the picture. The faces staring back at him caused his breath to quicken and dragged up a strange mix of feelings. Shame, anger . . . but also something difficult to place. Something like regret, and a longing to return to the moment the picture was taken, to a time when things seemed much less complicated.

Alex’s mind drifted to his mother. He wondered what she might be doing or thinking as he sat in the second-story room. If she was having regrets about leaving her son behind to die as Justice Tower fell apart around him. If she was out there looking for him, even now.

“It’s not the best picture.” A voice came from behind Alex. “But I get why you can’t stop looking at it.”

He looked over his shoulder at Mallory, who leaned against the doorway. He offered up a half smile and pushed the photograph back to the wall with his thoughts, reinserting its pin into the worn hole at the top.

“If Amp catches you staring at it like that, he might start up on the whole ‘they’ll never outgrow their past’ thing again,” Mallory said. “You should at least think of shutting the door if you’re going to get nostalgic.”

“I know, I know.” Alex sighed. “It’s weird. It’s not that I miss the underground base, exactly. I mean, there are things I do miss about it, obviously. But . . . I don’t know. It just feels like it’s been forever since we were there. I never thought I’d want to see the Big Sky Drive-In so badly.”

Mallory smiled. She had handled the last few weeks with her usual poise, even through the arguments, the crying, and the unshakable feeling of helplessness. Alex wasn’t sure what he’d have done without her.

“Come on,” she said. “Time for a run before the sun gets too high.”

Alex nodded. For the first few days after they arrived at the lake house, they’d slept in late and spent most of their time down at the dock, swimming and letting off steam. But they quickly realized that even if they weren’t sure what would happen next, the last thing they could do was let their training slide. They needed it now more than ever.

Alex followed Mallory out into the hallway. To his left was the room he shared with Gage, though Gage’s twin bed sat empty most nights while he slept on a cot in the detached garage—his makeshift workshop. To the right was Kyle’s room. The second bed in there was technically Amp’s, but he preferred to spend his time in the house’s small, finished attic, a space that his father had apparently used when he wanted to be alone with his thoughts. Alex could sometimes hear Amp pacing above him in the middle of the night.

They made their way downstairs, where there were two more bedrooms: a small guest room where Kirbie slept, and the master, where Misty and Mallory shared an oversized bed.


“Is she still sleeping?” Alex asked, nodding toward Misty and Mallory’s room.

“Probably,” Mallory said. “She tossed and turned half the night. Bad dreams. But she was completely zonked out when I woke up earlier.”

In the living room, Kyle sat in front of the television, his eyes glued to the news. He was much more easily rattled since the fall of Justice Tower. Gone was the fearless Junior Ranger who had once strung Alex up with vines in Victory Park. He’d stopped going by “Thorn” and spent most of his time in front of the TV, jotting things down in a spiral notebook. Kyle told everyone he was watching for clues to help them figure out what Cloak might do next, but Alex suspected he was really waiting for breaking news that Lone Star and Lux and Dr. Photon had miraculously escaped the Gloom, reports that Alex knew would never come. At least, not without their intervention.

“Are they still reporting from Justice Tower?” Alex asked, glancing at the TV. “I thought they made everyone leave so they could finish cleaning up.”

“They did,” Kyle said. “This is old footage. But you should see the fence they put up around the tower site. Every inch of it’s covered with flowers and letters written for the Rangers.”

People had flocked to the rubble of Justice Tower almost immediately after it fell. None could say why they felt compelled to go there, only that they had to see it for themselves. They didn’t want to believe what they’d heard. They didn’t want to imagine a world without the light of Justice Tower shining as a beacon in the dark night sky.

“There are more of them today,” Kyle said to Alex and Mallory. His eyes never left the screen.

“More people?” Alex asked.

“More Powers,” Kyle said flatly. “All camped out in the sculpture garden in Victory Park. They’re holding some kind of twenty-four-hour vigil.”

The Powers were people who had superpowers of their own, though “super” was probably too generous a description for most. They’d begun to show up recently to pay respect to their missing heroes. Some of them wore homemade costumes that related to their code names, or, more often, made them look like second-rate Rangers of Justice. Alex had watched as several of them had demonstrated their gifts on the news—the incredible ability to levitate a few inches off the ground, or the uncanny power to coax a very small flame into a slightly larger one. It was possible that there were real superpowers among them, but mostly they were amateurs, inexperienced and undisciplined. On the TV, a local reporter was interviewing a girl whose long, auburn hair was floating all around her, twisting and braiding with a life of its own.

“What can she do?” Mallory asked.


“Something with her hair,” Kyle replied. “She controls it mentally, moving it around and grabbing things.”

“Wonderful,” Alex said. “Our great hope’s big weakness is scissors.”

“They’re delusional,” Mallory said.

“They’re dangerous,” Amp said, entering from the hallway. “They’re untrained and reckless with their powers. If any of them have real talents, they’re putting the city at risk. How long will it be before they start showing off to one another and some idiot accidentally sets fire to half the park?”

Amp was only a couple of years older than Alex, but there was a grimness in his voice that made him sound much more grown-up. He’d lost not one, but two sets of parents to the Cloak Society—his mother and father, and his adopted family of Lone Star, Lux, and Dr. Photon—and now found himself on a team with several of its former members. If you could call them a team at all.

“You never know,” Alex said. “Maybe they’ll end up being helpful.”

Amp scowled but didn’t respond.

“Where’s Kirbie?” Alex asked.

“Outside, waiting for us,” Kyle said. “She’s fishing again. Or trying to.”

Alex peeked out the window. Circling low to the water was a golden bird with an impressive wingspan and an unmistakable uniform. Kirbie. She’d been attempting to catch fish in her talons for several days. She’d had no luck so far, but she kept trying.

“Let’s get started,” Amp said. Reluctantly, Kyle stood and rubbed his eyes. He left the TV on and followed Amp out the door.

They gathered down at the water’s edge. Spotting them, Kirbie landed and took her human form.

“Good morning,” Alex said as she approached.

“Hey,” she said. She shrugged. “No luck with the fish.”

“You shouldn’t be wearing the uniform,” Alex said. “What if Gage’s alarms failed and someone wandered in and saw you?”

“Yeah, well, until he has time to make me something new, I’m stuck in this outfit if I’m taking animal form. It’s the only piece of clothing I have that morphs with me, and Gage has more important things to worry about right now than what I’m wearing.”

“Are we running?” Mallory asked.

“Of course we are,” Alex said. “We have to.”

No one challenged his statement. All of them were anxious to do something, anything, that would hinder Cloak. But there wasn’t much they could do until Gage found a way into the Gloom. So instead they trained, and went over every detail of Cloak’s structure, every facet of its history . . . and they ran.


When the group returned to the lake house nearly an hour later, they found Misty sitting on the porch, a bowl of cereal in her lap.

“We’re almost out of milk,” she said, yawning.

“Look who decided to get out of bed,” Alex said. He reached out playfully to give her a big, sweaty hug.

“Ew!” Misty said, reeling back. “Don’t touch me. You’re gross.”

“I call shower,” Kirbie said as they walked inside.

“No fair, you got all the hot water yesterday,” Kyle whined.

“Yeah,” she said. “But I was also flying around all morning, trying to catch you dinner.”

Kyle groaned and walked back over to the television.

“I think we’re almost out of peanut butter and bread, too,” Alex said to Misty. “I guess we’ll have to go on another supply run tomorrow.”

They’d arrived at the lake house with the money Alex had taken from his room in the underground base, then found a stash of emergency cash hidden in a cookie jar. Most of that had gone to Gage to update the security system and start figuring out a way into the Gloom, but they still had plenty of money for the time being. And, if the day ever did come when they found themselves desperate for food, Kyle’s ability to control the growth of plants made him a walking produce section.

“Ooh! While you’re out, get ice-cream sandwiches, those little frozen tacos you got last time—and does anyone know how to make french fries?” Misty asked.

Alex rolled his eyes.

“Uh, you guys,” Kyle muttered. “This might be important. . . .”

On the television, newscasters were cutting in to show some sort of press conference on the steps of city hall. Expecting a statement about the Rangers of Justice, everyone at the lake house quieted. But instead of the mayor, or his press secretary, or the chief of police, someone most of them had never seen stepped up to the podium.

“Oh no,” Alex whispered.

“What’s wrong?” Kirbie asked. “Who is that?”

The woman at the podium was dressed in a navy suit. Her hair was fiery red, pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head. She wore an expression of deep concern, the corners of her mouth pulled down severely. Text at the bottom of the screen identified her as the head of the Sterling City Council, the governing body second only to the mayor himself.

Alex’s eyes darted to Misty, who stood frozen as she watched the television.

“Mom?” she asked, her voice meek and high-pitched.

Alex recognized the woman onscreen from her infrequent visits to the underground base. She was Misty’s mother—Phantom’s non-powered sister—who served Cloak’s interests in Sterling City while the High Council raised her daughter.

All eyes turned to Misty now. The woman began to speak.

“At approximately four p.m. yesterday, a young girl went missing on her way home from school. That girl is my daughter. Her name is Misty, and she’s ten years old. I don’t know why she was taken, or what her captors hope for in return, but I come to you now, as a community already mourning the loss of our protectors, to beg for the life of my daughter. To beg that she be returned to me safely. I ask that those who took my daughter turn themselves in. I promise you that we will be merciful, that there will be no punishment as long as she is returned. And Misty, if you are watching out there, be strong, sweetheart. Know that your mother is looking for you. Misty, please, come home to me.”

“What’s she doing?” Mallory asked, rushing to Misty’s side and wrapping an arm around her. “Does she really think we’d be dumb enough to give ourselves up?”

“No,” Amp said. “But they’re making it harder for us to move around in public. Now if anyone sees Misty, our location will get called in to the police.”

“Or they’ll try to detain us and cause a big scene,” Kirbie added.

“This press conference is just for us,” Alex said slowly. “To tell us that they know we survived. It was only a matter of time before Phantom realized that she couldn’t sense any of our Cloak marks in the rubble. This is their opening move.”

On the television, the footage cut to a photo of Misty, taken at the underground base. Her smile spread wide across the screen, the perfect poster child for innocence. A note beneath the photo encouraged any sightings of the girl to be reported to a special hotline.

Misty was silent, but the edges of her body were starting to break apart. Her bowl of cereal shattered against the floor.
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A BOMB IN THE TREES

After a quick shower, Alex went outside to the three-car garage that stood across from the lake house. It had a stained cement floor and smelled strongly of old oil. A tarp-covered speedboat sat on a trailer in one corner. Gage had tuned it up and assured everyone that it was water ready, but they figured that a boatful of kids out on the lake in the middle of autumn might draw unwanted attention. Shelving lined the garage’s back wall and contained the rusted and gunky hodgepodge that garages tend to collect, like old machinery and tackle boxes and coffee cans filled with nuts and bolts. On another wall, hooks and pegs held all sorts of wrenches and hammers and saws.

The tools were fine for everyday projects, but Gage was used to his underground workshop, where he had cutting-edge electronics and delicate instruments at his disposal. Still, he was doing his best. On a sun-bleached wooden bench dragged in from the lawn were various drawings and gadgets-in-progress, including the half of the Umbra Gun they’d managed to pry from Titan’s hands at Justice Tower, and a box that held the Excelsior diamond. A state-of-the-art laptop that Alex and Mallory had “borrowed” from an electronics store in town sat on a circular patio table.

Taking the computer had been a real problem for the Junior Rangers, but Alex insisted it was their only option. They couldn’t afford to buy a computer that powerful, and Gage needed something far more sophisticated than the laptop they’d found when they arrived at the lake house in order to update perimeter security. More importantly, the new computer allowed Gage to keep Cloak’s headquarters under surveillance. As the one person who had programmed and installed most of the base’s electronics, it was easy enough for Gage to hack into their system and pore over any information that crossed the Uniband computers on the first floor of the complex. After plenty of arguing, everyone agreed that the laptop was necessary. Kirbie took note of what store the computer came from and vowed to repay them when the Rangers were back.

Alex found Amp in the garage with Gage, who had taken a keen interest in Amp’s control over sound. Amp sat in a lawn chair, wearing bulky headphones that were connected to Gage’s laptop by a coiled black cord. The Junior Ranger’s body was vibrating slightly, but so quickly that he was almost a blur.

“Taking a music break?” Alex asked.

“Hardly,” Gage said. “I’m doing a bit of an experiment.”

“What’s he listening to?”

“Prokofiev’s ‘Dance of the Knights’ at a very high volume. Watch this.”

Gage picked up a small pad of paper, scribbled something down, then held it up for Amp to see: FULL ORCHESTRA. Suddenly music began to pour out of Amp, filling the garage with sound.

“Whoa,” Alex said. “That’s crazy. How’s he doing that?”

“Amp’s sonic blasts are made up of concentrated sound energy,” Gage said as he wrote on the notepad again. “He absorbs sound from the atmosphere and channels it into a powerful blast. Think of it as crumpling all the sound into a ball and then throwing it.”

Gage held up the paper and pointed to the word “violin.” Amp narrowed his eyes in concentration. After a moment, the orchestra faded, until the only sound that remained was a shrill stringed instrument.

“That’s how he’s always used his powers,” Gage said, “so now I’m trying to test his ability to store and manipulate sound.”


“Looks like he’s doing a good job of it,” Alex said.

“I think that’s actually a viola, but yes, his control is quite remarkable. Watch this.”

Gage wrote on the notepad again and raised it once more: CHANGE THE KEY. The viola’s tones changed, its pitch lowering until it sounded like another instrument entirely, something deep and ominous.

“What I’m really curious to see is how he deals with all the sound he’s been absorbing for the last few minutes,” Gage said, walking over to the laptop and tapping on it, stopping the music. “How do you feel?” he asked as Amp removed his headphones.

“Full.” Amp’s voice absolutely boomed inside the garage.

“What do you normally do when you’ve consumed so much sound energy?”

“Usually I’ve absorbed noise for a purpose,” Amp said, trying to keep the volume of his words down. “I let it off in a blast, and anything left over just finds its way out through my voice.”

“Can you keep it stored?” Alex asked. “For later?”

Amp shook his head. “I don’t think so, but I’ve never really tried.”

Sweat was beginning to form on Amp’s forehead. Holding in so much energy was clearly straining him.

Gage picked up a pair of earplugs off his workbench and stuck them in his ears. “You might want to brace yourself, Alex.”

Amp began to vibrate more noticeably, and then music rang out from his body—an orchestra blasting out in waves. Alex was knocked back a few steps, and the tools sitting on Gage’s tables shook. The sound swelled until it became an unrecognizable cacophony of noise. Finally it subsided.

“Sound waves create pressure,” Gage said casually, removing his earplugs. “It’s why loud bass notes shake your body. In a way, the manipulation of sound waves isn’t entirely unlike your telekinesis, Alex. Amp, if you don’t mind, I’d like to test your abilities further at some point. I believe that if we can increase your precision at projecting frequencies, it may be beneficial in disabling opponents during battle. We might even be able to find frequencies that disrupt electronics and communications. I think there’s a world of possibilities concerning your talents.”

“Cool,” Amp said. He shook his head slightly.

“Something wrong?” Gage asked.

“No,” Amp replied. “It’s just that we never approached our powers from such a scientific perspective in the tower. It would have been helpful.”

Gage smiled.

“Did Amp tell you about Misty’s mom on the news?” Alex asked.


“I watched it myself,” Gage said, nodding to the laptop. “Leave it to Cloak to use a missing ten-year-old as bait. How is she holding up?”

“You know Misty,” Alex said. “She’ll bounce back.”

“It’s frustrating,” Amp said. “I called every police station and government official I could think of in the past few weeks, telling them who I was and what happened at Justice Tower. I told them exactly where to find Cloak. And they just laughed at me and said they’d been getting hundreds of calls just like that from all over the country. But Cloak can spread all the misinformation they want and no one questions it.”

“That’s the advantage of having pawns planted throughout the city,” Gage said. “An anonymous tip falls through the cracks, but when a public official gets behind a microphone, people listen.”

“It’ll probably only get worse,” Alex said. “How’s your work with the Gloom going, Gage?”

“Not well,” he said. “I’m finding myself up against the same hurdle as when I was working on the Umbra Gun—the synthesis and manipulation of Phantom’s energy. If I had the other half of the gun, I feel certain that I could get us into the Gloom relatively soon.”

“Yeah, but that was frozen in Titan’s hand when Phantom took everyone out of Justice Tower,” Alex said. “It’s gone for good.”


“Well, not exactly,” Gage said, sounding slightly reluctant.

“What are you talking about?” Amp asked. “The gun’s what caused this disaster.”

“The other half of the gun includes the containment unit where Phantom’s concentrated energy is stored—energy I can’t easily replicate. Since Titan had that part of the weapon, it would have been taken back to base,” Gage said. “The High Council wouldn’t have thrown away such a valuable item. . . . It’s my assumption that the unit is in my workshop, being examined by the Unibands. I’m sure they’re attempting to build a new Umbra Gun. Not that any of them would have the first inkling of how to do that.”

“Wait. Are you suggesting that we infiltrate Cloak’s headquarters?” Amp asked, his tone serious.

“That’s insane,” Alex said.

“I’m simply telling you what probably happened to the other part of the gun,” Gage explained. “I have no desire to storm the compound, but if it came down to it . . . it could be done.”

“How?” Amp asked.

“Through manipulation of the artificial environment within the base. Though it would have to be at a time when Phantom was not present. I’ve been monitoring the High Council’s schedule as best I can. It appears that they’ll be gone for a few days on their annual—”

“No,” Alex said. “It’s out of the question.”


“Your Cloak buddies may take orders from you, but you are not in charge of all of us, Knight,” Amp said, his voice rising slightly in annoyance. “If the Rangers want to take on a mission, you don’t have to follow.”

“Former Cloak,” Alex said. “And you agreed we’d work together. So when I say that trying to steal something from Cloak is suicide—”

“You two are not fighting again,” a voice shouted from across the garage.

Misty stood in front of the door, hands on her hips, the outline of her body solidifying. She was practically swimming in a purple sweater that was much too large for her. They’d found the closets of the safe house to be full of nondescript clothing of all seasons and sizes, and the group’s wardrobe was now almost completely made up of hand-me-downs from the Rangers. “It’s time for lunch.”

Alex and Amp looked at each other for a moment. Alex exhaled. The last thing they needed to be doing was fighting among themselves.

“Pizza?” Gage asked with a smile.

“Yep!” Misty said. “It’s pretty much the only thing we brought home on the last grocery trip.”

“I think I’ve eaten more pizza in the last two weeks than I have in my entire life,” Amp said.

“Come on,” Alex said. “Don’t tell me you don’t like it.”


“I’d advise all of you to eat lightly,” Gage said. “You’re sparring this afternoon.”

After lunch, Kirbie, Kyle, Alex, Amp, and Mallory stood together on the front lawn, waiting for Gage, who was in charge of designing the day’s training exercise. Other than Kirbie in her Ranger uniform, they all wore shorts and T-shirts they’d found inside, despite the slight chill in the air. Alex stood close to Mallory, who radiated heat thanks to her ability to control temperatures.

“Should we go over strengths and weaknesses again while we’re waiting for Gage?” Mallory asked. “Which of us should take on which Cloak member?”

“Let’s look at it the other way around,” Amp said. “Who they’re going to go after.”

“That’s good,” Mallory said. “I’m sure they’ve talked about the best ways of taking us down individually.”

“Julie will come after you, Kyle,” Alex said.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“She’s best suited to counter your abilities. Her claws are razor sharp. If she’s fast enough, she can take out any plant you throw at her.”

“And you were her assigned target at Justice Tower,” Mallory added. Alex winced. He’d specifically avoided mentioning this, because he knew what the next questions would be.


“You had targets?” Kirbie asked. “So who was supposed to take me out?”

Alex shrugged and looked away. “I was supposed to keep you from getting too close to anyone,” he murmured.

“Ha! I’d like to have seen you try,” Kirbie said, half grinning. “It’s smart, though. Keep the close-range attackers away from the action.”

“Is everyone ready?” Gage asked, emerging from the garage with Misty, who carried a tote bag at her side.

“We were just talking about which Cloak members would probably target each of us on the battlefield,” Alex said.

“Ah, perfect,” Gage said. “That’s actually part of the training exercise I’ve put together for today.”

Misty cleared her throat. “With my help,” she said.

“Over the last few weeks you’ve mostly been focused on getting to know one another’s powers and establishing some semblance of teamwork,” Gage said. “Today, it’s time we pit you against one another, with some of you acting as Cloak members. Kirbie, let’s have you in wolf form, targeting Kyle. Your claws are our best analog to Julie’s powers.” Kirbie hesitated, glancing over at Kyle.

“It’s okay,” he said, but Kirbie still looked uncertain.

“Wait,” Mallory said. “You have sparred with each other before, right?”

“Well, not really,” Kirbie admitted. “I mean, we did a lot of combat training. They brought in hand-to-hand experts for us to work with, and we would practice with the Rangers all the time. But as far as fighting each other . . .”

“Is this something you did a lot of?” Amp asked.

“You have no idea,” Alex said.

“This is actually great training,” Mallory said. “Kirbie, Julie’s a tough fighter, but she lets her anger get the best of her. So just go berserk.”

“If you get freaked out, just tell me to stop,” Kirbie said to Kyle.

“You don’t have to treat me like a baby,” Kyle countered, standing up taller. “Come at me with everything you’ve got.”

“Just be sure to stay in wolf form, Kirbie,” Gage said. “Alex, can you use your telekinesis to act like Phantom’s tendrils?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I should be able to do that.” His power to move things with his thoughts wasn’t that different from Phantom’s manipulation of shadows. Apart from her ability to travel through the Gloom, he could be a reasonable substitute.

“Perfect,” Gage said. He fished around in the bag Misty held open for him and pulled out a plastic sack containing several dozen cherry bombs. He tossed the bag to Mallory. “I found these in the garage. I trust you can light the wicks yourself. You’ll be acting as Barrage, using these to mimic his explosive energy balls. Everyone should assume that if you’re hit by debris from the detonation, you’ve probably been injured in some way. You and ‘Phantom’ will target Amp.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Amp said. “You’re throwing explosives out onto the field?”

“They’re only fireworks,” Gage said. “The noise level is minimal, and you’d have to be practically holding one for it to do any real damage.”

“Explosives,” Amp said, more slowly this time, as if Gage hadn’t understood him.

“I don’t get it,” Alex said. “I’ve fought you guys. You have great defensive moves. You had to have been doing stuff like this at Justice Tower.”

“Yeah, but with foam darts and ping-pong balls,” Amp said. “You guys really trained this way?”

“Barrage used to follow us around on morning runs, hurling exploding balls of energy at our feet if we were too slow,” Mallory said.

“The last time I trained with my parents, they had half a dozen guns stocked with rubber bullets firing at me,” Alex added.

“Oh yes,” Gage said, turning to Alex. “I never got a chance to apologize for that. I swear I had no idea that’s what they were going to be used for when your mother commissioned them.”

Alex shook his head and waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it.”


“All right,” Amp said, nodding. “So me and Kyle against the three of you. How do we choose a winner? I’m not going to knock one of you out in the name of training.”

“There’s a clearing in the woods about a quarter mile from here where there’s a petrified tree stump. Do you all know it?” Gage asked. The others nodded. “There’s a timer there. Consider it a bomb. Kyle and Amp, you’ll have to switch it off in ten minutes, or you lose and the city is destroyed. I’ll give ‘Cloak’ a one-minute lead, then start the timer
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