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Chapter 1
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Jillian Smart had been there from the beginning. Co-anchor of the local Channel 2 News, she thought she’d seen and heard it all, but nothing could have prepared her for that fateful night four years ago. In the middle of a live news broadcast, a mysterious visitor appeared from out of nowhere. Quite literally, right out of thin air. One second, she’d been reading the news off the teleprompter waiting for her cue as Jeff Calder delivered his portion of a breaking story. And the next second...all hell, dressed in black, broke loose.

Stagehands screamed and television cameras were knocked askew as typically unflappable cameramen recoiled in shock. From Jillian’s perspective there didn’t appear to be a rational explanation for the sudden hysteria. The fire alarm hadn’t gone off and they were working on a secure closed set. What in blazes was going on? The program director pointed frantically in their direction. It took her a second to realize he wasn’t pointing directly at them but rather at something behind them.

Jillian could smile about it now, but at the time she’d been as terrified as everyone else on the set. She’d turned around to behold a frightful figure just inches away wearing a distressed black hooded cloak with voluminous sleeves. His haunting pale blue face looked like the personification of death and decay. It was as if the Grim Reaper had come a-calling. Only instead of a sickle, he held an envelope in his black gloved hand and casually tossed it onto the news console she shared with Jeff. Then he simply vanished. Poof! Like someone turned off a movie projector, causing the image to disappear. People conjectured later the frightful image was a hologram. Only he was real, and so was the note he left behind.

A former Beaumont beauty queen and Miss Texas pageant contestant, Jillian knew all about performing under pressure. When the lights are at their brightest, that’s your moment to shine. She may have been hired for her beauty and southern charm – hot body and a cascade of red wavy hair – but over the years she’d blossomed into a seasoned news anchor people trusted. One look at Jeff’s ashen face told her all she needed to know about her co-anchor. She made a mental note in that instant to never rely on him. Sure, she was scared too, but the boogie man was gone, and the show must go on.

After the short commercial break called by the program director, she flashed her dazzling million-dollar smile, joked about the unscheduled interruption and continued with the newscast. She tried to prompt Jeff into snapping out of his fright, but he kept tossing the baton back to her, not trusting himself to speak live on the air. It was then that she first dubbed the mysterious visitor “The Spectre.” The press quickly latched onto the moniker and soon everyone was using it. Given his frightful appearance and ability to materialize and disappear like some sort of ghostly apparition, what else might you call him? And the name fit the note he signed with an “S”, as well as the “S” embossed in melted wax that sealed the envelope.

Jillian eventually managed to negotiate a working relationship with the Spectre and established secret signals to contact him. It was with the understanding that she’d only contact him in potential life and death situations after the appropriate first responders could not handle the situation in time. If the emergency could wait until the next day, she would place a fake ad in the classified section of the Houston Chronicle with the heading, “Public Notice, Tax District 619.” If the matter simply could not wait until morning she would wear a special onyx and sapphire necklace as a signal to him while she read the six o’clock news on Channel 2. In both cases the signals told the Spectre there was a written note waiting for him in Jillian’s loft apartment with the details of the emergency. It was her version of the Bat Signal. The Spectre, in turn, promised to check the newspaper daily and watch Channel 2’s six o’clock news broadcast every night, as far as possible. After all, he explained, he might be busy working some other emergency and not be able to tune in.

It was a system that worked well, and they’d used it to foil several major crimes and execute seemingly impossible rescues. Imagine her surprise when she learned the Spectre had decided to go public. Of course, she’d been skeptical from the get-go. The minute Herman Pratt was paraded before the news cameras to make his confession, Jillian knew he wasn’t the real Spectre. Yes, he was a magician, and yes, he had a Spectre outfit, but his voice, mannerisms and the way he carried himself did not match the Spectre she knew. Plus, he seemed too old. No, Herman Pratt was definitely not the Spectre. Which begged the question: Why hadn’t the real Spectre spoken out? Was he using the imposter as an easy way to retire from the business of crime fighting? Or, had some other misfortune befallen him?

Jillian had to know before she left town. Besides, it wouldn’t be right to just leave without thanking him personally. After all, the move to Burbank, California to host her new show, “Trending Celebrities” wouldn’t have been possible without his help. Her national exposure had skyrocketed once the Spectre burst onto the scene. She really wanted to thank him for that. Plus, she needed to let him know that she was moving. She had no way of knowing if he was aware of that. What was he to think when he tuned into the six o’clock news and there was a strange co-anchor sitting beside Jeff?

Her movers were scheduled to arrive in two days, and then she would fly to California and stay at a four-star hotel her new television station arranged at their expense until she moved into her own place. That left her just enough time to place a newspaper ad in hopes the Spectre might see it. That is, if he’s still holding true to his word to check the classifieds daily. At least then, if he did show, she’d know he was alright, and that Pratt was indeed a phony. She wrote a quick note and stuck it in an envelope addressed to the Spectre before going online and placing her ad for the morning’s edition of the Chronicle.
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Chapter 2
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Kyle Murphy’s heart skipped a beat and promptly dropped to the pit of his stomach as a shock wave of anxiety washed over him. He was just starting to read the classifieds for job opportunities after finishing breakfast. He reread the ad again, just to be certain. “Public Notice, Tax District 619.” Oh, crap!

That’s the signal, all right. The one he’d agreed to with Jillian Smart. The one he wished would never appear again. The one that conjured up a past he sometimes hoped would remain buried in the back of his closet with his Spectre costume forever.  He clearly had mixed feelings about his moral responsibilities that came with extraordinary abilities.

He’d diligently scanned the daily classifieds for months until he finally believed his days as the Spectre were over. But now, here it was in black and white. The summons he’d been dreading—The Return of the Spectre. The morning sun caught the edge of the curled newspaper and cast a long shadow across the page. Kyle took it as an omen. What started out to be a perfect Tuesday morning suddenly felt full of dread and foreboding.

“You okay, hon?” his mother was just starting on her own plate of sizzling sausage, eggs and rye toast. Kyle had wolfed his down in what seemed to her like two minutes. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

If only she knew how close to the mark that was. She had no idea her son was the Spectre. “Yeah, I’m okay, mom. Just a bit queasy is all. Must have eaten too fast or something.”

“You do have a habit of shoveling food down like Garfield eats lasagna. I’ve never seen anyone that can put away as much food as you and not gain an ounce. Wish I could do that. I can just glance at a burger, and it ends up on my hips.”

Kyle couldn’t help but smile. His mother had no fat on her hips. She was as thin as she had always been. At least as long as he could remember. But his mind was elsewhere. These past few months had been a blissful respite from the responsibility of being a “superhero.” Damn, that reprieve flew by as fast as a ten-year-old’s summer vacation. His mind drifted back a few months to Christmas 2001, before his last semester of college...

Kyle remembered how the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays had flown by like someone hit the VCR’s fast forward button. Fast? He was once again up to his ears in schoolwork faster than you can say, “Bah, humbug.” The weight that had briefly been lifted from his shoulders during the holiday break quickly returned with each new term paper, impossibly long reading assignment and the daily demands of being an FBI intern. He recalled how his trapezoid muscles felt like coiled monster truck springs. He kept reminding himself it would just be a few more months till he graduated.

He would turn 22 in June, after graduation. He stood an even six feet tall with jet black, curly locks that glinted blue in the right light and piercing emerald, green eyes. That is, when he could hold someone’s gaze. Tall and lean, built like a string bean. Kyle was a confirmed introvert with not one, but two alter egos: the Spectre—although he thought he’d permanently retired that persona; and “Kyle the Magnificent,” professional magician. Hiding behind the mask of either persona, he was able to transform into someone else entirely. As the Spectre, he was a mysterious, confident and sometimes smart-alecky crime fighter. As “Kyle the Magnificent,” he was a confident master of closeup magic and sleight of hand. His confidence came from putting in thousands of hours to master his illusions, enabling him to be sociable, for short periods, to win over his audiences. He enjoyed performing magic, seeing the looks of surprise on his audience’s faces. However, his extrovert personas were draining.

It had been tough hitting the books again, but whenever the pressure of school and work started getting to him, he reminded himself that he would be graduating debt-free. Most of the other students he knew either had affluent parents paying the tab, had scholarships, or they took on huge college loans they would probably be repaying until their own kids were in school.

Those past few months now were mostly a blur. At times, he’d felt so overwhelmed he went on autopilot and couldn’t remember half the routine chores he performed at home or at FBI headquarters. To their credit, the agents were careful not to overwork him to the point he couldn’t keep up with his schoolwork. After all, he wouldn’t be of any further use to them if he failed his classes.

Kyle astral traveled to meet up with his girlfriend, Ariel Cummings at her apartment in Atlanta only about once a week during that time to recharge. Ariel was a gorgeous gymnast who could also astral travel. She was five-foot-two with long wavy blond hair and dazzling turquoise eyes. They met in the astral plane above the Nevada desert four years earlier. Although she was ten years Kyle’s senior, they shared an extremely rare ability.

Ariel was still a novice astral traveler but was making excellent progress under Kyle’s direction. He learned how to astral travel instinctively when he was only three years old. He was fearless at that age and thought everyone could do it until his parents convinced him he was just having vivid dreams.

As graduation approached, the Spectre was the last thing on Kyle’s mind. He didn’t have time for thankless crimefighting, and he didn’t want to poke the law enforcement hornets’ nest. No sense in sticking his neck out when all he got in return was arrest threats for interfering with official investigations.

However, with all that he had on his plate, he always took the necessary time to keep up and improve his magic skills. He earned extra money by working occasional weekend gigs at parties and corporate dinners that he booked online. And even though he hoped his gig as the Spectre was over—just for fun—he developed another special effect for the Spectre’s Staff of Power – a six-foot oak staff topped with a LED powered glowing amethyst the size of a softball that also housed a hidden stun gun. You never know; if the Spectre was ever needed again, he might need another non-lethal weapon. A well-prepared magician always had one or two tricks up his sleeve.

Finally, in May 2002, after passing all his final exams Kyle proudly crossed the stage dressed in a red and black cap and gown at the University of Houston’s Commencement Ceremony to accept a faux rolled up sheepskin and shake the dean’s hand. He would receive the real diploma later. Both his mother and Ariel were in attendance. As a special graduation treat, they dined afterwards at Houston’s Restaurant on Kirby. Kyle swore and Ariel agreed, they had the best BBQ ribs in town and a delicious, smoked salmon appetizer. And to top it off, he was over 21 now and enjoyed a legal beer with his meal.

If pride were feathers, Kyle’s mother, Ida, could have put a peacock to shame. Her son was the first person in their family to earn a college degree. His future wasn’t going to be limited to minimum wage jobs like hers had been all her life. She also knew graduation meant he would soon be leaving the nest, leaving her all alone. Her alcoholic husband, Dylan, abandoned her when Kyle was six and his brother, Jack, was ten. Jack was killed in a gang robbery and massacre four years ago. That was the dark cloud that foreshadowed the Dawn of the Spectre. But this was a happy occasion, so she tried to bury that thought for now.

Ariel was proud of Kyle too, and not just because he graduated from college. She knew Kyle’s secret – that he was the Spectre. Although older than Kyle and a divorcee, she was a diminutive knockout that could easily pass for 25. She still had a killer gymnast’s body, having almost made the Olympic Gymnastics Team six years earlier in 1996.

After the Spectre first dropped in unexpectedly on Channel 2 news, a few gullible people believed he was a supernatural being of unknown origin and was inexplicably using his superpowers to help law enforcement. Although the sightings were extremely rare, this “Spectre’s” credits included ensuring a gang guilty of mass murder was arrested, rescuing dozens of young girls from human traffickers, locating and facilitated the rescue of two kidnapped children, and saving a man from jumping off a skyscraper.

When Herman Pratt confessed to the FBI that he was the Spectre, those gullible true believer’s supernatural delusions were shattered. Pratt moved to Las Vegas and there were no more Spectre sightings in Houston. For a while.

Kyle’s mind returned to the present. He knew Pratt would be unaware of this morning’s newspaper ad’s significance – that it was an emergency signal for the Spectre. That presented a dilemma. Should he ignore what might be a life-or-death plea for help, or should he go to Jillian’s loft and read her message?
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Kyle suffered some painful experiences from family and friends when he was very young. They didn’t believe him when he told them he could fly invisibly and float through walls. His mother told him he was just having vivid dreams. In middle school his best and only friend thought he was a liar and a weirdo and quit being his friend. As a child, Kyle had never heard of astral traveling and had no other way to explain his experiences. Rather than try to convince them that his abilities were real, he decided to let it remain his secret and never tell anyone about it again.

Astral travel became his secret passion growing up, which he did at every opportunity. In Astral Travel Mode, as he later called it, he could see and hear what was going on around him, but he could not physically touch or smell anything, nor could he be seen or heard. Altitude did not matter either since he could feel neither heat nor cold and wasn’t affected by the thin oxygen. His physical body was doing his breathing back on the earth’s surface. He was also incredibly fast. He found he could circumnavigate the earth in about three minutes.

Although extremely introverted, he attempted to improve his social skills while still in grade school by learning magic. Card tricks, sleight of hand and other close-up magic were his specialties. After graduating from high school, he started performing professionally – mostly children’s birthday parties—for a little extra cash. His main job in high school and three years of college was working at a nearby Kroger grocery store in northwest Houston.

The only reason Kyle created the guise of the Spectre was because the police ignored a tip he phoned in to prevent a bar massacre. While looking for his brother, Jack, in Astral Travel Mode, he accidentally overheard some of his fellow gang members planning a robbery and massacre at a local Hispanic bar. More than a dozen Hispanics and his brother, Jack, were killed because the police ignored his tip. They thought Kyle’s anonymous phone tip was a prank call. Kyle blamed the gang for his brother’s death. He exacted his revenge on the gang, as the Spectre, by making sure the police later caught them in the act of attempted murder and ensuring they would all be sent to prison. He disguised his appearance with a cheap Halloween costume that he altered to protect his identity, not wanting any repercussions from the gang. Kyle had no plans to continue his role as the Spectre. He didn’t even come up with that name. It was that female newscaster, Jillian Smart. Later, his conscience started nagging him. He had special abilities. How could he not help people in dire need—if he was able?

After Herman Pratt confessed to being the Spectre, Kyle thought once again he might be relieved of the responsibility of being the Spectre. Then he would have more free time to spend with his girlfriend Ariel who lives in Lithonia, Georgia, just outside of Atlanta where she teaches Phys-Ed and girls’ gymnastics.

Through personal testing Kyle discovered the limits of his abilities. For example, his speed and the fact that he could carry objects or another living person with him, provided he did not exceed two times his own weight. To teleport, he first astral travels to his desired location. Then he gives his astral tether cord a good hard tug to bring his body to his new location. This two-stepped process of teleportation he dubbed the “Texas Two-Step.” He also discovered accidentally while astral traveling in Argentina that if he squeezed, rather than pulled his astral tether cord, he could become visible in a ghostly form. He could also be heard but still could not smell, touch or be touched. He called this his Shade Mode.

Even though he majored and earned a degree in Criminal Justice, Kyle really wasn’t keen on the idea of becoming a policeman. Neither did he want to work for the FBI after they treated his alter ego so badly when the Spectre upstaged them a couple times. But he needed law enforcement experience to establish credibility before starting his own detective agency. He was counting on his ability to astral travel invisibly to give him a great advantage over ordinary PI’s. But he knew no one was going to hire a young PI fresh out of college whose only work experience was at a grocery store and one year as an FBI intern.

Discouraged that the FBI hadn’t called by the end of summer, Kyle scanned the Houston Chronicle classifieds for employment opportunities each morning.

“See anything that interests you?” his mom asked

“No. Not yet,” he mumbled. He couldn’t mention Jillian’s notice in the classifieds for the Spectre. Ariel was the only person who knew his secret identity.

“Why don’t you call someone at the FBI and ask them if they are going to be hiring any more agents?” she suggested.

“They said they would call if they had a job offer for us. If I call them, I’ll just look desperate.”

Ida dropped the matter and tucked into her own breakfast. She didn’t want him working in law enforcement anyway.

Ida Murphy was divorced and since her other son, Jack, was killed, it was just her and Kyle now. She worked as a waitress at a nearby Italian restaurant in Houston. She was 5’4”, 44, slim with short, curly red hair. Customers sometimes asked for her phone number, but she’d only dated once since her husband left 16 years ago and she filed for divorce. The divorce was emotionally crippling. She was finally beginning to heal when her son, Jack was killed four years ago. And if that wasn’t enough bad luck, the first man she dated since then turned out to be a bigamist.  
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Chapter 4
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Kyle felt he really had no choice but respond to the newspaper notice.

The Spectre floated invisibly through the outer wall of Jillian Smart’s luxurious Uptown apartment and into her spacious bedroom that was nearly as big as his mother’s apartment. That’s where Jillian always left her messages. Was she being suggestive? He spotted an envelope on her blue satin-encased pillow but passed it by for the moment. His usual precaution was to check all the rooms and closets in her loft to make sure no one was there before he appeared. Once satisfied the apartment was vacant, he materialized, picked up the envelope and read:

My Dear Spectre,

I, for one, was not fooled by the fraud, Mr. Herman Pratt. Sure, he puts on a good show, but he is no Spectre. Pratt reeks of arrogance and opportunism. You do not.  A woman can tell just by the way a man carries himself, and Pratt is definitely not the man I know as the Spectre.

I was hoping we might meet once more before my departure so that I might thank you in person for all you’ve done for me. I assume you’ve heard about my big promotion and upcoming move to Burbank, California to host my new television show. As exciting as that is, part of me is sad that I will not be here working with you. I’ll forever be in your debt and if you ever need my assistance in any way, please contact me. I am at your disposal.

Sincerely,

Jillian Smart

Kyle was relieved there was no emergency calling for his assistance and a little flattered that Jillian thought more of him than Mr. Pratt. Then he suddenly realized he had fallen for her trap. By opening and reading her note he had confirmed she was correct. Damn!

A small smile crossed his face. He couldn’t stay mad at her for being clever, and he didn’t think she would betray him. She even offered her assistance if he ever needed it, even though she would soon be 1500 miles away in California. What she didn’t know was that he could travel there in under a minute. Which sort of negates the need for a final meeting. He may be reading more into her note than warranted, but he didn’t think Ariel would approve of him meeting to receive “thanks” from another female...especially one as attractive as Jillian.

He picked up a pen from the nightstand and wrote on the bottom of her note:

Good luck with the new job.

S

He put the note back in its envelope, placed it back on her pillow and Two-Stepped back home.

***
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JILLIAN RETURNED HOME after meeting with her investment banker and attending a going-away lunch with a few girlfriends at Yia Yia Mary’s Mediterranean restaurant. Tying up loose ends before moving was exhausting. Fortunately, she did not have to pack. The television studio was paying for a first-class move. All she had to do was pack a few outfits, jewelry, makeup and other essentials that she would check as baggage on her flight, which of course, would also be First Class.

She unburdened herself of her purse and gift bags on her dining room table, kicked off her four-inch heels and headed into her rarely used gourmet kitchen to make some tea. Once she got that started, she headed into her bedroom to change into some more comfortable loungewear. That’s when she noticed the note on her pillow had moved slightly. She had been very exact with her placement early this morning.

She snatched up the opened envelope and withdrew the note. His message was short and sweet, proving her right. A smile of triumph spread across her face. There was no mention of a final meeting, which might be just as well. Who knew what the future held?
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Summers off was commonly perceived as one of the great perks of being a schoolteacher. That’s what most people thought. The reality was most underpaid schoolteachers either taught summer school or had another job during the summer to make ends meet. In Ariel’s case, she managed to get by on her teacher’s salary. During the summer she was kept busy continuing to teach girls’ gymnastics. She taught the young girls for free all year long. It was her way of giving back to the sport she loved. Gymnasts can’t take three months off in the summer if they want to be serious competitors. That’s 25 percent of the entire year! They must train constantly. Having been a world class gymnast herself, Ariel knew that all too well. Her mother, Cindy Cummings had preached it from an early age. A professional fitness trainer, her mother instilled the discipline and drive necessary to succeed in any endeavor. Which didn’t always make for the best of mother/daughter relationships. Especially since she’d personally coached Ariel in gymnastics. She couldn’t afford to hire a professional coach. Yet, despite the lottery-like odds, Ariel made it all the way to the Olympic Trials. Both mother and daughter were devastated when she was injured and failed to make the final team.

During the regular school year Ariel taught middle school Phys-Ed and was permitted to use one of the school’s gymnasiums to teach gymnastics after school. She enjoyed teaching, but her real passion was astral traveling. Ariel taught herself to astral travel after doing meditation for years while she competed in gymnastics. After meeting Kyle high above the Nevada desert outside of Las Vegas, Kyle worked with her to shorten her time to achieve Astral Travel Mode. Back then, it could take her an hour or more to achieve astral travel. With Kyle’s help, she got her time down to about eight minutes on average. Kyle later tried to teach her how to teleport. So far, she was unable to do that on her own. Ariel and Kyle both feared she would never be able to teleport, and that Kyle’s ability was unique.

Kyle later explained to Ariel that he first achieved teleportation shortly after being exposed to a massive dose of high energy-charged particles from the sun. A solar flare of unprecedented magnitude was the source, and those particles were attracted to the earth’s magnetic poles. Kyle was astral traveling over northern Norway at the time in 1998 enjoying a spectacular display of the Northern Lights. Moments after arriving he felt heat radiate through his body and became frightened. Never had he felt anything while astral traveling, neither heat nor cold. He returned home immediately and seemed to be unharmed. The only effects he noticed was his silver astral travel cord had turned to a pulsing gold color, his “normal” body temperature was now 102, and his metabolism increased so he could eat four or five thousand calories a day and not gain a pound.

The very next month after his scare in Norway, he accidentally teleported himself to Hawaii. He was angry and grieving at the time over the recent death of his brother, Jack. He astral traveled to Hawaii attempting to calm his angry spirit. But the waving palm trees and gentle surf failed to soothe his tortured soul. Out of angry frustration he yanked on his golden cord and instead of following it back to home, his physical body joined him on a sandy beach in Hawaii, much to his shock and amazement.

It didn’t take Ariel long to figure out Kyle was the Spectre. She was the only one who knew he could astral travel. After she confronted him, and he admitted it, she used her sewing skills to make him an upgraded Spectre outfit. His original disguise was a cheaply made Halloween costume that he altered to look distressed and conceal where it came from.

Ariel finished putting away the tumbling mats, stacking them against the gymnasium wall and quickly headed for the parking lot. Kyle said he would meet her at her apartment early the next morning so they could travel to Switzerland for a day of snow skiing at Zermatt. It was one of the few places in Europe where you could snow ski in August. They knew the lift tickets were going to be expensive, but this was an end-of-summer special treat. Then it would be back to school for Ariel and back to job hunting for Kyle.

They put on their ski jackets and backpacks, laid down on Ariel’s bed and went into Astral Travel Mode. It only took Kyle a couple seconds. It was second nature to him. He floated just below the ceiling waiting for Ariel. Even bundled up for winter, she looked beautiful laying there with her long blond hair splayed behind her head on her pillow. It took her about seven minutes. Not bad, Kyle thought. He remembered when they met for New Year’s Eve, before he started training her, she said it took her about two hours to reach travel mode on that occasion.

He could have teleported them both to Switzerland quicker, but he was training her to achieve Astral Travel Mode faster, plus she wouldn’t get to enjoy the trip. Astral traveling is similar to flying like a bird or a rocket, depending on how fast you wanted to go. Teleporting is almost instantaneous. You do not get to experience the journey.

Both of their physical bodies remained on Ariel’s bed holding hands until he could teleport them both once they arrived at their destination. He learned through personal experimentation that he could teleport himself and up to two times his own body weight. Why such a limit existed, he had no idea. He just had to be holding or touching whatever he wanted to teleport.

Their invisible spirits rose through the apartment roof and shot high into the dark pre-dawn sky until they could see the curvature of the earth below and easily recognize continents and large bodies of water. Their destination was seven hours ahead of Houston. It would be lunchtime when they arrived – or breakfast, according to their body clocks.

They streaked northwest about 4600 miles and arrived in the general vicinity of their target resort in less than two minutes. It took a few more minutes flying across the snow-covered Alps to locate Zermatt. That aspect of astral traveling reminded Kyle of golf. You could drive a ball two or three hundred yards in one golf swing. But then it could still take three or more putts on the green to finally sink the ball in the hole.

The brilliant snow glistened Alps looked spectacular as always.  Zermatt was located at the famous jagged tooth-shaped mountain, the Matterhorn, often mentioned in books and movies as well as being an E-ticket roller coaster ride at Disneyland. They selected a half-timbered lodge to land at and materialize, primarily because one side of the building looked secluded. They didn’t want to startle the tourists by suddenly appearing out of nowhere.

After setting down they started to walk across the snow in their hiking boots to the front of the building and saw a sign, “Mountain Lodge Ze Seewjinu.” They began to walk up the steps to the entrance and Kyle suddenly felt dizzy and almost fell. Ariel was starting to feel nauseous as well and feared she might get sick.

“It’s the altitude,” Kyle said, holding onto a handrail for support. “We’re over 12,000 feet above sea level. I didn’t think about it before, damn it. But any time you go above 8000 feet you can get altitude sickness, especially if you do it suddenly, coming from a much lower altitude. We can probably astral travel to the edge of space with no problem since our physical bodies are left behind far below. But if we materialize at too high an altitude it can make us sick or even kill us—like if we tried to materialize on top of Mount Everest.”

Ariel just nodded, trying to concentrate and control the dizziness she felt. She was so looking forward to skiing the Matterhorn Glacier, but now she just wanted to get back into Astral Travel Mode—if they could. She shared her thoughts with Kyle. He agreed.

He hooked elbows with Ariel and helped her up the steps to the lodge with one gloved hand gripping the freezing railing. Inside were the smells of regional fare coming from the kitchen. Roasted meats, sausages, sauerkraut, and fresh bread filled the atmosphere with pungent odors of rosemary and other herbs that would be welcomed under normal circumstances but currently turned their stomachs. Although the inside of the lodge looked warm and inviting, they turned around and trudged back to the side of the building so they could teleport again.

This time Kyle stood with his arms around Ariel and went into Astral Travel Mode by himself. He didn’t want to risk having their immobile bodies discovered while waiting several minuites for Ariel to achieve travel mode. Kyle reached Ariel’s apartment in a couple minutes, tugged his golden cord and teleported them both safely home back atop Ariel’s bed. They both kicked their snow-caked hiking boots to the floor and fell back on the bed.

“Wow, that’s a relief,” Ariel said. They remained immobile for several minutes waiting for their bodies to return to normal.

Finally, Ariel turned to face Kyle and asked, “So where do you want to go now?”

Kyle replied, “I think I’m exactly where I want to be.” He looked deep into her sparkling turquoise eyes, trying to see into her soul and whispered, “I love you, Ariel.”

Their relationship had blossomed since they first met two years ago. Their shared astral traveling gifts overshadowed the difference in their ages. It even seemed at times to Ariel that Kyle was growing in maturity faster that she was.

With no further discussion, there was a sudden mutual flurry of activity to lose gloves, ski jackets, boots...well, everything.
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Desperation finally prompted Kyle to visit Houston’s FBI Headquarters on Justice Park Drive in person, rather than phone them. Summer was almost over, and he needed to know what his chances were of being hired as an agent after interning for a year.

He checked in with the receptionist and was referred to their recruiting specialist, Special Agent Simmons. He knew Simmons fairly well since he had to submit monthly reports to him during his internship.

SA Simmons welcomed him to his office. “Kyle Murphy, how the hell are you?” He gestured to one of his guest chairs and Kyle took a seat. “So, did you do anything spectacular this summer?” he asked, avoiding the reason he knew brought Kyle in today. This wasn’t his first rodeo supervising interns.

Kyle thought about his recent aborted trip to Switzerland, but said, “No, not really. I’ve just been staying home helping my mom around the apartment and waiting for a call offering me a position with the FBI.” He didn’t waste time with polite small talk.

“Oh,” Simmons said, clearly stalling while trying to think what to tell young Mr. Murphy without crushing him. “As you know Kyle, the Bureau takes on more interns than it hires as agents. I’m sure you remember being told that for every 100 applicants, only three are hired to become FBI Special Agents.” He paused to gauge Kyle’s reaction and wasn’t sure if he saw disappointment or anger in his face.

“And just because you weren’t hired immediately doesn’t mean you won’t eventually get a call,” he tossed him a bone. “You’re young and have years to gain experience elsewhere before becoming a special agent. Some law enforcement experience would make you much more competitive.

“But I’ve got to be honest with you, Kyle. The competition was brutal this year. Brutal!” He shook his head. “My advice to you is get your application out there to police and sheriff departments. With your degree in Criminal Justice and one-year internship with the FBI, that should be enough to get you in on the ground floor of most local law enforcement agencies.” He smiled and nodded his head as if he had just given Kyle some sage advice.

Kyle knew better than to burn any bridges, so he thanked SA Simmons and was on his way out the door when he ran into retired Special Agent Colliver entering the building.

“Hi Kyle,” Colliver greeted the young man. He never really got to know Kyle well while he was interning, but for some reason he took an immediate liking to him. Maybe because he seemed honest and hard working. Colliver appreciated positive traits like that.

“Hey, Agent Colliver,” Kyle replied.

“It’s just Mr. Colliver now,” he smiled. “I retired a couple months ago.”

“Yeah, I heard. Congratulations, but I’ll always think of you as Special Agent Colliver,” Kyle said sincerely. He had butted heads with the man as the Spectre and was indirectly responsible for his forced retirement, but he respected the man and thought he got a bum deal from FBI Headquarters. Or more precisely, Special Agent Colliver got screwed by FBI Director, Ernest Filsip.

Kyle’s respectful reply made Colliver smile again. He asked Kyle if he’d found a job yet and when Kyle answered negatively Colliver pulled one of his new business cards out of his wallet and handed it to him.

Kyle read the card: TJ Colliver, Colliver Security Solutions. “You started your own business? That’s awesome. Congratulations.”

“Thanks. If I manage to land a few contracts in the next couple months, I might need to hire someone to do some legwork for me. If you’re still unemployed and interested, give me a call in a few weeks.” He patted Kyle on the shoulder and headed up to Human Resources.

Kyle looked at the card again and thought how ironic it would be if he went to work for the man that was forced to retire because of the Spectre.
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Kyle spent part of his summer vacation upgrading his Staff of Power and making small alterations to his Spectre suit. He thought it would be a good idea to devise one or two other weapons, even though he wasn’t eager to make another appearance as the Spectre any time soon. But you never know. Ariel had already remade his original cheap Halloween store costume with better material and added Kevlar to make his torso bulletproof.

When his upgrades were completed, he traveled to the Chihuahuan Desert in southwest Texas to test his new toys away from prying eyes to make sure they worked. He was pleased to find everything performed flawlessly and had that little extra pizazz magicians like to add for special effect. He could only hope his soft arsenal would be sufficiently effective to disable a desperate criminal. He did not want to arm himself with a gun or other lethal weapons.

Public school was back in session and Ariel was teaching Phys-Ed to a brand-new class of young girls during the day and girls’ gymnastics after school. Kyle had yet to meet Ariel’s mother, Cindy Cummings, who also lived in Lithonia, Georgia and worked as a personal trainer. Ariel never told her mother about her ability to astral travel for similar reasons Kyle quit telling people since he was very young. She knew people would not believe her and would constantly want proof and then would probably explain away her proof and call her a liar and a crackpot. She knew her mother did not believe in the possibility of astral travel because she plainly told her so several years ago when Ariel started reading up on the subject.

Her mother encouraged Ariel at an early age to meditate daily as part of her training for the Olympics, and Ariel did as her mother suggested, although she thought it was silly. Her mind would wander, and she would daydream about winning gymnastic competitions or a gold medal at the Olympics. When she was 14, she happened to see an article about astral traveling. She didn’t really think it was possible, but what if it was? That’s when she quit trying to empty her mind during meditation. Instead, she tried to lift herself out of her physical body and achieve astral travel. It took her years to achieve, but she finally made it when she was almost 28.

Two years later she was divorced and living alone. She saw no good reason to share the news of her strange ability with anyone, including her mother, the non-believer.

So, after spending last Thanksgiving with Kyle and his mother, she began thinking about introducing Kyle to her mother. The problem was how to explain their long-distance romance. He lives in Houston, and she lives just outside Atlanta. They told Kyle’s mom that Ariel had a friend that worked for one of the airlines. Friends and family members could fly standby for a nominal fee, and it was just a two-hour flight from Atlanta to Houston. Kyle’s mom bought their lie. Would Ariel’s mom fall for the same lie – that Kyle had a friend working as a flight attendant? They would have to figure something out soon if they wanted to spend any of the upcoming holidays with both of their families together. And she really wanted to bring them all together now that her and Kyle’s relationship had advanced to the next level.
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