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Sally leaned against the wall in the castle corridor and took off her high heels. 

“What are you doing that for now?” said Zack. She was solid, but he was not, a faded yet slightly glowing apparition behind her. 

The moonlight illuminated her legs as she pulled on knee-high boots from her backpack. 

“Gotta have my snake stompers here.”

“Sally.”

“Shut up. It’s not like you ever need to change clothes,” said Sally.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

Zack blocked the window for a moment. Sally could see the moonlight through his body, or at least what there was of his body.

“Come on,” she said.

She ground her boot heels into the floor and put a loving arm through her partner, who laughed but couldn’t physically feel it. 

Zack stroked his ethereal beard and turned to follow Sally down the corridor. In the distance, they could hear the chanting of some sort. It was a slow grumble under the standard register. A train passing in the night might rumble this kind of a deep lullaby.

The chanting became louder and had more kick to it. More drums banged in the distance.

“They’re getting started, aren’t they?” said Zack.

“Yeah. It’s time to go stomp some snakes.”

“You’re the boss.”

“You know I am.”

Sally crouched down next to a low wall, keeping out of sight while Zack floated a few inches above, looking over the top. He removed his hat for a moment and wiped his brow out of habit. It’s not like he could sweat anymore.

“What do you see?”

“There’s about a hundred of them over there.”

“Do you see the snake?” said Sally. 

“Oh yeah, he’s there.”

She reached behind her and pulled from nowhere, a sword that gleamed with a faint blue glow. Then she pulled a gun from her boot, a big one with really fat bullets.

She swung the sword to feel its weight, then checked her gun and dug her heels into the sandy floor.

“Any luck Lester is in place? He’d better not have blown it this time.” 

Zack floated back next to Sally. “Yeah, he’s down there. He had his hands in his pockets.”

“I knew he was down there. I’m just saying I pray he doesn’t blow it this time, that’s all.”

“He usually comes through.”

“I wish I could say that was true.”

Zack poked his head through the wall. 

“Sometimes the only satisfaction I get out of this job is that I’m already dead,” said Zack.

“How’s that working for you?”

He pulled a full cup of coffee, complete with saucer, from his pocket and took a sip.

“Well it does come with an endless supply of premium coffee, doesn’t it?” He took another sip. “That is good.”

“Funny, throw that away.”

Zack tossed the cup aside. It disappeared into nothing. The saucer fell to the floor and cracked silently into a hundred shards that vanished a moment later.

Sally stalked around the corner as the chanting grew louder. She looked around and over a small balcony at the scene below her. Zack floated out and peered down at an angle. It was impossible just to be standing there. 

Below them, the drums were beating like the heartbeat of a hundred enraged elephants. Men and women were dancing around, and playing instruments, and stamping their feet on the ground. They called into the air, and they circled right and left around a raised platform in the middle of an open arena. 

On the platform were three translucent people. They didn’t look restrained, but they were frantically searching around for a way out. One was on the floor, scraping around the edge with futility. Another was standing, hovering a couple of inches off the floor. She looked like a mime in a box. Another floating a few feet further up seemed to have found the upper limit of their invisible restraints. He was banging on the air a few feet up. They were all translucent, a slightly pale blue hue to them. 

Before them was a man, standing stock still. He had beautiful yet slightly graying hair and wore a dark suit. He watched the three spirits, trapped there with a slight smile on his face. Behind him stood another man, younger and balding, but with a muscular build. 

“Lester?” 

“Yes?” said the balding man.

“Let’s send them home.”

“Right.”

Lester reached around behind his back, hidden by his coat, an ornate dagger. He drew it and held it up under a shaft of red light that now pierced down from the sky as the other man opened up his arms to the netherworld. 

The three spirits turned to the man in total terror. One turned into mist and tried to go through the floor, filling the hidden chamber with a pale mist. Another began to bang from one side to the other while the third grew swords from its left and right hands and began to twirl them around. The tips of the spirit swords pierced the container, then began to expand. 

“No, Dr. Carter! Don’t do it.”

Carter closed his outstretched hands into fists, and their space began to diminish.

“No, Carter, no!” said one of them, or maybe all of them. It was hard to tell by then.

“That’s it,” said Sally. She jumped off the balcony. 

“Aw shit,” said Zack.

Her skirt flew up over her, revealing her well-toned and tanned legs for just a second until she landed twenty feet below in a nearly impossible jump. She stuck the landing in the middle of several of the dancers who toppled to the sides.

Carter lost his concentration, and the chamber the spirits were captured in began to expand again. 

Sally shot her gun in Carter’s direction. He dodged away, pulling off his cloak and throwing it to the ground. He rolled away and pulled his pistol, and jumped into the crowd of dancers to help Sally scatter them. 

“Thought you’d never show up,” said Lester.

“I thought you were about to help him exorcise those spirits.”

They were now back to back. “Being undercover is never fun.”

They shot into the crowd, who were all pulling their robes up around their hips and running like hell.

Zack tripped carter, flying through his legs and tumbling him to the ground. Carter held his fist tight, keeping the spirits together in the middle. 

“Zack, I’ll get you in there,” said Carter. He reached out with his free, un-fisted hand and focused his mind on holding Zack still. Translucent plants sprung forth from the ground and wrapped themselves around Zack’s ethereal body. They tied around him and squeezed his arm down until he felt like the bones he no longer had in his arms were about to break. 

His hat floated above his head while he physically appeared to choke.

“You know Zack-o, I might let them all just go if I could get rid of you instead.”

He released his other hands, and a wave of energy blew across the room. 

“Nice to know where we stand, Carter,” said Zack in a choked growl, at least as choked as a ghost can get.

Carter put all his attention on Zack. Both hands reached out. “Time To exorcise my favorite dead detective. Time to say goodbye to the afterlife and goodbye to getting in my way for good. What about a new life as a little boy during the French Revolution? That ought to keep you occupied for a while.”

“Couldn’t we talk this over, say over a couple of cappuccinos?”

Carter squeezed harder, his fingernails digging into his own hands, drawing blood.

Zack struggled to move, something he was unfamiliar to him. He floated around, still stuck in Carter’s grasp. He could see the last of the dancers fleeing the scene.

“Carter, let him go.”

“Make me.” 

Sally raised her gun. “If I have to.”

“Sorry, Sally,” said Carter.

He pulled his trigger and shot Sally in the stomach. She tumbled to the ground, landing on her hip.

“I didn’t think it was going to be that easy,” said Carter.

“Zack!” she said. 

Zack found himself unrestrained by Carter yet unable to move. 

Behind Carter, she could see someone else, someone tall. It was all blurry. Someone was standing behind Carter in the spirit world. She looked up and whoever it was was at least thirty feet high.

“Zack, remember Nancy!”

She rolled onto her back. 

“Zack, go get her!”

Zack nodded, unable to move still. Reflexively, he swallowed.

“He’s here, with Carter.”

Carter stood over her, aimed his gun at her, and then a giant clawed foot came down and crushed her body as he pulled the trigger. He thought he’d killed her, oblivious to the demonic foot from above, living in the ether. 

“I hate guns,” said Carter, who then threw it aside.

Carter looked back at what wispy remains of Zack he could see. “Well, at least I got one of you. Maybe I can get you later.” He raised his hands to attempt an incantation even though his momentum had been lost. 

The ground began to tremble. Some of the rock around the castle started to come down. What dancers were left were running in all directions and back out into the woods surrounding the place. They ran into the woods. Some of them got into their cars. Some of them vaporized into the trees, and others dived into ponds of sludge where they went into hiding.

One of them passed Sally’s car, it’s doors unlocked, and ran on without checking the door. Two of them jumped under the car, where they started to return to their senses again.

Those of them who were still alive had no memories left. 

Zack could feel Carter’s bullet, but it was just a tickle, then the three spirits returned and enveloped Carter and Lester, who went down writhing on the ground. It was little more than a distraction, but it was all Zack needed.

Zack closed his eyes and lost himself in the world, his thoughts on Nancy, and vanished, but before he did, he could see the visage of the demon looming over him. 

“Tiny spirit,” it said. It’s voice echoed. “Flee from here.”

Another giant foot from above landed on Lester. His bones crunched.

“Oh crap.”​
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It was raining on the day of Sally’s funeral, just like it always rains on the day of the funeral for a hero in the movies, but this time there wasn’t an honor guard. No one carefully draped an American flag on her coffin, and no one looked dignified in a black overcoat with an over-sized golf umbrella ether. Everyone seemed pretty miserable out there on the hill. A small yet respectable crowd stood there as the minister said a few words that no one could either hear or process if they could because they were still just too close to it.

The Charmings were all there. Sally’s mother, Gretchen, her father, had long passed, but he was there too, in the distance. His name is a bit fuzzy because he doesn’t go by Daniel anymore. 

Ted, her husband, was there. He wore the best suit he could find but settled for a dark T-shirt and black sneakers. His brother had committed suicide by hanging himself in the closet by the neck, and subconsciously, Ted had never worn a tie again since that day. It’s not something he ever planned openly, just the way things worked out. At least that’s what he told himself while thinking about it, which wasn’t very often. Ted was also one of several there who did not bring an umbrella. He was sucking it up so he would look cool, but he was playing with pneumonia already and just calling it a cough. Lucky it’s not what eventually kills him, though.

Nancy stood there quietly in the rain, practically dry, and seemed to live between the raindrops. 

She was seventeen and had already finished high school. She applied to three on-line colleges and started to earn three degrees at once. She still lived at home, mostly because she was a daddy’s girl, but she ruled the house’s basement like it was her apartment. She spent many evenings drinking chocolate milk with her daddy after midnight and talking to him about everything from pizza toppings to politics into the wee hours of the night. She kept fit, carrying her mother’s weights and cross trainer downstairs after she died. Those and a yoga mat were all she needed when she wasn’t studying. Her father paid for one of the schools. She paid for another, selling jewelry she made on-line, and for the third, with a little part-time job at Piranha Bagels, she kept to get herself out of the house.

When her mother died, she missed an entire semester.

Ted was cleaning out the closet, though, that he got his first significant clue about what Sally had been up doing for a living. It was a large closet, a walk-in that he had shared with Sally. Ted had avoided it for two months, but one day while Nancy was downstairs working on a paper, he went in there and started putting her things away. He didn’t realize at first just how many clothes she had. He was going to donate it all. He’d given Nancy a few chances at it a couple of times, but she never bit the hook. He’d brought several boxes in there, but it was clear early on that this wasn’t going to cut it. He pulled down dress after dress and piled them up. He eventually had to use garbage bags, which he hated. It wasn’t garbage; these belonged to his wife. She should be here for all this.

He sat on the floor, motionless for an hour before returning to the task. He cleared away the dresses, the jeans, the blouses, the underwear. He dove into the shoes, the sandals, pumps, heels, boots, and stockings. 

In one of her shoes, a small roll of socks fell out with a thud.

Behind all of her things was what he always called the hobbit door. It was an access door to the attic space and set into a part of the wall that only rose a few feet anyway. He reached out. When he tried it, the handle didn’t move. The door was locked.

Looking down, he unrolled the socks and found an ornate, slender skeleton key. He slid it into the lock and turned it, hearing a satisfying click.

He pushed the short door open and peered into the darkness beyond.

“Nancy?” He called. He couldn’t see anything in there. It was Total darkness. He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed his daughter, who was technically about a hundred feet away.

Downstairs, Nancy reached for her phone. Which was buzzing on her kitchen counter? She couldn’t get to it from her yoga pose, so she stood up to get it. 

“Dad?”

“Come up here a minute. Can you bring a flashlight?”

“Where are you?” 

“I’m up in our closet upstairs.”

“Okay.”

She hung up, threw a towel over her shoulder, and grabbed a flashlight from under the counter. She brought it with her.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

She turned on the flashlight from her phone, leaving the other flashlight with her father, and reached her arm into the dark space. 

Just inside was a light switch.

She flicked it, expecting to see a lot of plywood, bare floors, and two-by-fours filled with pink insulation. Instead, the first thing they saw was a marble floor.

“What’s this?” she said.

“I don’t know.”

She crawled through and stood up in a room much more extensive than either one of them expected. At first, it looked like some crazy dressing room. There were drawers built into the walls and full-length mirrors. Next to one of the mirrors hung a belt with an attached scabbard. In the scabbard was a sword. 

“What’s this?” She pulled the sword and lifted it. She cut her finger. “Really sharp.”

Ted opened a drawer. It was filled with guns, all clean, ready, and laid out on felt linings. Each drawer had different kinds of weapons. One single shot, another semiautomatic, another throwing knives, was also a cabinet full of dusty old tomes. Ted pulled one and opened it. The only thing he could tell for sure was that it was in Latin. He pulled another; it was French—another Spanish, then more Latin. One looked like old English, but handwritten.

“What is this one, written by monks?” On the sides, hand-drawn people, all different, handed weapons to each other in a line.

Ted closed it and shelved it.

“Exactly what was she into?” said Ted. He looked around. There was a window. It might look like an attic gable from the outside, and up there, Sally installed a small cozy window seat.

“I’m going to go cook something,” said Ted.

“I’ll be there in a minute.”

She climbed up into the window seat and sat where she had a great view of not only the whole street but also, looking the other way, What was this, her mother’s secret agent hideout? Her mom’s bat cave? What was all this?

“Nancy,” said Zack. She couldn’t see him yet, could barely hear him. She looked around for the voice, and fell out of the window seat, rolled, and landed on her feet. 

“Nice, just like your mother,” said Zack.

Nancy looked frantically around the room. She stretched out her arms and swung around in circles. 

“Nancy,” he said. He was right in front of her, waving his arms in her face. 

“Who was that?”

“You can hear me?” 

She nodded yes, but only said, “What?”

“Good, that’s a good first step.”

“Who is...”

For half a second, she saw his face. To her, it was just an edge of a ghoulish pasty translucent mist with empty eyes, a nose and a gaping mouth, lips with no teeth.

“I’m Zack.”

Ten seconds later and three slammed doors behind them, Nancy was out of the house, dragging her father with her to the car. 

Before they pulled out, Ted ran back in to turn the oven off and slip the pizza he was pre-heating for back in the freezer.

A moment after that, they were on the road, headed for a diner.

“What is it?” 

“I don’t know.” She turned and watched that upper attic window of her mom’s hideout until they could no longer see the house. It was only then that she turned around again.

Zack was in the back seat. He knew he was pushing his luck to try again so quickly, so he just let it go for now and rode along with them.

“You know anyone called Zack?” said Nancy.

“I don’t think so. Why?”

“No reason.”​
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The coffee was good. 

“I’ll set you up,” said the waitress. She finished scratching their order down and went away. Ted sat across from Nancy to the smell of frying bacon, and waffles were in the air.  Nancy dropped her head and inhaled the coffee, cupping the aroma between her fingers.

“Dad, What was mom into?”

“I don’t know. Mom went on a lot of trips, I know. Mostly work stuff. Business trips?” He rubbed his face and looked around. What had she been doing? He’d never thought anything was much out of place. Wife, daughter, it was a regular life. He and his wife had plenty of work, trips, that kind of thing. It didn’t add up all that stuff in the attic. 

“What was she doing up there?” said Nancy. 

“I don’t know, collector or something?”

“It didn’t look like a collection.”

“I know, it looked like it was all organized, right?”

“She kept that stuff as she used it all the time.”

“It was all in the closet.”

“All where she could pack it.”

“Nothing was around the house.”

“Nothing on display.”

“It was for trips.”

“Trips She was taking.”

“Where was she going?”

They both lapsed into silence.

A moment later, the waitress set their food in front of them and brought Nancy another coffee. She thanked her for the refill, and they dug into their food. 

Ted had a steak and a waffle. Nancy went for an omelet and hash browns.

“Did she get herself killed?” asked Nancy. 

“I don’t know Nancy, so much I don’t know.” He fiddled with his coffee. It was already getting cold, too much milk, but he drank it anyway.

“Dad, I saw something when we were up there.”

“Besides the rest of it?”

“I think so. I saw a face. I felt like someone was up there with us.”

“Besides me?”

“It was after you left. I just felt like there was something else there.”

Next to Ted sat Zack. Neither of them could see him. He sat, politely holding his hands, and smiling.

“Nancy, if only...”

“I want to know what she was up to.”

“I just wish we had her back.”

“I wish I could tell you what a hero she was. No one ever knew. There was no way to tell anyone about her,” said Zack to the air.

“I mean, what was she up to?”

“Saving the world one supernatural threat at a time.” Zack coughed.

“Banking?”

“Vampires.”

“Legal stuff?”

“Mummies.”

“Stocks?”

“Zombies.”

“Presentations?”

“Werewolves? Aztec Fire Gods.”

“Corporate weasels?”

“Only for target practice.”

Zack waved his hands in front of their faces. “Believe me, I understand. I need her back too. She had a license to fight the undead, and she was my main link to the world. I miss her too.”

“Where did she go?”

“I don’t know, she ascended. Not that you can hear me. At least I hope she has.”

“What are we going to do with all of that stuff at home? All her stuff.”

“I don’t know.”

“There, I can help,” said Zack.

I want to go up there again.”

“I know you do.” Ted took a bite of his steak.

On the ride home, Zack sat in the back seat. The quiet was nice. Even for a spirit, he didn’t have enough quiet in his life. He could feel the upholstery under him if he thought about what it used to be like hard enough. Usually, he slipped through things so smoothly it was sometimes hard to feel surfaces. He leaned his head against the window, took off his hat for a moment, and felt the cool of the passenger window glass against his forehead. 

He felt the car bump over something in the road. He looked up. What was that? Just a bump, then, in front of the two cars careened into each other. One of them missed a red light and slammed into the side of another. Glass covered the middle of the intersection. 

Zack was standing outside the cars in the blink of an eye, looking into the wreck of twisted metal. 

A fire burst out under one of the hoods. 

Trapped in one car, starting to burn, was a mother and child. The mother slowly pulled her head up from where she had hit the steering wheel. Blood was streaming into her eyes. Her child, in the back seat, cried. 

The driver of
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