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Buffalo Dolls and Headless Soldiers
	Elaine slowly came awake, looking around at the bedroom she was just getting familiar with.  The full bay windows let in the cloistered light of the half moon, revealing boxes that had yet to be unpacked.  The stacks seemed to shift with the shadows, moving out of the corner of one’s eye.  A woman in her 30s shouldn’t spook easily though, and Elaine was no exception. Instead she yawned, stretching, and tossed and turned on her bed for a second.  
	She had been having a dream over and over again, shortly after moving here.  It always involved a child that she felt like she was the mother of, and it was always a boy.  The age was variable – sometimes it was a swaddling infant, sometimes it was a young man, but it was always the same boy with black hair and dark eyes.  Which was strange, considering her hair was a ruddy brown and her eyes were a bright green.
	Both of these traits had been passed onto her daughter, and at that thought she rose out of her bed to check on Julia.  Her bare feet seemed to get even colder as she crept along the hardwood floor, wishing she had thought to keep some of the flannel pajamas her ex-husband had given her for Christmas every year.  The air conditioning of the new house apparently made it very cold, even at the tail end of a New England summer.  Ignoring the cold, Elaine hurried down the hallway to check on her daughter.
	Julia was ten years old, and a reflection of her mother, with her father’s stamp on her only in the slightly upturned nose and her height.  Otherwise, she favored her mother, even down to the skinny build that would turn into litheness when she became a woman.  At least, her mother thought, until she has children.  She had recovered nicely from the childbirth, but actually having breasts and hips to speak of was a new development for a woman who had been a cross country champion in her youth.
	That was far off though.  Julia still slept with a night light, and it shined on a room that was mostly in order, with furniture against the walls and a small clutter of toys in one corner.  Her child shifted, and murmured something in her sleep, squeezing the stuffed buffalo toy that she had slept with since she was a toddler.  It had been a gift from an old friend of her husband’s family, and her daughter had grown extremely attached to it, calling him Mr. Musty and inventing grand adventures they would go on in her dreams. 
	Creeping into the room, Elaine placed a kiss on Julia’s brow before heading downstairs into the kitchen for a glass of water.  The thought of Julia describing her dream made Elaine think of the one she had just woken up from.  They had been happening with greater frequency, and now it seemed like two or three times a week she would have the child dream, as she had thought of it.  Recently though, there had been a sense of being watched while she went through the motions, that usually involved some sort of domestic scene.  That being said, there was never any mention of Julia in those dreams, which she found odd.
	She had told her friend Kate about the dreams before, and Kate had laughed at the description of them, teasing her about being a broody old hen.  She was supposed to have a light lunch with Kate tomorrow, so perhaps that would be good for a bit of conversation.  
	“So you swear you’re not sleeping with anyone?” asked Kate.  A petite blonde with rosy cheeks, Kate had a slyness to her that her features seemed to only enhance their vulpine cast.  Elaine rolled her eyes, pushing the salad around on her plate.  
	“No, no one since Brent decided he wanted to plug his secretary on the side,” said Elaine.  “It’s a little too soon to be opening up that door.”
	“Well don’t you think that maybe this is your body’s way of telling you to get back in the game?” said Kate, leaning forward on her elbows.  Her own salad had been demolished, bits of cheese and raspberry vinaigrette staining the white plate.
	“Get back into the dating game at 34? As a divorcee? With a child?” replied Kate, smirking at her friend.  “Yeah, I’m sure that’ll get men knocking at my door.  At least the weirdoes.”
	“You’d be surprised.  There’s plenty of men who don’t mind single moms now.  You’re a MILF!” said Kate.
	Elaine rolled her eyes, laughing.  “Now there’s a classy term. ‘Hi, I’m Elaine, and strangers want to put their cocks inside of me’,” she said.  Kate giggled, and noticed her friend had picked all the apples out of her salad but was just pushing the greens aside.  “Not wanting your vegetables today?”
	The brunette looked down at her plate, unconscious of what she had done until Kate pointed it out.  “I was just craving the apples,” said Elaine.
	Kate rested one hand in her palm.  “Wasn’t that what you were craving when you were pregnant with Julia?” 
	Elaine frowned, and then shook her head.  “I guess all this baby talk has put me in an odd state of mind,” she admitted.  “Anyway, I’m just glad the divorce is over.”
	Kate accepted the subject change, curious to a fault about the terms of her friend’s settlement.  “So did you bleed the bastard dry?” Kate asked.
	Shaking her head, Elaine gave a wary sigh.  “No, I didn’t.  He was obviously willing and ready to go total scorched earth if I tried that, and the settlement he offered was nice enough that we can live very comfortably together even without me working.  I’m just stuck in that house a lot.  You don’t know anyone who’s hiring a Poetry major, do you?”
	The two women shared another light laugh.  “Afraid not, hun.  I told you back when we pledged Gamma that you weren’t going to do much with that degree.  Maybe try a new career?  Aren’t you happy to spend time home with your daughter?”
	“Totally, but I find myself needing to connect with adults more.  When school gets back into session, I’ll have some more time to find a part time job, but right now once or twice a week getting out by myself is all I can really do.  I trust the nanny totally, but all of Brent’s family is up here – mine is all down in the South.”
	“Why did you stay up here then?” Kate asked.
	“Part of the agreement we signed,” Elaine said with a sigh.  “I can’t leave the region permanently until she’s 17.”
	Kate hissed, and shook her head.  “So do you have time for a movie with your friend?”  she asked.
	Checking her watch, Elaine nodded.  “I have a few more hours yet.  What’s playing?”
	While her mother finished lunch, Julia had been done with hers for about an hour.  The soft sounds of singing in Ofelia’s Indian dialect of her native Spanish drifted through the house, as the nanny washed the dishes from preparing the supper that Elaine would warm up when she got home.  The sounds formed a pleasant background melody as Julia played in her room.  She too had been having recurring dreams, but not of a brother she did not possess.  Instead, she was currently narrating the events of last night’s dream, with her own flourishes.
	“You have no domino here, Prince,” she said, lowering her voice to replicate the gruffness of Mr. Musty, rocking it back and forth as he ‘talked’.
	“Do too,” she said in a whisper, rocking the plush pink dragon she had pulled down from a hammock of stuffed animals she owned to represent the “Prince”.  It was a shiny tawdry pink, and the dragon had tiny wings.  The dragon in her dreams had scales the color of the ocean that went from a light green on the bottom until it became deep blue on top, with massive wings that filled the cave.  She could not replicate everything the dragon had said, but she remembered the way those eyes had cut over her and Mr. Musty, who had been a huge buffalo in her dreams that she had rode.  
	A Barbie doll represented her, placed on Mr. Musty’s back, and she turned the head sharply away from the dragon, as Mr. Musty had commanded her.
	“Guardian, do not be silly.  I would not memorize a child, especially not one I sought to protect,” she said in the dragon’s hiss.
	“Do not think I am fooled by your claims of altru…altitude,” said Julia again in Mr. Musty’s voice.  “You seek to aid your friend who has no business around here.”
	“His business takes him where it must, and he did this as a courtesy,” replied the dragon.
	“He would cause more trouble than he could stop, and he is insulting if he thinks I need his help,” responded Mr. Musty.  She turned the buffalo doll away, still talking.  “Tell him I shall keep a light on in case he decides to travel in the shadows.”
	She grabbed the dragon and slammed it down in front of Mr. Musty.  She had remembered this part clearly, where the dragon leaned its head in close to the massive buffalo after it had used its great wings to launch itself over them.  In her dreams Mr. Musty was large enough that she could lay across his shoulders and still not worry about falling off, while his head was wider than her mom’s SUV.  However the dragon’s head was even larger.  As he leaned in, the smell of the sea overwhelmed her, and the vertical slashes on his muzzle flexed as he snorted before his lips spread and he showed teeth the size of swords. 
	“If you did not bear a child on your back we would have more than just words. You are old and powerful, but I am still Prince,” said the dragon.  “Your kind did us a favor once, and so I will forget this because of our history.”
	“You trust the one who serves those who hunted you before,” replied Mr. Musty.
	“He serves his duty, and we are friends in arms,” said the dragon.
	“Your friendship is blinding you to what may happen,” responded the buffalo.
	“Amusing, as he said the same thing about you,” parried the Prince.  She could not replicate the snort from Mr. Musty, but her reproduction was loud enough to make Ofelia stop stacking dishes and listen again for the noise.  When she heard Julia continue her game, she carried on in her chores.
	Julia slid the dragon aside.  “Tell him if I see him again,” she said as she rocked Mr. Musty, “he is a dead man.  I do not care if Sammy Dee becomes upset.”
	Her mouth was unable to create the noise that followed, an amused whistling we would refer to as sibilant, but she tried as she remembered the dragon’s response: “Yes, he is.”
	Mr. Musty had taken her out from the cave near the beach where they had traveled.  She stopped playing with the dolls and remembered the sound of the waves crashing against the shoreline, and the annoyance that radiated off of Mr. Musty.  He had asked her to be very quiet, to play ‘the mouse game’ where she wouldn’t say a word, even if she was addressed, but to act as if she was still hidden.  
The mouse is among the wisest of creatures, he had told her, so that’s why she must emulate it for now.  She did not have a way to protect herself yet, so she must listen and watch so she could learn.  She squeezed the hunks of fur she had in her hands, and spoke to Mr. Musty.  “Was I a good mouse?” she asked her friend.
The buffalo nodded his head, grumbling as he walked.  “You were the best mouse, little one,” he agreed.
“I thought princes were handsome, and fought dragons,” Julia had asked.  
“Not everything is as it appears remember?” said Mr. Musty.
Julia nodded, and continued on.  “So what were you two so upset about?” she asked him, crawling up on his head to look over into one huge brown eye.
 “It was a matter of respect.  I’ve told you about how important respect is, yes?” She nodded, and he went on.  “His friend does not respect where he hunts, so there are those that have a problem with that.”
“Is that why the Prince got upset?” she asked Mr. Musty.
The huge buffalo nodded after a moment.  “Yes, I was perhaps short with the Prince.  He is newly crowned, and will need some more time before he is secure in his authority,” he said, talking more to himself than to her.
“What is he the Prince of?” she asked, still leaning over and looking at him.
“Of all the creatures hidden,” was the response.
After that the dream began to fade out, as it did when her travels on the back of Mr. Musty came to an end.  She stopped, hearing the garage door open and then raced to the window.  Her mother was pulling up the long driveway into the house, and she ran to go meet her.
	Elaine started to have the dream again, walking with the black haired boy down a street, his hand in hers, looking into the shop windows at was for sale.  There were words of endearment that passed between her and the dream child, yet something strange happened to the world around them as they walked.  It seemed as if they went backwards in time, the store fronts changing along with the people around them, until they were back in the early 20th century. 
	The child at her side clung close to her, his hand cool in her grasp. As the world around them changed, she felt the hand clench tighter, and the child’s steps slow.
	“Mommy, I don’t want to walk anymore. I’m tired, take me home,” he said, pulling her back the way they came with surprising strength.
	Time began to shift in the dream, the clouds racing overhead furiously and the sun arcing through the sky, but the people went about their business as the sun flickered at the horizon, electric lights coming to life with a pop and hiss.  Elaine felt as if there was some weight she was carrying suddenly, a wearying fatigue that made the idea of going back the way she came seem appealing.
	The way back had vanished though, and the view before here was much like a tunnel ending in a flat blackness.  The child still pulled incessantly at her hand, and it seemed the best thing would be to follow him.  She went willingly with the child – everything seemed so right there, and the voice inside telling her to wake up was faint and unfocused.
	Meanwhile Julia found herself trying to awaken, but was unable to.  One moment Julia had been riding Mr. Musty, rushing across a landscape of wheat fields.  Then it seemed like the horizon exploded into blackness, with shadowy tendrils rushing up and swallowing the sky.  Mr. Musty had sought to halt his forward motion, but crashed into the shadows.  Julia had been ripped from his back, and he bellowed her name before it was swallowed up in the darkness.
	She found herself sitting on a patch of prairie grass, surrounded by the darkness that whipped around her, whispering things she could not make out.  Slowly though, the shadows began to coalesce into shapes, faces that echoed her name.
	Julia reached back to what Mr. Musty had taught her, and stood in the circle of darkness.  She performed a small curtsy.  “I am humbled by your approach, my lords…and ladies,” she said, throwing in the last bit to be safe.
	The shadows chattered with the laughter of children.  “We care not for your empty courtesies,” they said.
	Her face hardened, and she continued on with applying her lesson.  “Have I given you offense in some way?”  she asked of the faces.
	“Yes,” they chanted back, the faces stretching out towards her on stalks of shadow.  She felt a vague unease creeping down her spine now.  There had been many odd beings she had met while traveling with Mr. Musty, but he had always been there to guide whatever interactions she might have with those entities.  Now he was not here, and she wondered how she had offended these creatures.
	“How can I make it better?” she heard herself ask, and dreading the answer.  “What…amends would you seek of me?” she asked.
	The faces began to circle slowly, stalking her, and spoke individually now.  “Your breath…your blood…your body…,” they said, drawing back their lips to reveal sharp teeth, each one long and needle like.
	“Mr. Musty!” she screamed, her cry becoming a shriek of terror that was drowned out by the laughter of the shadowy faces.
	“Cry all you want child.  Your protector is busy with other matters.  You will not be here by the time we get done,” they said, closing slowly, savoring the terror they were inflicting on the girl.
	Julia walked backwards from the threat, and felt herself bump into something hard and almost fell. A strong hand caught her, and held her up while the faces drew back, hissing in warning.
	“Well, well, well.  Lookit here,” said a man’s voice, sounding content.
	The young girl looked up at who had grabbed her, and wondered at what she saw.  He wore dull colored trousers and a shirt with many pockets on the chest.  Both had seen quite a bit of use, as they had many neatly sown repairs.  A square patch of alternating blue and white stripes was on his shoulder, and his pants were tucked into high boots that almost came up to his knees. 
	He wasn’t a large man by any means. His belt had most of the slack pulled out of it, but still hung loose on his hips.  A battered trench knife and a slim, narrow sword rested on each side of him.  A leather strap across his chest held a firearm of some sort across his back.  It obvious he was girded for war.
	These weapons didn’t frighten her though – it was the shattered ruin of a neck that made her wonder what this man was.  It seemed like his head had been reattached to his body hastily, with large, ugly stitches and staples keeping it on his shoulders.  The face was all sharp angles, with drawn eyes and a light dusting of hair over his scalp.  Something twitched over his shoulder, and she could see the stunted wing that protruded from one shoulder, wizened and feathered.  Slowly, a tight smile spread over his thin, pale lips, and he stepped in front of Julia.
	“No words?  Y’all had plenty to say when you were picking on a child,” the man drawled, his Southern accent making his words sound lazy and disrespectful.  It was the sound of a man looking for a fight, and determined to pick one.  
	“We have no truck with you, ghost!” the faces hissed as one, and Julia could hear the fear that was lurking beneath every word.  The faces of those children, with their mouths filled with teeth were terrifying to her.  What was this man?
	“So I hear, but I might have a bone to pick with you,” he responded, reaching into a pocket for a silver packet.  A strong bitter scent rose from it, and he took a pinch of something dark and packed it into his lip.  “Time to finish what should have been done ages ago.”
	There was no response, only the shadows vanishing from around them with a hiss.  The man’s face twisted in a grimace, and then his eyes narrowed before he bladed his body.  Mr. Musty pawed the ground in front of him, with Julia equal distance from both of them.
	“Well, ain’t this a meeting that’s been a coon’s age in coming,” the man remarked, his hands resting lightly on both hilts.
	“You were warned Grey,” rumbled Mr. Musty, his snorts flattening the plain grass.  
	Grey’s eyebrow quirked, and his drawl became more pronounced.  “Now, a warning is a funny thing.  That means I might have something to be warned of,” Grey said coolly.  “I could spend all day here jawing with you about who stole what from which corncrib, but I’ve been tracking that thing up and down the coast, and this hunt is about at an end.”
	“Get behind me child,” ordered Mr. Musty, and Julia was frozen by hesitation, looking between the two beings who radiated tension.  That there would be a fight was obvious even to her, so she raised her voice in a demand.
	“Stop it! Both of you!” she shouted, looking between the buffalo and the soldier.  “What are you fighting over?  Huh? Me? Well I don’t care!” she said.
	“Child, you don’t understand,” began Mr. Musty, and Julia stomped her foot.
	“No! I do understand! This is the man the dragon was talking about, isn’t it?” Julia said.
	Mr. Musty looked left and right with his great head, and then nodded once.  “This is he,” the buffalo said.  “He is the one who hunts without regard to territory, the ghost soldier.”
	Julia’s head swiveled towards Grey, and she said nothing as she walked towards him, poking him with one finger in the midsection.   It felt solid, if cold, and Julia looked up at him.  “Are you a ghost?” she asked him.
	Grey nodded, and let his head rock backwards a bit so she could see the industrial medicine that held the limb to his body.  “As dead as I can be and be walkin, little miss, since 1918,” h admitted.
	“So why are you hunting on his territory? Why don’t you ask permission?” she questioned him.
	Grey couldn’t help but smile at her seriousness, but it looked like two pieces of old meat being shoved together.  “He was never around to ask permission,” he told her, and then directed his next part to Mr. Musty.  “Even the Pain Elves couldn’t track you!”
	“There is decorum that must be followed.  Something being hard to accomplish is no excuse for failure,” spat back Mr. Musty.
	Grey locked eyes with the buffalo for a moment, and then nodded.  “So it is.  Then I ask permission to continue the hunt of this abomination,” Grey said.
	Mr. Musty was silent for a moment.  It was against his very being to allow strangers free access to his territory, yet he knew the nature of the beast that was being sought.  There was also Grey of Shades to consider:  he had ripped open a gate to the Elysian Fields and summoned the heroes of America back to battle one last time against rogue heavenly and infernal forces, and was responsible for shattering the World Borer.  Even a lone buffalo totem, old and mighty, would be wary of standing on tradition to spoil for a fight.
	“You have my permission,” said Julia, knocking Mister Musty out of his reverie.
	“Child!” chided Mister Musty.
	“This is my dream, so it is all mine, and if Grey is hunting through my dreams, he is welcome here,” she responded, and then turned to Grey.  Curtsying low, like she had down for the creature before she said “I am humbled by your approach my lord.  I am Julia, a dreamer with Mister Musty.”
	With all seriousness Grey placed a hand over his heart.  “I am Grey of Shades, formerly of the Third Infantry Division with the American Expeditionary Forces, now serving Jester, Reaper Lord of Dendarus,” he intoned solemnly.
	“Then we are well met,” she said, completing the formality.  Mister Musty was pleased for his part.  This was the first time she had met one of the Dead, and even his gruesome wound had not put her off.  “What was that thing?” she finally got around to asking.
	Grey sucked on the herb he had tucked in his lower lip, and caught himself before sending a stream of tobacco juice into the grass in front of the child.  Instead he swallowed it before he talked, waving Mister Musty over to hear him.  “That thing is an amalgamation of souls. It is a collection of children that were not wanted by their parents, or who died under brutal or tragic circumstances,” he said.
	“What did they want with me?” the child asked.
	Grey looked pointedly at Mister Musty, who nodded slowly.  “They may have wanted you to join them,” he said, and then grunted.  “Or…  No, no could I have missed that?” 
	“Missed what?” asked Grey, picking up on Mister Musty’s sudden doubt.
	“The mother,” said Mister Musty.  
	“What would they want with my mother?” asked Julia, suddenly worried.
	“That would take all,” Grey swore softly.  “They wanna be born again.”
	Mister Musty nodded his great head once, and then closed his eyes while he hummed deep in his throat.  “Yes, yes they are there,” he admitted.  
	“They’re going to get my mother?!” Julia shouted.
	“No, no they’re not child. On my back! Quickly!” said the great buffalo spirit.
	She did as she was told.  “But you’re just a stuffed animal when I’m not dreaming! You said so!” Julia protested.
	“Not always,” he admitted, and then looked at Grey.  “Well, soldier of the Scythe, is this still your fight?”
	“Why would you ask a thing like that?” Grey said.  “I’ll lead the way.”  Grey then vanished from their sight.
	Mister Musty snorted in response.  “Julia, wake up now child – it is time for you to see me as I am,” he said.  Julia closed her eyes, concentrating hard on her Thought – a fireworks demonstration she had seen last year.  It was loud and vibrant and demanding of attention, everything that dreaming was not.
	When she awoke, the floor was cold under her body, and she stood up slowly to take everything there.  Grey was there, his shotgun in his hands.  She noticed that there was intricate golden font on the barrel that loudly proclaimed: THIS IS THE JUDGEMENT OF THE RIGHTEOUS.  However, it was Mister Musty that grabbed her attention.  He was no longer a giant buffalo, but a giant of a man, towering over Grey.  His torso was heavily muscled, but with a layer of fat that only added to his magnificence. A rune inscribed loincloth was wrapped around his hips.  The main difference was in his feet – a pair of glossy hooves, and his head.  It was the same buffalo head, but with bone charms dangling from each horn.  Her eyes met his, and he bowed his head once.
	“Are you scared, child?” Mister Musty, sounding ashamed.
	“Mister Musty, you’re glorious!” she whispered, her eyes huge.  Mister Musty’s eyes twinkled, and he reached out with one massive hand and stroked her hair tenderly.  
	Grey looked over, not immune to the scene in front of him, but clicked his tongue as he brought the shotgun to his shoulder.  “In there,” Grey said, nodding through a high archway.  He led the way, with Mister Musty right behind him.  Julia, under no compulsion to stay behind, walked with them, and into a nightmare.
	The other two beings were trained enough to not react to her scream, but Mister Musty did wrap a hand around her mouth and try to shush her.  Her mother thrashed about as fleshy shadows whipped around in her mouth, eyes, and ears, protruding from a bubbling darkness that took up the other half of the room.  In it, faces could be seen, and low chanting filled the air.
	“Too late, too late,” it mocked.  “We found our home, and you are too late.”
	Mister Musty stepped forward and reached for Elaine, only to draw his hand back as an organic blade attempted to slam down on his hand.  “No! This is ours!” it hissed.
	“No, this is not yours!” boomed Mister Musty, and reached out again.  When the blade lashed out again, there was an explosion of light and noise.  Something chanted HOLY HOLY HOLY as the shotgun roared and obliterated the blade.  Mister Musty grabbed ahold of Elaine with one hand, and then caught the other blade that came whipping in. It cried out in agony as his muscles flexed and he began to crush it before the limb the blade was attached to melted into nothing.
	However, when he began to pull on the woman’s body, the tendrils began to pull back.  Very quickly, Mister Musty realized that he would rip the woman apart if he pulled harder, and reluctantly he released her.
	“Musty, look around us,” said Grey, shouldering the shotgun.
	The buffalo totem did as he was told, and noticed what Grey had.  The shadows had crept around them, cutting off their retreat, and it chortled in victory.  “We want the girl, guardian.  You have failed,” it proclaimed.
	“No,” said Grey, shaking his head.  “Musty, grab the girl and close your eyes.”
	The shadows crept in slowly, but Musty hesitated.  “What do you plan, Shade?”
	“Grab the girl and close your eyes,” Grey said again, loosening the long epee in its sheathe before he drew it out.  It was not impressive – battered around the hilt with no ornamentation along its length.  Grey looked at it for a moment as the shadows climbed to within feet of them, and then nodded as if steadying his resolve.  
	His voice rose in a battlefield shout, and he raised the sword above his head:
	“Durandal! Chant le chant que termine le monde!”
	Mister Musty intrinsically understood the words: Sing the song that ends the world.  The words rang against Mister Musty’s head, and he turned to scoop up the girl while slamming his eyes shut.  He did not see the battered façade explode away from the epee.  He did not see the silver blade of light erupting from the spun and glittering guard.  He did not see the tiny motes of golden latin font that spiraled away from the blade.  He did hear the words erupt from the holy sword; Latin verses that he knew would batter him to pieces of the sword wished it.  He felt the heat blazing from the weapon, and under it all he could hear the screams of the creature that would have taken his charge from him.
	Julia saw it all though, and her eyes shined with wonder at the sight of the darkling Shade, his face hard with resolve as the sword sung its blessed song and annihilated the darkness.  When the song finished, he took it from where it hovered in the air.  Grey kissed the blade, and then slid it home in its sheathe.
	Mister Musty turned, looking at Grey, and nodded once.  “I owe you two lives,” he admitted without reluctance.
	“You owe me nothing,” said Grey, stepping forward into the dark eaves of the house.  He drew the battered trench knife as he stalked forward, Mister Musty trailing with Julia in his arms.  Grey stopped short of what he had been hunting: a massive fetus that twisted and squirmed with malformed limbs protruding from its bulbous, obese body.  The head was oversized, with no neck, and it struggled to turn and look at the trio.
	“Hate you… hate you,” it whispered.
	“Turn the girl away,” said Grey, slapping the blade against his palm once.  It then gleamed with a miasma that was purple and green and it seemed hungry to Julia.
	“No,” said Mister Musty.  “She needs to see this, and know what your kind does and that it is as natural as breathing or sunlight.”
	Grey looked at Mister Musty with regard, and nodded.  He leaned forward in one swift movement, and slit the throat of the creature.  Darkness vomited forth from the wound, spraying across the ceiling before falling to the earth in ashes.  Julia did not turn her head or look away through the experience.
	“And will you have her look away from this one?” he asked, and nodded towards the sprawling form of Elaine.  In his vision he could see the tether that held the life to Elaine’s body, the flesh lock, weakening as the seconds went by.  The woman was dying from the experience that had been forced on her.
	Julia was young, but she caught the implication quickly.  “No! No no no no!” she shouted, wriggling free from Mister Musty’s grasp and rushing to her mother’s side.  “Please! No! Please!” the child begged.
	There was a second where Grey thought to push the girl aside, or turn to Mister Musty and tell him to do it, but two stronger thoughts forced their way forward.  The first was ages ago, during his own childhood, when he had wept that same way over his own mother’s corpse when his aunt and uncle had come to retrieve him from the sparse cabin he had grown up in.  
The second was Ideal’s voice echoing into his reverie with the last words she had said to them before they had parted: Is there humanity left inside of you Grey? Or did Heaven’s conviction burn the feelings out of your soul?  
The short trench knife thrummed in his grasp, but he slapped it against his palm, hushing it with a mental thought.  It grumbled in his mind as he sheathed it, and he nodded at Julia.  “Take her aside, totem, and prepare to run to the West with the child,” said Grey.
Mister Musty thought to ask why he should grab her, but instead gently lifted the protesting child.  “Quiet child, he will do her no harm.  Will you Grey?” the buffalo asked.
“No, but if this does not work, it will not matter,” Grey responded as he shoved up his sleeves and knelt next to Elaine’s body.  Her chest only lightly rose and fell now, and she was getting colder to the touch.
“If what does not work?  And why to the West?” Mister Musty asked, curious in spite of himself.
“Because that is the way Judgement Day will come, and you may as well be as far from the battle lines as possible,” said Grey, and then leaned forward and kissed Elaine.
Nothing happened at first, and Grey wondered where the power that had been his burden had gone.  Usually it was a struggle to keep its demands and conviction buried, but now it was silent to his wishes.  He tried again, and then his eyes flew open as it surged forward in answer to his call.
Mister Musty did not see the Grey’s irises change from his namesake to a burnished gold, but he swore softly as he saw the golden motes of power begin to rise around the two, lifting them into air.  Even as it began to stir, he could smell the incense of Heaven filling the air, thrumming with power.  “What have you summoned, Shade?” he murmured to himself.
Grey could not pull away from Elaine as the power filled him, and he tried to direct it into her, to fix the wound that had fatally injured her.  It began to manifest on his body as armor, greaves of white steel, gilt in gold that fitted tightly over his body and did not show a scrap of his grey battle dress.  Mister Musty grunted in surprised as wings burst from his back – tenebrous things of cartilage at first that quickly began to add mass that was not flesh at all.  As Grey’s wings unfolded like a fan, they took on a dull metal luster before flexing like a jet fighter preparing for take-off on a carrier. Mister Musty tore his gaze from the transmogrification and noticed that the muscles on Grey’s neck were bulging with strain, and he realized what Grey had meant when he warned Mister Musty.
Even now Mister Musty felt the bonds between the worlds weakening as this overwhelming force was summoned, and realized that if Grey lost hold of the power that he was drawing on it would punch through all the levels of reality, from the highest Heaven to the deepest Hell.  Was this worth his charge’s tears?
Right before Mister Musty prepared to follow Grey’s advice and run (was the horizon really lightening in the West?) the golden glow faded.  Grey’s wings receded into his body, with only the withered wing remaining as testament to the power inflicted on his form.  The armor that had begun to coalesce into a breastplate unwound itself into motes of light, and Grey slumped over Elaine as they settled to the floor.
Mister Musty reached over to Grey, to help him up as he stood shakily.  “What happened to you, Shade?”  murmured the totem respectfully.
“The power of the Arch-General of Heaven does not come lightly,” Grey responded in a husky whisper.
Elaine stirred at their feet, and Julia went to her crying as she struggled to sit up.  “Julia? What are you doing here? What am I doing here?” she murmured softly.  
“You’re okay! Mister Musty promised that the ghost wouldn’t hurt you!” Julia shouted as she hugged her mother tight.
	Elaine looked over, and saw the stuffed buffalo next to a patch of darkness that the moonlight streaming through the bay windows could not pierce.  She took the child’s words as part of a dream, and stroked her hair soothingly, wondering at the river of words that streamed from her mouth. 
~
	“Julia?” asked Elaine, as she peeked into Julia’s room.  The girl’s back was to her as she worked her hands in a mass of play dough, shaping part of a blob into something that looked like a weapon.
	“Yes mama?” asked Julia, not turning from her work.
	“I got what you asked for,” she said, unable to keep the curiosity from her voice as she handed over the large GI-Joe figure and sewing kit.
	“Thanks mama,” Julia said, wiping her hands on her jeans before giving her mother a hug.  It had been two weeks since she had seen the blade Durandal revealed, there had been no sign of the ghost since.  Mister Musty had said he had returned to the land of Baron Sammy Dee, and was far from here.  She had made him promise that soon they would travel there, and see the courts of Voodoo in person.
	Elaine was surprised at this outburst of affection, and returned the hug gladly before leaving her child alone to play.  Once her mother had left, Julia opened the box.  It was from the historical replica series, of a World War One doughboy in all his regalia.  Knowing her mother would not understand, she wrapped one hand around the head and yanked, the soft plastic coming loose with a pop.  Taking needle and thread, she sewed the head best she could to the body, finally resorting to attaching it to the clothing.  
	The ghost who saved her life and her mother’s life deserved to be represented as accurately as possible in her play at least, she thought.

	 

