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“So what do you think?” Celia turned her back to Johnny, twirling slowly, “Does my bum look big in this?”

Johnny paused, as if weighing the risk of a witty remark against the very real possibility of something hitting the side of his face.

“My dear Ninja99,” he said, “you’ve never looked better,” he raised his eyebrows suggestively, “though I’ll admit, it’s a close second to when you’re not wearing anything at all.”

She snorted and hurled a cushion, which bounced harmlessly off his shoulder. “I should’ve let that scoundrel Colonel Shepherd flay you alive.”

He winced, not in pain but from the memory, it still made his stomach tighten. That had been one of his more literal brushes with death. Just over a year ago he was staring at the tip of a very sharp sword. He had been backed into a corner, completely defenceless and facing certain death only to be saved by the World of Rock’s greatest assassin, Ninja99. His attacker never saw her coming. 

It had been a surreal experience, especially when finding out months later that the terminator and his earth friend Celia where one and the same. He had wondered why she didn’t reveal herself to him at the time but decided not to push his luck, he was as happy as a pig in chiffon and there was no need to rock the boat.

Since arriving from Earth, Johnny’s life had become something of a chaotic fairy tale, from rescuing old mates to making lots of new and wonderful friends. Yes he had survived many attempts on his life but he had acquired new skills along the way. Including his seemingly natural ability to telepathically communicate with animals, plants, and, more reluctantly, humans. He shuddered, human-to-human contact was... awkward, invasive, and occasionally traumatic. He once accidentally tapped into the mind of the witch Malefica Pudding during an intimate moment with her lover, the Captain of the Bythesea Police.

Try as he might he couldn’t unsee what he saw through her eyes. Long ago he decided that human telepathy was for emergency use only.

“Penny for your thoughts.” Celia’s eyes were sharp now, and unreadable.

“Oh, nothing much,” he paused. “Just thinking how lucky I am to have you.”

“My Lord Keyholder,” she said, smiling, “it is I who considers herself the fortunate one.” She leaned over and kissed him.

“Right then,” she added, clapping her hands, “ready for the Rainbow Mar Dee Gra?”

He nodded his approval while mentally reaching out to his usual travelling companions Donna Key and her partner Mr Horse. He needed them to look after the cottage while they were gone. His four legged friends were quite happy to forego the festivities especially as Donna was with foal.

Once outside, he handed Celia one of the slick new jetpacks that Queen Sushi of the Banshees had formally gifted him after he defeated the rock gods. With ease they quickly rose above the height of the trees that surrounded his cottage. Selecting the sport mode option they began their flight to the capital city. 

Celia whooped as she soared. Johnny glanced over to see her grinning like a Cheshire cat. She always lit up like this in the air. He pushed forward, taking the lead, but she wasn’t having that. With a smirk, she flicked her jetpack to maximum. The race was on.

Johnny had one advantage. With a quiet mental nudge, he encouraged a nearby bird to veer just a little too close to Celia.

“That’s not fair!” she shouted, swerving. “I know what you’re doing, Mr Keyholder. Many would call that cheating!”

Johnny grinned and silently thanked the bird collective.

Then a pang of guilt hit. What if a bird got hurt? His old mentor Bangdeedor would be disappointed. Johnny eased off, letting her catch up. She pulled alongside and playfully stuck her tongue out at him before they continued on their journey to the capital of the Rockall island chain.

Generally speaking the people of Bythesea City didn’t look to the skies during the hours of daylight. The Weather Watchers were of course an exception to this rule. They constantly had their eyes scanning the skies looking for some major weather event. They would approach their fellow rocklings with a cheery cry of “It turned out nice again.” Or the more insipid, “It’s that fine rain, the kind that soaks you through.” Or worse still, “Red sky at night shepherds delight, red sky in the morning, your house is on fire.” 

Sadly, they are a dying breed particularly, since the Guild of Terminators had recently run a special sale price meaning, any drunk, with a dollar or two too spare, could afford to take a contract out on any unfortunate four-knotted handkerchief wearing dreamer.

Johnny and Celia arrived on the outskirts of the city grateful that the few remaining Weather Watchers where having a day off. Confident that their arrival had not been spotted by the locals they casually gathered up their things before making their way to the ‘condo’ gifted to him by Queen Omron. In reality it was a tiny one bed stone shack that Celia had redecorated in a boho-chic style, courtesy of Gerry CanCan and his team of flamboyant interior designers. Johnny found it a little overdone, but her joy in it made it perfect. It was an ideal base when visiting the capital of Rockall Island.

They left hand in hand and strolled down towards the field behind the Old Dog ‘N’ Duck inn near the docks. Last year, it had hosted the life-sapping and soul sucking Battle of the Bands, not that the locals had noticed.

Now, the field was empty. “Something’s wrong,” Celia said, frowning, her intuition spiking. “I’ll go ahead. You check the docks?”

Johnny nodded. He knew not to question the planet’s top assassin. She trusted her intuition, instantly dropping into work mode. She was no longer Celia but Ninja99. Johnny tried to keep an eye on her but as usual it was a very short lived game, he was convinced that she had some sort of invisibility cloak stashed away in her ever present rucksack. She had once told him that a gentleman should never look inside a lady’s handbag and the same rules applied especially for a dickhead and his wife-to-be’s rucksack. He had of course, on one occasion, ignored that advice. The small array of ultra-sharp metallic objects that it contained, amongst the other items for which the proposed use of was unclear to him, had convinced him that he should adhere to her instructions going forward. 

He wandered to a familiar ship and was pleased to find Captain Hands and crew preparing to depart.

“Well shiver me timbers,” Johnny said, laughing, “if it isn’t that old pirate Captain Hands.”

Captain Hands turned sharply to see the steam punk attired Johnny staring back at him. “Is that my dear old friend Lord Keyholder?” Walking over to him he clasped his arm just below the elbow. Johnny did the same. This ritualistic form of greeting signified to any mariner that the recipients were friends and that if you crossed one then you crossed both. “You are looking mighty fine in your outfit, my friend.” He took a step back looking Johnny up and down, “It’s a nice top hat but impractical at sea, I’d keep knocking it off every time I’d set foot in my cabin”

“Didn’t realise you were part of the fashion police now,” Johnny retorted. “But tell me, will you be back for Mar Dee Gra later?”

Hands leaned in theatrically tapping the side of his drinker’s nose before turning his head gently from side to side as if searching for some hidden spy. Finding none he said. “Haven’t you heard?” He was a burly man with a big voice and struggled with the concept of keeping his voice down. Once more he scanned the horizon looking for the many untrustworthy pairs of eyes that his burgeoning paranoia insisted must be there. He attempted to whisper, “old Purple Blazer’s banned it. By Royal decree no less. He’s says that there can be no celebration without his say-so. Any violation equals... expiration.”

Johnny winced at the mention of the King of Rockall. He didn’t like the King, partly to do with King Valspar trying to have him and his friends executed but also because he was a nasty little man. 

The ship’s crew finished their preparations and were ready to cast off as Johnny wished them a safe and prosperous journey. 

Wandering casually back along the quayside in the direction of the Dog ‘N’ Duck. He looked across the adjacent parade square catching sight of the Lord Mayor’s office and civic building. He watched a formation of Valspar’s militia drilling in the square, two neat lines of young men, most of whom looked like they should still be doing homework.

“Hello Sailor. Looking for a friend?” 

It was Gerry CanCan, in his full daytime dockers’ attire of hobnail boots and black hard-wearing trousers and smock. To keep out the chill he had on his black donkey jacket with a rather fetching yellow-green tartan lining. His ensemble completed by the wearing of a black woollen beanie hat. 

Johnny instinctively gave him a hug. 

“Not here man!” Gerry deepened his voice as he looked around to see if anyone was watching. 

Johnny laughed, “Do you think anyone cares?”

“Yes, well that’s as maybe but it’s still against the law and the King has his spies everywhere so for now I’ll keep myself to myself.”

“So I suppose what goes on in Gerry’s Club stays in Gerry’s Club?”

Gerry nodded, “Talking of which, we’re having a few drinks this evening. As it’s a private gathering old fart breath Valspar can’t stop us. You are more than welcome to join us.”

Johnny watched as his friend returned to the small gang of all male dockers dressed in similar attire. He could hear a few accusatory whispers and laughter as he turned away from the coast and headed off towards the high street. No one paid him any attention. 

As Johnny passed the militia, no one paid him any attention. He observed the market stalls and he realised something that had escaped him before. The women on this island were basically invisible, assistants, yes, store owners, no. He reflected on his own planet’s imperfections. Yes there were many issues but at least in the more democratic countries, women had options even if the opportunities were still limited.

Soon, he was knocking at Fagan’s Home for Lost Children. He was greeted with a huge smile and welcomed with a hug from all the familiar faces. He had barely sat down before he was handed a nice cup of tea and toasted crumpet. 

“It’s been a while,” Fagan said, grey streaks threading his beard. “Heard you’re all loved up?”

Johnny smiled, “And how’s the recycling business, still turning crap into gold?”

“Well one has to make a living somehow. Besides, Mistress Twinnets is very generous. Even some of the nobles chip in now and then.”    

Johnny looked around at the immaculately kept former stables that Fagan and his troop occupied. The rows of bunk beds across the far wall indicated that Fagan had found many more lost children over the preceding several months. 

“Princess Mirtha still visit?” Johnny asked.

“Oh yes. She’s here most weekends. She teaches the kids to read in the afternoons before singing at Gerry’s place in the evening,” Fagan sounded wistful, “they really look forward to her visits, the young girls especially as it’s the nearest they get to having an education.” 

Johnny shook his head, “When and, more importantly why, were girls banned from school?” Johnny was shaking his head.

“Been like that from before I was born, sorry to say. Of course the rich pay for private tutors to teach their girls how to read and write.” Fagan paused, “I did hear once someone say that girls’ heads would explode if they had too much stuff inside them.”

He shook his head, “More tea vicar?” They spent the next few hours catching up.

As Johnny made his way to Gerry’s Club he was joined by Celia, “I heard about the cancelled festivities and thought you might end up here.” She quickly kissed him on the cheek, “I’m really sorry but I’ve got a job to do. I’ll be leaving in the morning and will be gone for a couple of weeks. I obviously can’t say too much but...” she paused, “apparently it’s the largest contract ever.”

Johnny knew not to argue but couldn’t hold back his disappointment, “So we‘ve got to make the most of our one night together...”

Celia placed her finger across his lips before whispering, “Our worlds have collided, and they could never tear us apart.”

Inside, the club was quiet. Their earth friends Paul and Sarah were already there, sharing stories with Gerry and Mistress Twinnets about how Johnny had previously rescued them from certain death.

Gerry proposed a toasted to Johnny, “To our Lord Keyholder, may your coffin be made from one hundred year oaks and may I plant the trees tomorrow.”

Embarrassed, Johnny quickly changed the subject, “Is, Princess Mirtha, sorry I mean The Gypsy Princess, topping the bill tonight then?”

Gerry shook his head, “Lock down I’m afraid. King Valspar has banned any ships from taking passengers to and from The Isle of Queens. Mistress Twinnets here received a pigeon post this morning with the Princess and her mother’s apologies."

Another round of drinks was followed by a period of silence broken eventually by Sarah who turned towards Celia, “Paul and I were talking last night. Out of the four of us you were the first to arrive on Rockall, and we still don’t know exactly what happened to you.”

The four earthlings had been very careful not to discuss their previous existence on another planet with their rockling hosts. The Witches, and the former keyholder, Bangdeedor, were the only rocklings who knew the truth about the magic portal that connects the two worlds. The location of which was currently unknown.

Celia needed to tread carefully, to everyone else the land they called Earth was simply a distant place on the planet they called Rock. She also needed to be guarded about giving out too much information. Secrecy was critical to the role of being a fully-fledged assassin. The fact that Johnny knew her alias as Ninja99 would be enough reason for the Guild of Terminators to kick her out, well that and being a female of course. 

“Well, there is not much to say really. First I worked at an inn before being offered a job with a travelling circus. I thought it would be a bit of fun and give me a chance to discover new places. I stayed with them for a few months but the guy who owned the circus had a drinking problem. He was bad enough when sober but once he had a drink inside him he would get abusive.” Celia paused hoping that that would suffice but Sarah encouraged her to continue. “Well, you know the sort. They want you to have a drink with them, then they want to put their arm around you and when you tell them to get lost they get all mouthy and start calling you names.” Sarah nodded her understanding, “unfortunately for some of the girls it didn’t stop with the name calling. One morning I saw a girl, who had been his drinking companion, with a black eye and cut lip and I thought it best to get out before he decided that I would be next on his list. So I left, made my way to ByTheSea City and eked out a living doing odd jobs here and there until I recognised Johnny at the Mar Dee Gra.”

Johnny smiled to himself. All of this was true, although there is a sizeable chunk of detail that Celia had omitted from her story. He knew that the circus’ misogynistic owner, along with his younger brother, had met a rather calamitous end. Mysteriously, with both their hands and feet bound, they had been found suspended upside down on a butcher’s hook, with their heads tragically stuck in a bucket full of water. The city guards, after a very thorough and careful examination, officially declared that their drowning was the result of a tragic accident. It was suspected that they reached this conclusion on the basis that they didn’t want to be next on the killer’s list.

Celia had also confided to Johnny that it was the deaths of these strong, burly men along with the inventive manner of their demise that first attracted the attention of a certain pensioner. He lived as a semi recluse in a nearby village where he taught embroidery every Tuesday evening in the local community centre. To Celia he was simply known as Bond, Jimmy Bond, and his specialist subjects included:

‘51 Ways to Kill a Man’ 

‘Euthanasia, Who is it Good For’

‘The Art of Disappearance’

‘How to Punch above Your Pay Grade’   

It had become apparent to Jimmy, very early on, that Celia was a naturally gifted ‘end-of-lifer’. Indeed Bond himself had been completely awestruck as to Celia’s ability to liquidate someone’s life, both in terms of the sheer practicalities of the exercise but also in her inventiveness. She had elevated the role of a terminator to an art form. Within six months Bond could teach her no more. She gave herself the code name Ninja99 and quickly earned the reputation as the go to assassin for hire.

Sarah, of course, remained completely unaware of Celia’s back story and simply replied, “Oh. That’s nice.”

Johnny turned his attention to Mistress Twinnets who had been quiet all evening, his ever present personal assistant BellyBoy equally so. “Is everything okay with you guys? I haven’t heard from either Louis or your daughter Marianne in ages?”

“To be honest with you Johnny, I’m feeling a bit bovvered, something ain’t right. I can feel it in me water.” His normally strong, if not gruff, voice had a hint of sadness in it. “I want to go and pay them a visit like, but my little girl has banned me, me own flesh and blood. I can’t believe it.” He took a deep breath, “She said Louis ain’t right and it might be contagious.” She tapped the side of her head, “Maybe you could go and see them on your way back? Louis will definitely talk to you.”

Johnny nodded, not that he needed to actually pay them a visit. He mentally reached out to his apprentice. Louis did not, or could not respond. This was not good news. As a keyholder Johnny had long been able to communicate mentally with other living entities, human or otherwise. However, he had previously worked out that he couldn’t telepathically connect with anyone who was stressed or near death. He didn’t think it was the latter as he felt sure that Dr Death or his wife Mother Nature would have given him a bit of a heads up, “Yep, okay I’ll pop in on my way home tomorrow.” He offered.

It was fair to say that the evening of the first annual Mar Dee Gra festival had been a bit of a damp squib. The celebratory party that Johnny, Celia and the rest of the gang had anticipated had been a complete washout thanks to old King Valspar.

Johnny and Celia walked home through the winding streets of ByTheSea City in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, unaware that life was about to throw them lemons. And, they’d misplaced the recipe for lemonade.
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Celia waved goodbye to Johnny as he watched her ship sail away on the morning tide. There was no need for her to go incognito yet. She was just another traveller on her way to the journey of a lifetime on the far away shores of Godsown Land. Her brief was simple, kill the King but make it look like a tragic accident. The rules of the Guild of Terminators were strict when it came to client confidentiality. Complete and utter anonymity meant that law enforcement knew not to bother asking for information. Not that they would, the Lord Mayor and the Head of the City Guard had an unwritten agreement not to investigate any death where the Guild of Terminators had left their calling card. They had learned from their predecessors that prying too much into the affairs of the terminators tended to result in the sudden loss of your own ability to breathe.

Celia smiled back at Johnny. She waved and turned to face the bow of the ship. This was Johnny’s signal to get on with the rest of his day. He headed back to their holiday home.

Celia was in a reflective mood as she stared out at the ocean ahead. The fee for the assassination of the King of Godsown Land was huge possibly even a record fee for the Guild. Clearly an extremely wealthy person wanted this particular King dead. Her suspicion was that this hit was at the behest of King Valspar himself. If that was true it would be unusual. King Valspar had his own group of bodyguards that would normally do his bidding. Not that they were particularly good. They enjoyed a certain level of protection which they used to carry out their attacks in public without fear of retribution. A trained assassin such as herself could easily take them all out before they’d got out of bed in the morning. 

A spray of salt water caused her to step away from the prow of the boat. A young man yelped in agony as the heel of Celia’s boot made a sharp and painful contact with the exposed top part of his right foot. “I’m so sorry.” She apologised profusely.

“It’s okay, no harm done.” He paused as he hopped about, “Everything will be fine, in a minute.” The stranger’s voice was warm. He was a little bit older than Celia, possibly early thirties. He dressed like an ordinary man but Celia was a professional. She had already reached out to hold his hand to steady him as he stretched the pain out of his foot. His hands were soft so he was clearly of the professional classes. His shoulder length blonde hair and blue eyes were notable but not remarkable. He was of average height with a build that was best described as average. Everything about him was normal but to Celia there was something about him. There was something about his face that seemed familiar but she couldn’t quite place it but most of all the thing that made him stand out from the ordinary was his smell. He smelt nice. 

“My name is Celia.”

“That’s a beautiful name to go with your beautiful...”

Celia raised an eyebrow and sighed. It was enough to stop him in his tracks.

“Yes, well.” He blushed, “Sorry. I have a habit of engaging my mouth before my brain.” He paused and held out his hand which Celia shook. “My name is Whatson, Whatson TheBox, nice to meet you.”

Celia nodded, “Likewise. Is your foot okay now?”

He smiled, “All good now, thanks. Do you mind me asking? Are you travelling home?”

“Oh no.” Celia hesitated, “I have heard so many wonderful things about Godsown Land that I just had to come and see for myself.”

“A tourist eh? Well that’s good to know. As a proud Godsownian I can confirm that whatever you have heard about our wonderful land I can guarantee it will exceed those expectations.”

“Well that’s good to know. So where you working in ByTheSea city or...?”

Whatson interrupted, “Me oh yes, working, always working.”

“Can I ask what it is that you do?”

Whatson fidgeted, “Well it’s a bit hard to explain really.” A taller and older man coughed behind Whatson who turned to face him. No words were exchanged but Celia could see that they knew each other. Whatson turned back to Celia and bowed his head, “I must go now, it was nice, if a little painful, to meet you.” He smiled nervously, “I hope you have a lovely time, I’m sure you will. You never know we might bump into each other again.” He turned. Celia watched him and his acquaintance go below decks.

Celia turned to face the front of the ship, this time holding onto the rail. Her thoughts once more returned to the job in hand. She had spent the last two years of her life on Rockall after finding that portal in Johnny’s house back on Earth. In that time she had seen and done things that she would never have imagined were possible. Yes she was hyper intelligent but had long ago chosen to hide it. She had never known her real parents and it had never bothered her. Her adopted family were okay but the academic side of life was not a priority for them. Now she wasn’t complaining, they had treated her well however, growing up she never really felt part of that family. She preferred her own company, her choice of books and her choice of music. She was quite happy in her world. She went to great lengths to create an element of mystery about herself, never fully committing to anyone or anything until she first met Johnny. She smiled at the memory even after replaying it in her mind a thousand times or more. The girls used to laugh at him behind his back. Johnny and his mate Paul would always be in the student bar. Johnny couldn’t hold his liquor and invariably get too drunk before ending up on the dance floor with his two left feet. She would watch from her favourite chair in the corner of the barroom, sipping her pint of strong cider as the girls would move away from him while the blokes would deliberately barge into him sending him flying across the floor. It was one such event that ended up with him nursing a cut lip. She had marched over and helped him up before taking him back to her student digs to get him cleaned up. He had promptly fallen asleep in her chair.

Her so called girlfriends were keen to ridicule Johnny but she liked him, really liked him. He was tall and gangly yes but funny, intelligent and adorable. He was a complete and utter loser when it came to the emotional side of things but that is all in the past now.

Another cold spray of salt water hit her face breaking her train of thought. She refocused and went back to work. The killing of a stranger for money was not something she would fret about normally. Before accepting any job she had always done her research. She had to be one hundred percent certain that the man she was about to terminate deserved his fate. But, in this instance, her intuition was telling her that things weren’t quite what they appeared, like a mirage in a desert.

—————————————————————————
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UNAWARE OF HIS PARTNER’S misgivings Johnny found himself a quiet spot on the edge of town before putting his flying machine onto his back. With one final check to make sure no one was watching him he took to the skies. He initially contemplated flying across the ocean to visit Celia’s ship but decided against it. Celia would be embarrassed and that would get him a deserved telling off. Reluctantly he headed off towards the little beach hut that he had given to his apprentice and his wife as a wedding gift.

Far below on top of a small cliff south of the city, unseen by Johnny, were two people sitting in stripy deckchairs. They were eating something that had once been alive. The animal remains had been squashed between two slices of bread. The female Weather Watcher shouted, “Look, up there.” She punched her dozing companion in the shoulder, “Is it a bird? Is it a plane?”

The rudely awoken male Weather Watcher now looked up to the sky, he paused, “What the fuck’s a plane?”

Acutely aware that what they were both witnessing wasn’t real they returned their focus to the soggy meal they held in their hands, “It was just a bird, a big bird mind you, but just a bird.” She paused, “Still, turned out nice again.” The man nodded his approval.

Johnny had always found it somewhat perplexing that he loved flying, whether in his suit or by one of the witches’ broomsticks. It was at odds with his fear of heights. Even climbing a ladder would make him feel dizzy. But flying around like a bird was different, it was freedom, it was liberating. It was also quite chilly so he pulled his leather coat tight around himself.

It wasn’t long before he saw the Beach Hut. He landed softly on the slightly unkempt lawn just outside the back door and moved towards the shed to stow away his jet pack. He saw something move out the corner of his eye. He could see it standing there, next to him as he closed the shed door behind him, “Todger, is that you?” He said with some surprise.

“My Lord Keyholder, you can see me?” 

Aware that he needed to concentrate a little more Johnny focused his mind and brought the image of Duke Todd Fortescue to the fore. Telepathically he reached out, “My condolences Sir Duke, I hope your death wasn’t too painful?”

“No, no, not at all, in fact quite the opposite.” Todger retained the good humour from when they had last met, he made to slap Johnny on the shoulder but his hand simply passed through Johnny’s flesh, Johnny winced at the icy blast, “My daughter, Lizzy, you remember her, well she paid for a Terminator to do the deed and he was very professional, I didn’t feel a thing.”

“Patricide, that’s a bit off isn’t it? I mean she is, was, your own daughter after all.” Johnny was reeling from the casualness of Todger’s description of his own murder.

“Well, it goes with the territory I’m afraid. I don’t know of any Duke or Duchess that has died from natural causes, I was surprised it took my daughter that long to get rid of me.” He coughed nervously, “Anyway, the longer you live as a titled member of society the more chance you have of meeting an untimely death. It’s to be expected to be honest. However I do believe that she will do well to survive much longer herself.” He tapped the side of his nose, “She has a younger brother who is a very greedy and ambitious young man.”

Johnny shook his head, “Okay, I think.” He needed to change the subject, “So, anyway, why are you here? I mean why haven’t you gone to the light?”

“What are you blathering on about, what light? Talk sense man. All I know is I woke up staring at my dead body and found that I could move about so I did. It was while wandering about that I bumped into a few other spirit beings like myself. I was amazed to find so many but then again I did live in a big and very old house. Anyway one of my new friends suggested that we try to find a young man called Louis because he heard that he can see ghosts and that he may be able to help us.” Todger was walking through the front door as he finished his sentence.

Johnny remembered too late that he was made of flesh and blood as his head bounced on the solid wood door. Ignoring the pain he opened the door to find Louis sat in his chair wide eyed and clearly in shock. Marianne Twinnets, his wife was sat in the opposite chair. With her tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth she was clearly deep in concentration threading a needle. She screamed in delight at the sight of her surprise visitor. She seemed oblivious to the five wraiths that were pacing up and down her living room. After a quick hug of greeting, Marianne popped out into the kitchen to make a brew.

Johnny looked around the place. It still amazed him as to how something so small on the outside could offer up so more space on the inside. He noted that they had recently painted the wooden stairs that led to the mezzanine bedroom. Johnny tried and  failed, to mentally connect with his apprentice as Marianne brought him his tea and toasted muffins. 

She pointed to her young husband Louis, “He’s been like that for the last few days, hence why we didn’t go to the Mar Dee Gra celebrations. My father, Miss Twinnets sent me a carriergram to tell me that old King Valspar had cancelled the celebrations.” She offered a tiny piece of muffin to a pigeon perched on a stick in a wooden birdcage. “Such a shame, our King really is a dick.” Marianne, although several years younger than Johnny, had lost that youthful almost trill voice from when he had first met her. “Let me put some more wood on the fire, I keep getting a chill running straight through me.”

This wasn’t surprising as one of Todger’s ghostly friends had just inadvertently walked through the corner of Marianne’s chair.

Johnny was no doctor but he knew enough to be able to confirm that Louis was physically okay. It was as if he was in a trance. Once more he tried to reach out to him mentally. Johnny’s telepathic abilities were unique and powerful. He had previously been able to reach out to people who were in a catatonic state but this was different. It wasn’t that he couldn’t knock on the door of his friends consciousness it was more that he couldn’t find the door itself. Johnny became increasingly concerned that maybe Louis couldn’t, or worse still, wouldn’t wake up, he needed to tread carefully, “Marianne, how well do you know your husband? I mean do you think he keeps any secrets?”

“Oh I know him pretty well. He thinks I don’t know about his old teddy bear that he keeps under the bed.” She tapped the side of her nose, “But I do the cleaning and I have an inquisitive mind, my father Mistress Twinnets always said I had.”

Johnny interrupted her, “I meant more about any special talents that he might have?”

“Oh like being able to talk to the animals, like you do.”

Johnny nodded hiding his surprise, “Anything else...?”

Marianne learnt forward in her chair before whispering, “Well, it’s supposed to be a secret but I know I can trust you.” She paused briefly, “He can see dead people but, we have to keep our voices down. He told me that over the last few weeks there have been so many ghosts asking for his help that he didn’t know what to do so we agreed not to talk about it any more. On top of that he was going to pretend that he couldn’t see them in the hope that they would just go away and leave us alone.” She reached over and picked up Johnny’s cup, “More tea vicar?”

Johnny smiled, at least this exchange established in his mind that Marianne couldn’t actually see the wraiths herself which was just as well as they never stood still. Out the corner of his eye he could see them constantly milling around. He quietened his mind before reaching out, “Hey Todger can’t you guys stand still for a bit, you’re giving me a headache?” He laughed.

“No can do my Lord Keyholder, you see we spirits in the material world are doomed to wander the World of Rock for all eternity. Look, it’s in the job description you see.” The former Duke, Todd Fortescue waved a flimsy, ethereal piece of paper in Johnny’s direction as he walked through the kitchen wall.

“Doomed, we’re all doomed!” Another ghostly voice broke into Johnny’s conscious. He found the maniacal cackle that followed this statement to be slightly disturbing. In his mind’s eye he saw the image of an old dishevelled military man. His unruly white hair matched with an amazing set of bushy eyebrows. He was wearing a khaki uniform with the haunted look of a man with shell shock.

“Erm hello, Lord Keyholder, can you hear me?” Johnny didn’t hear this voice he felt it, it was telepathy and it was coming from the young woman that was sitting in the chair next to the fire. She had her eyes firmly closed and her face was screwed up in concentration.

“Marianne, well aren’t you full of surprises?” Johnny was complimentary. He had always had to initiate the telepathic link to people he wanted to talk too. As far as he knew only his apprentice Louis and his former teacher Bangdeedor had this skill. “Did Louis teach you how to do this?”

“Yes, he said I wasn’t to use it on anyone else but I’m very worried and I was concerned that you had also got the same condition as my Louis so I broke the rules and connected with you. I’m really sorry for breaking your concentration, as you can tell I’m not very good at it.”

Johnny noted that her communication did break up a bit and it wasn’t as clear as he would have liked but he could understand her perfectly well. “On the contrary, there are very few people with your ability and skill, you should be proud of yourself.” He paused, “Would you prefer to use our real voices then?” 

Marianne was relieved, whilst telepathy came naturally to Johnny for her it was hard work, “The shadow people are here, aren’t they? That’s who you were talking too?” Marianne was visibly upset and struggling to control her emotions.

Johnny had learnt a long time ago that honesty was the best policy, especially when talking to the female of the species so he quietly said, “No, there are no shadow people here at the moment.” 

He quickly looked out of the corner of his eye. Internally he argued that strictly speaking he had not lied. He had not seen any Shadow People. Ghosts yes, but, if he understood it correctly, and it was more of a hunch, there was a distinct difference. His former mentor Bangdeedor now existed in the realm of the Ether, the shadowy hinterland between the living and the dead. This Ether is the place where the Shadow People exist for as long as someone remembers them. Ghosts existed outside of this. As far as he knew only Dr Death could let you exist as a shadow person. But Todger and the others were ghosts, their souls had not been collected by Dr Death for some reason, Todger confirmed it himself by saying that he hadn’t seen the light after his death.

Johnny looked over at his comatose apprentice and wondered what had happened to him. Had he tried to help in some way and more importantly where was he now?

“I need to take him to the witches, I need their help. Have you still got the old jetpacks I left here ages ago?” Johnny’s voice was commanding and belied the overwhelming sense of anxiety that was welling up inside him.

Marianne nodded and went outside to fetch them. She fumbled about in the dark trying to open the garden shed.

“King Kong Gardens, ho-oh, ho-oh-ho. King Kong Gardens ho-oh, ho-oh-ho.” The banshees sang as they approached the petrified Marianne as she stood stock still frozen in fear. “King Kong, ho-oh, ho-oh-ho. King Kong Gard...”

“Oi, you two, bugger off!” Johnny shouted from the front door. He quickly rushed to position himself between the banshees and their intended victim.

“Well, what have we got here, looks like we’ve got two for the price of one.” The more confident banshee took a step towards Johnny. He didn’t take another step. Instead he looked into a steely pair of eyes that were a nose length away from his own.
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