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In the end, when it came to it, Sir Charles Avery was no 
gentleman.  
       This idea dominated Erica Neilson's thoughts as she 
glared at the perfectly machined muzzle of the gun now 
pointed at her head. 
       Ironic, the old-fashioned slug-thrower was a work of 
technical art, just the kind of piece she might have made 
herself. Guns, and how they worked and how they could be 
used - it was one aspect of what she did. 
       She shivered in the damp breeze blowing in off the sea 
and resented the fact this place was so beautiful in its 
haunting bleakness. A place to savour the view and the 
atmosphere.  Not a place to die.  It was otherworldly.  The 
landscape around her was flat and boggy but to her right 
were ragged peaks of coastal mountains, dragging black 
claws through the thick grey clouds pressing down from 
above.  To her left those clouds trapped the horizon against 
the restless motion of the stormy waters. 
 A distant rocket ship arced upwards in a relentless 
push towards orbit leaving a snowy trail billowing behind it. 
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 Movement in front of her; the tip of the gun waved 
impatiently. She sighed and returned to the task of digging 
the grave.  
 It was evening but it wouldn’t get dark. Not here. This 
was Arctic country, and it was the middle of summer.  The 
Sun wasn’t going to for another six weeks. But as she got 
back to shovelling up the sticky, wet earth, she had a 
nauseous certainty that the next darkness she would see 
would be whatever came after the chambered .375 Holland 
& Holland magnum round split her head open and sprayed 
the insides like an exploding watermelon.  
 Strange to find herself here like this, at the end. The 
start hadn't been so bad. 
 Sir Charles Avery, forty-six years old, five-foot eight and 
built like a bear. It wasn't muscle, just mass. Shaggy brown 
hair that was skilfully unkempt rather than a product of 
laziness; streaks of grey highlighted his age but gave him a 
distinguished look that offset the build of a man probably 
used to violence. 
 Nothing, at first, outwardly hinted at the tightly bound 
knot of fear, suspicion and paranoia that sat at the centre of 
his psyche. Death, it seemed, had an appointment with 
him. 
 She met Sir Charles in Copenhagen. At a bar for 
wealthy tourists inside of the once-Victorian amusement 
park at Tivoli. She'd been scoping for clients and he was a 
perfect match. He needed a private companion and close-
quarters protection. No sex. Purely business. Term of 
contract two weeks at 1,200 credits a day plus generous 
expenses.  
 Erica didn't ask what he did for money, clients only 
offered information - never tolerated questioning.  But she 
considered herself a good judge of character and enjoyed 
picking apart the external shell that every human projects, 
piecing together observations into a picture. 
 There were inconsistencies straight away but the money 
silenced the babble of her mind into a muted sense of, let's 
see where this goes.  The blunt physical build didn't quite 
go with all the strange books he carried around in a 
battered leather trunk that looked as if it had come all the 
way through India and the Great Tour of Europe when 
steam power had been all the rage.  The books themselves 
were treasure, so it seemed from the way Sir Avery 
protected them; they were obviously valuable, incredibly old 
items that a collector might steal, or risk dying for. 



3 

 The job started off as a road trip. From Copenhagen 
they travelled First Class overnight on a ferry to Oslo. Calm 
seas the beauty of Norway's coastline emerging like a jewel 
carried by the sunrise. Erica had leant against the 
starboard rail and watched with a freshly scrubbed smile on 
her face. A miniature carbon ceramic blade strapped to her 
forearm, concealed by a long-sleeved top, was her only 
carried kit.  
 At customs and security the blade went into a custom 
sheath buried into the fabric of a modified backpack with a 
strap that went across her chest. Three years of travel with 
it and the blade had never been spotted once. And she knew 
it wasn't her looks that distracted attention.  Over six-foot, 
she had a hefty-build; large-boned is what her dad had 
always told her.  Rugby at school helped her deal with the 
stigma of her teens when her body first changed shape. 
Working the door at nightclubs whilst she studied at 
university led to contacts with ex-military personnel. Her 
post-grad thesis, on the power of market forces to influence 
and shape 3rd Zone insurgencies, attracted attention from a 
corporate head-hunter for the private defence contractor 
Akinola-Odusola. She ran commercial security for them for 
a few months but it turned out she wasn't quite up to their 
grade. Not a bad spec-op, just not... ruthless enough. So 
she settled into freelance gigs, the Akinola-Odusola history 
a good flag for her name which she then developed further 
herself.  
 Sir Charles was terse company.  Not into idle chit-chat.  
He didn't treat Erica badly but he was clear about wanting 
to see her earn her money, right from the get-go. 
 “You’ll keep your eyes open and your mouth shut,” was 
his daily mantra when they met over breakfast to discuss 
the plans for the next stage of their journey. 
 His moods varied from sullen and pre-occupied with 
whatever thoughts skulked around his head, through to 
something like a pan about to boil over with the lid rattling 
away and steam gushing from the sides - it was a tense 
anger, fuelled by frustration.  
 Over the days that followed the ferry ride from 
Copenhagen, it became apparent to Erica that Sir Charles 
was looking for some undisclosed object that carried the 
weight of his very destiny within it.   
 It was after Oslo that the aspect of barely supressed 
fear entered his behaviour. This in itself was not unusual - 
a lot of her clients suffered anxiety and sleepless nights 
worrying about the consequences of their actions.  Actions 
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that required them to hire a bodyguard.  But the source of 
the fear was perplexing to her.   
 Somebody with a flair for the theatrical – or some Thing 
that did not conform to the precise rules of Nature - was 
stalking Sir Charles.  Erica was loath to believe in the 
metaphysical.  It did not fit with her tightly framed view of 
the world.  Yet an accumulation of glimpses of a half-
formed, stick thin shadow and the hissing sound of grains 
of glass that accompanied it, suggested there was a level of 
reality not normally accessed by mortal men and woman.  It 
was the place where the night terrors of children came from. 
The source of hauntings and ghosts and all the creatures 
that a young imagination could see – before age, maturity 
and sensibility warped the fragile lens into blindness. 
 The shadowy shape was only ever witnessed at the 
furthest corner of her eyes, lurking in the doorways of busy 
streets when they travelled or at the end of hotel corridors 
when she stopped to enter Sir Charles’ room.  Utterly 
motionless, rigidly still, until the moment she turned to look 
when it would vanish leaving just the faintest smudge of a 
smoke-like echo in its wake.  If her client saw and heard 
this, he never admitted it and she never raised the subject – 
not until later. When it was too late. 
 In Oslo they chartered a private plane to haul them 
quickly up beyond the Arctic Circle to an unattractive town 
called Bodø.  There Sir Charles rented a Subuyak Cross-
Country, a muscular ground vehicle with the heart of a 
light-infantry assault craft and the spirited façade of 
something usually seen on a race track.  It handled like a 
drunk mule and consumed biofuel with un-tempered greed, 
but Sir Charles liked it and was happy to pay whatever was 
required.  
 From Bodø they drove East until reaching the tiny 
picturesque township of Fauske, where they swung North 
and began the long haul through dense forests and long 
mountain tunnels to their first overnight stop – the 
industrial port of Narvik. It took a day of driving to get 
there.  The Breidablikk Guesthouse was small, expensive 
and very comfortable.  
 As became standard with each place they stopped for 
the night, Erica was given a separate adjoining room. As 
was the fact Sir Charles had already booked ahead – he was 
very specific about which room he wanted to stay in.  No 
other room would do but the one he chose.  
 Erica realised he had been to these places before in the 
not-too-distant past. Some of the staff seemed to recognise 
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him, although Sir Charles always brushed this off with a 
blunt shrug.   
 “I was here last year,” he advised her gruffly. “My 
companion was a rude, unpleasant man. He caused 
problems wherever we went.  I don’t think he realised the 
quality of the company he’d been in.” 
 Past tense, Erica had noted. It was a simple point but 
notable.  Whoever this companion had been was now no 
more. 
 After Narvik they drove for another ten hours between 
mountain vistas, along mainly silent deserted roads and 
high-altitude moorland to the remote Northern city of 
Tromsø. 
 Tromsø, with its busy streets, heavy traffic and bustling 
pavements and cafés distracted her for a few hours.  As 
always, she accompanied Sir Charles as he used the time 
visiting locations he had been to before.  Looking for 
something he never found.  
 They left Tromsø early in the morning, heading north 
across a narrow bridge onto Kvaløya Island then west along 
the 863 onto the 862, to reach the tiny ferry port of 
Botnhamn. The ferry carried them to the island of Senja 
where they picked up 862 again, now a ragged trail of pot-
holed tarmac, and followed it until connecting with the 
bigger but still decaying 86.  The route wove back and forth, 
following the jagged inland coastline of the fjords or 
climbing sharply up or plunging down precarious mountain 
switchbacks.  The bad condition of the roads combined with 
the bad handling of the Subuyak took up all her attention.  
The sunshine faded into a heavy grey light that filtered 
through low murky clouds, and the landscape became bleak 
and unwelcoming, despite still being vibrant green. 
 There was a sense of ancient spirits smoking off the 
terrain. This wasn’t a place for people to thrive.  It was 
where the gods of Old Norse legend once strode proud, 
unobserved and unashamed.   
 It was only when they reached the far west of Senja 
island, passing through Hamn towards a set of grey, scree-
sided mountains, that she noticed how silent Sir Charles 
had become.  It wasn’t calm contemplation, but an eye 
glaring terror that had his flesh bristling with sweat. 
 That’s when she’d dragged the wheel over and braked 
sharply, slewing the wide all-terrain tires across gravel, and 
brought the Subuyak to a hard stop off the side of the road. 
 “What the HELL are you doing!” he roared. 
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 “Okay mister,” she snapped.  “Either you tell me what 
the hell is going on or I’m turning this heap of shit around 
and driving back to Tromsø. There’s a glass of cold, very 
refreshing arctic beer from Nordlandsbryggeriet with my 
name on it back there.  I’m really keen to enjoy it.  I am not 
enjoying this ride or the idea of what’s ahead. So spill the 
beans or this particular journey ends right here.” 
 For a few moments, the rage that lit up behind his cold 
grey eyes was enough to push away the cold clammy fear 
that had been suffocating him. 
 “I am paying you for a service.” He told her, 
punctuating each word like a broken promise. 
 “Part of that service requires me to know the extent of 
the threat,” she retorted acidly.  Her intense dislike of his 
character melted then, and she saw the trauma creeping 
back into his eyes.  Her tone softened:  “Look at you.  You’re 
a mess.  Do you want to tell me what is wrong?” 
 And that’s when he’d revealed the extent of his 
innermost horrors.  
 “Do you believe in curses Ms Neilson?”  
 “No.” She answered flatly, although that wasn’t quite 
true. Stories she’d heard from men who had been in the 
military.  But war did strange things to the human mind… 
 “I do. And I tell you now that I am cursed.” 
 The lower half of her face felt rigid. She wanted to 
smile. The tremor of a laugh bubbled in the back of her 
throat - but the steely conviction in his eyes and in his voice 
clamped down on her incredulity with savage teeth.  She 
looked away and abruptly hated this stretch of road, with 
the gloomy mountains rising up like the walls of prison.  No 
other vehicles came past.  
 “The man who travelled with me last time,” Sir Charles 
explained, “Ray Soto. He did something. He took something 
from me.  It’s a part of the curse. The root of my death. He’s 
planted it somewhere. Somewhere along the journey we 
made. I have to find it. I have to destroy it if I’m going to 
stop what is going to happen to me.” 
 Erica sighed, a sound of frustration but combined with 
the beginnings of belief.  She shook her head and glanced 
over at him, his mass filing that side of the bulky vehicle. 
“What’s the thing I keep seeing?  The thing that’s following 
us?”  
 His face tensed, relaxed and then tensed again. Acute 
focus. He leaned forward as if to confess terrible things but 
then thought better of it.  
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 “It’s out there – I can see it. Watching. Waiting. The way 
it’s so still. Until it moves then – poof. Gone, like smoke.  
But can’t get to me. Not yet.”  He confided.   
 She had the feeling she’d just signed a pact with the 
Devil: she no longer wanted to be inside the vehicle with 
this man – but they were in the middle of nowhere.  “What 
is…it?”   
 “I don’t know. I’ve read the books. Lots of them. Stuff I 
don’t understand. Spheres that interlock with our reality at 
certain times, certain places.  There’s a membrane but this 
thing doesn’t need to know the Words. It just passes 
through. They’re called Jentog Ma’nes.” 
 “They?” 
 “They’re a race. A breed. Slaves to the ancient mages. 
The sorcerers. And to witches of the black goat, those who 
worship the Great Mother with a Thousand Young and 
perform blood sacrifice before the throne of the Black Man.” 
 Jentog Ma’nes. 
 It didn’t sound like any kind of words.  Just a sound, 
one that made her shudder. 
 “Why did he curse you? This Ray Soto.” 
 Sir Charles’ face darkened.  His gaze drifted into 
recollection. Eyes glassy with memory. His lips moved, his 
words muttered. “It was what he wanted. It was always his 
plan.  The man I came here with.  He was a stealer of 
souls.” 
 There it is again, she thought. The past tense.  She felt 
there was much more to the story but Sir Charles had the 
look of a man about to clam up, and the sitting there, on 
the side of road, had started to feel unwise. As if the two of 
them were now exposed to a threat from beyond normal 
boundaries.  
 A few miles later they plunged through a long, twisting 
tunnel and arrived in the narrow, sun-shunned defile 
between two steep mountains filled with a deep, black-
watered fjord.  The fjord was knife thin and along the shores 
was a scattered settlement called Gryllfjord. Wooden houses 
with peeling paint, the pastel shades doing nothing to 
lighten the grim surroundings.  The only reason to be there 
was the rudimentary ferry terminal that provided a 
connection across the Norwegian Sea and the Andfjorden to 
the even more remote Vesterålen and Lofoten Island. 
 “Why were you both out here?” She asked during the 
two hour crossing. 
 Sir Charles answered as if talking to himself in the 
mirror. It was unnerving to feel so invisible.  “I was following 
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him. He promised so much. I had to see.  I had to. I had to 
see.” 
 After docking at Andenes, it took three more days to 
reach the final destination.  Thankfully the roads improved 
in quality, due to heavy tourist seasons, but they were still 
impossibly narrow at times and required all of her attention 
during the long hours at the wheel. The Subuyak didn’t 
have AI-emulation or Auto-Drive Assist. And their location 
was too rural, too remote to afford the installation of an ATG 
network.  The scenery also transformed and did much to 
take her mind off the bizarre unease that had wrapped itself 
around her.  The islands have a bold, rugged beauty with 
breath-taking coastal scenery; the fretted sea sliced up by 
jagged peaks, and the midnight sun glinting off sapphire 
and turquoise waters.  They stayed in Andenes, then 
Svolvaer, then finally made it to the southernmost 
habitation on the island chain, the tourist cabin and fishing 
port haven of Å.   
  It was late when they left the mud-spattered Subuyak 
in a small, mostly empty vehicle park provided for tourists, 
and headed off on foot.  The 24-hour sun had been dimmed 
by heavy clouds scudding in on a stiffening breeze blowing 
in from the west.  Erica carried a small pack with water, a 
first-aid kit, rolled-up waterproof jacket and trousers, and 
her PA – which was switched off to preserve battery life and 
client privacy. Sir Charles carried a duffel bag from the rear 
storage compartment.  A folding carbo-plastic shovel 
strapped to one side. 
 Beyond Å was nothing but deserted coastal moorland 
and a long abandoned fishing village from Viking times. 
 The trail was more of a muddy groove in the coarse 
grasses that covered the wildly undulating landscape. They 
walked for two hours, initially passing a few tents but then 
nothing.  And Erica felt the atmosphere shift. The last 
people where far behind them now. Nothing living was 
ahead of them. Just the incredibly brutal cliffs that dropped 
down into the unsheltered expanse of the Norwegian Sea.  
 That was when he pulled the gun.  She’d been a few 
metres ahead of him when he’d called out. Stop. Turn 
around. 
 The gun was a composite. A .375 heavy stainless steel 
rifle barrel cut to carbine length, drilled and tapped to take 
a forend for 38cm handgun. It had been rechambered to 
take the .375 Holland and Holland rounds. The brake had 
been machined into the end of the barrel, the more vertical 
orientation of the top ports to maximum downward muzzle 
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deflection, whist the bottom ports were positioned below 
centre, parallel to the ground to avoid blowing debris back 
to the shooter.  At this range, he would not miss. 
 It was fine piece of equipment. The way the man held it, 
with a callous comfort, made her think for a moment about 
how the staff at the various hotels had reacted to him.   
 The revelation struck her like the rigid end of three-
fingers jabbed into her solar plexus. 
 “You’re not Sir Charles. You’re Ray Soto.” 
 The smug sneer on his face was the only confirmation 
he gave.  He gestured for her to walk away from the trail 
onto open ground. 
 After some distance they came to a stone block, placed 
randomly at the gentle crest of a shallow mound; the 
weathered edges hinting at the centuries it had been there.  
Yellow lichen and red moss covered much of it but there 
were still traces of ancient carvings upon the pitted surface. 
 He tossed her the shovel and told her to dig.   
 The earth was loosely packed and she realised this was 
the site of a recent grave. 
 “Is this where we find the real Sir Charles?” 
 “Yeah. But that wasn’t his real name. I found that out 
after.” 
 The silence obviously got to him. He spoke to deflect the 
fear that kept him glancing all around, as if he expected 
something to rush over the horizon at him from any angle. 
 The real Sir Charles – a pseudonym – had been wealthy 
without limits. A collector of rare books and artefacts with a 
particular occult flavour.  Residing alone in a stubby, moss 
and ivy covered stone castle on the shores of an isolated 
loch in the Western Isles of Scotland.  Ray Soto had heard 
about him through his underworld contacts: a potential 
mark for Soto’s version of extreme house invasion.  When 
Sir Charles travelled to Copenhagen and put an advert out 
looking for a companion to accompany him for a journey 
through the Arctic, Ray Soto had made himself available. 
 “It was all a set up,” Soto told her as she sweated and 
dug.  “The old sly fox just wanted somebody to murder out 
here. Blood sacrifice.  He wanted to take my soul.” 
 Anger made her pause and jab the shovel into the 
loamy earth. “You really believe that?” 
  The look Soto gave her then chilled the blood in her 
veins.  His eyes became hooded, as grey and lifeless as 
stone, his upper lip twisted slowly. “I’ve heard him. 
Laughing. Mocking me through the nights when the moon 
doesn’t shine.  He tells me the Jentog Ma’nes have my 
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scent. How they’ll hunt me down to the end of my Time and 
tear out my soul. Oh I believe it alright missy. And so will 
you. So will you. Now fucking dig that hole or I’ll blow a hole 
in your head there’ll be nothing left for me to bury again.” 
 She knew he meant it. Ray Soto was a killer of the 
worst kind. He didn’t hold emotions. He didn’t trade in 
morality. He enjoyed what he did. 
 It was the sound of rushing grains of glass that made 
her stop digging. Similar to what she’d heard countless time 
before since arriving in Norway but this was louder – nearer.  
And looking down into the hole she was digging she saw the 
earth falling away. The movement revealed a badly 
decomposed face with a mouth yawning wide and black 
beneath empty, soil-filled eyes.  But around the murdered 
corpse of the real Sir Charles wasn’t the earth of the land 
but something else, emerging from the object clenched in a 
bony dead hand, flooding space around her boots, swirling 
like a fluid made from glittering granules of jagged inky 
glass.  The shock made her forget the gun pointed at her. 
She leapt from the grave, fell backwards and scrabbled 
backwards through the damp grass as far as she could.  
 Ray Soto was staring, horror mixed with fascination, as 
a twisting thread of black granules spiralled up from the 
hole she’d made in the ground.  And then it took on a 
shape. Of sorts.   
 Thin, black, humanoid but faceless with long powerful 
legs ending in cloven-hooves that even now continued to 
form as it stepped onto solid ground.  The thing held out 
wiry arms with broad hands and long webbed tendrils that 
could have been fingers.  It shimmered and shifted, then 
went rigid and utterly motionless within a microsecond, 
stopping to observe then quickly spurted forwards. Its skin 
had a smoky, dust-like quality that left a shimmering ‘echo’ 
each time it moved. 
 Its approach was threatening and taunting and potent 
with menace. Ray Soto screamed in fear and rage and began 
shooting into it. The Jentog Ma’nes darted from each bullet, 
circling around, Ray Soto following, turning to keep it in his 
sight. Erica, half-mad with terror, saw her chance. The 
carbo-plastic shovel was still clenched in her hand. She 
hauled herself up and made to jump over the grave, to 
smash the sharp edges of the shovel into the back of Ray 
Soto’s skull.  But the Jentog Ma’nes reared up directly in 
front of Soto, causing her to falter and stagger backwards.  
As did Soto. His legs jerked spastically, his hips swung wide 
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as he careened, holding the emptied gun in front of him, his 
other arm held up across his face.   
 A sticky black hole opened where a mouth should have 
been, an awful shout erupted, the sound of a million angry 
buzzing hornets filled the air, and Erica saw a stream of 
razor sharp granules blast into Ray Soto’s head.  
 Soto gurgled blood and shredded tissue, twisting away 
to reveal a gory mess clinging to yellow bone where a 
moment earlier a human face had been.  He toppled over 
into the grave, arms and legs flailing; choking sounds whilst 
shrieking in agony and terror.  Eric’s eyes bugged wide as 
she woodenly backed away, unable to tear her gaze from the 
scene as the thing hovered on the edge of the open pit, 
tilting it’s the smooth ellipsoid of its head from side to side 
as if regarding its prey. 
 And then it dropped down, into the grave, onto Ray 
Soto, a frenzy of savage blows from its stick like arms, 
ripping open the meaty carcass of the man to extract his 
innards in a feast of blood. 
 Erica turned and ran.  
 She ran all the way back to the car park at Å. She 
didn’t care who saw her. She didn’t care what police might 
think when the bodies were found.  Lungs burning she 
jumped into the Subuyak and drove as if her life depended 
on it. The E10 took her all the way back to the mainland 
rather than risk stopping for ferries.  There was no need to 
follow the exact route they’d taken to get down there. 
 It took her twenty-four hours to get back to Bodø.  
Fatigue and the utter exhaustion in the aftermath of 
profound shock slowed her down. She caught fragments of 
sleep but refused to allow herself the luxury of more than 
five minutes at any one time, and always made sure she 
only stopped where there were people.  
 Nothing prepared her for what happened when she 
returned the Subuyak.  The account had been settled.  And 
a printed note left by the payee:  
 
FOR THE ATTENTION OF THE DRIVER 
 
I apologise for any discomfort caused. I hope there are no lingering 
after effects. Nightmares can be such fickle tormenters. Be assured 
that I have no further interest in you… beyond making sure you take 
note never to utter a word of your journey.  If you must, then do come 
to my castle. It is easy to find but not so easy to get to – or leave. If you 
come, then make sure you plan to stay for a very long time.  Yours. 
Sincerely. Sir Charles Avery.     
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The End 
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