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Decades before the events of The Camelot Shadow, a young William Upton is intent on ensuring
that his late father’s bookstore continues to thrive, even if that means taking a commission from
a mysterious client who tasks him with finding an arcane—and possibly magical—tome. With
time running out and a large reward hanging in the balance, Will chases down every possible
lead, braving the macabre underground laboratory of a sadistic nobleman before embarking on
a daring, late-night library break-in.Told through Will’s own diary and with his characteristic wit,
“The Strange Task Before Me” is an intense race against the clock that mixes action, humor, and
a bit of magic—all while laying the groundwork for momentous events to come, expanding on
the mythology of The Camelot Shadow, and introducing a key new character in the
unpredictable Baron Frederickson.



THE STRANGE TASK BEFORE MEBeing an Excerpt from the Journal of William J. UptonBy
Sean Gibson© Sean Gibson 2017All rights reserved.Cover design by Bret BowmanOther
Stories by Sean GibsonThe Camelot ShadowThe Chronicle of Heloise & GrimpleAuthor’s Note
“The Strange Task Before Me” is set approximately three decades before the events of The
Camelot Shadow (which was written, not coincidentally, by yours truly, and available at all
reputable (and even a few disreputable) ebook dealers worldwide). It is not necessary to have
read that legendary tome to enjoy the story that follows, but it’s likely that you’ll appreciate it
more if you have, and, by so doing, you will prove yourself a discerning connoisseur of the
highest literary refinement, which is no small thing. “The Strange Task Before Me” also sets in
motion events that will be picked up in future sequels to The Camelot Shadow, which may be of
interest to the obscenely large group of readers clamoring for immediate completion and release
of said sequels. I’ve intentionally made vague the year in which the story takes place so as to be
able to make use of certain (in most cases only slightly) anachronistic physical or linguistic
elements, but sharp readers will find clues that will narrow down the timeframe considerably
(hint: the absence of the word “camera” is one such clue, though perhaps not in the way that you
think). Read on, dear friends, and I hope you enjoy. 18XX11 June My friend Alfie tells me that
keeping a diary is all the rage in these early years of the reign of Queen Victoria, our revered
paragon of moral virtue. Noble lords and shopkeepers alike are caught up in the frenzy, and so I
feel compelled to set down certain facts to ensure that when they are entered into the historical
record, as they undoubtedly will be, given the likelihood of my future eminence, I am portrayed in
the most positive possible light. Of course, the good Lord Alfred Fitzwilliam also suggests that an
intimation of intimacy directed toward a serving girl one has only just met when she placed
before him a savory plate of mutton is inappropriate, and so I’m not entirely convinced of the
veracity or wisdom of his counsel. Two sentences into my inaugural entry, one written in secret
but, like all others of its ilk, ultimately for the purpose of public consumption, and I’ve already
suggested that I’m a lascivious cad. It’s not far from the truth, I suppose, at least insofar as my
actions are considered, but it’s as representative of who I am at heart as I suspect the totality of
this “private” document will be. But, I didn’t purchase this beautiful calfskin-bound volume (from
my own shop, naturally, albeit at a handsome discount extended to me by the handsome owner)
to set down my innermost thoughts with respect to the scandalous (and, I confess, often
unfulfilling) manner in which I behave toward the fair sex, as I find deep self-examination as
comfortable and appealing as the prospect of having my leg amputated in an army field hospital.
Rather, unlike the self-absorbed navel gazers or gluttonous gourmands intent on tracking their
daily food intake who tend to purchase these volumes from my shop, I hope to use it with
purpose. This, of course, presumes I have something worthwhile to record. Which, at the
moment, I do not. And so, surcease.18 June It would seem that interesting events in one’s life
occur in inverse proportion to one’s desire to record them in one’s diary. One week in, the most
notable thing that has happened is that I managed to snag a pair of trousers on a rather
pernicious nail jutting from the door of the shop, resulting in the ruination of said trousers and a



rather vigorous pounding of the offending piece of metal with the business end of a hammer. I
emerged scarred from the encounter, certainly, but victorious, and unbroken. Let us see what the
next week shall bring…25 June I begin to question whether my diary is responsible for the
recent lack of notable anecdotes in my life, or whether my life has ever been devoid of
noteworthy events, and it only seemed to be filled with them because I wasn’t actually counting
the days between the rare occurrences of interest. Regardless, last week’s incident with the nail
begins to grow more and more epic in the retelling, having nothing to displace its pride of
narrative place in my life since it transpired. The nail will soon be a harpoon, if not a lance, by
the end of the summer.29 June Today marks two years since Father’s passing. I feel as though I
should commemorate the occasion, but I could think of no suitable way to do so other than to
open the shop as normal and down an extra Scotch at the public house. Father would have
appreciated that tribute, I don’t doubt, and would have been uncomfortable with anything more
elaborate. I wonder what Mother would want me to do to mark the occasion of her passing? Not
that I can do so on the day it happened, of course—Father was always vague about the precise
date she left us as well as the circumstances. Was it the day I was born? The following day?
Weeks later? Perhaps I should simply mark her death the day on my birthday. I suppose the
celebration would be the same—imbibing an ungentlemanly amount of liquor—though perhaps
I’d refrain from spending the evening in the company of a member of the fair sex. I suspect
Mother would disapprove. Though, how would I know, having never met the woman? Or, at
least, having not known her at an age at which I was capable of forming memories…15 July I
decided to let some time pass after the last entry’s morbid turn. It turns out this diary writing is
powerfully affecting. I’m not entirely sure I like it.18 July I had intended to let more time lapse
before making another entry. Truth be told—though I can think of few occasions when truth is a
less welcome visitor than when one is conversing solely with one’s self—I had considered giving
up the enterprise entirely, but, at last, an incident worthy of putting quill to page has occurred!
It’s not unusual for patrons of our shop—I say “our” out of habit still, and suspect I always will, for
as long as the “Upton & Son, Booksellers” sign hangs outside the door—to request rare volumes
that can prove challenging to acquire. Locke, Defoe, Swift…original copies of their works, and
those of other luminaries, are constantly sought after, and the market for them can be quite
cutthroat when one considers the object of obsession is nothing more than pages of script
bound together whose content can be found in a similar—and cheaper—form without much
difficulty for men of means. We live, however, in an age of words, when knowledge is power and
the sharp, incisive cut of a well-turned phrase can do more damage than a well-honed sabre. It
is, by and large, a glorious time to be alive, and a particularly propitious time to be in the
business of selling the board-and-paper packages in which knowledge is compiled and
presented. Today, however, I received a most unusual request, and from a purchaser more
unusual still. It has not, historically, been the purview of Upton (or son) to deal in esoteric texts,
though I can’t say with certainty that Father never sought out such tomes for clients. Still, we
don’t habitually stock any works by the alchemists of yore—you’ll find no Hermes Trismegistus



on our shelves (nor anyone else’s for that matter, I suppose, in part because spelling it is a
sufficiently difficult chore, let alone finding the books)—and we tend to focus instead on English
novelists, history, and philosophers, with the occasional foray into more Continental fare for
those of a particular bent. Imagine my surprise, then, when the bell rang in my shop and a
cloaked and hooded man entered, seeking something out of the ordinary. I called out, as I
habitually do when a patron enters, “Can I help you, sir?” and crouched a bit in an attempt to
peer beneath his hood, my polite way of suggesting that our transaction might be more sociable
if I could see his face. He waited in silence for a moment before turning and locking the door, and
though I couldn’t see his eyes, I felt as though he were taking my measure. Apparently, I passed
his test, for he lowered his hood and stalked—to call this walking would be akin to saying that a
panther walked its prey—to the counter. He was older, but not necessarily old, and bearded—
bordering on unkempt, but not quite untamed—and possessed of such furrows in his forehead
that a plow horse might have found a home there. (I see why the keeping of a diary might inspire
a man to have a greater degree of confidence in his writing ability than the words on the page
might suggest. As I wrote that sentence, it seemed brilliant, but upon reflection, it’s a rubbish
metaphor. I still feel I could write circles around the Brontes, though, regardless of how much
Alfred fawns over them.) He placed both hands on the counter and leaned toward me. He spoke
softly, but his voice was so deep that, even at a quiet volume, its resonance was obvious. The
man sought a rare manuscript by J--- D--, one that I had never even heard of, and most certainly
did not have stocked in the shop. Though this is intended to remain a private account, I cannot
discount the possibility of it being found in the unlikely and unfortunate event of something
happening to me, and so I will refrain from completely incriminating myself in writing by naming
the author of this particular work, the possession of which might be frowned on by certain
authorities. Contrary to the assertion of many, particularly of the gentle sex, I am, in fact, smarter
than I appear. For the sake of simplicity, I will refer to him, and the work my client desired to
purchase, as “JD” from here on.
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Christopher Jones, “Good lord, I want more of that. Good lord, I want more of that. That ending
though.I got towards the end of this and honestly thought, "Well, he's wrapped things up... how
are there still a few pages to go?" And then... [insert gif of Wee-Bey stroking his chin and going
'ohhh']But I'm getting ahead of myself.The Strange Task Before Me is a novelette about a
bookseller who has been given the seemingly impossible task of tracking down an exceptionally
rare tome in just a few scant days or suffer the unspoken consequences. The entire thing is told
as a series of entries from the diary of William Upton, the aforementioned bookseller. I know a
few of you are wary of the journal entry format, but don't let it worry you. With the whole of events
taking place over a very short time period, William's diary doesn't have time to get sidetracked
into nonsense, and William (Sean) is enough of a writer to not make the common mistake of
leading us to think "yeah, this is fine, but would be so much better in person."The formatting
quickly takes a backseat to the characters and the general sense of "I want to know all the things
about all of this."We have the mysterious client, who is seemingly overpaying for a tome that no
one really wants to talk about.The book itself, which may be powerful... or not... but certainly
makes us speculate as to what other powerful books could exist and what groups may want
them and why.The possibly insane and probably violent Baron who owns a taxidermy unicorn
and who we better see more of in a future story.Oh, did I forget to mention that unicorns are
real? I mean, probably. It's difficult to say, but magic is real, if hidden and mostly unknown, in the
world of Camelot Shadow, so I'm leaning towards 'yep'.Which leads us to the elephant in the
room. This is a prequel of 
  
The Camelot Shadow: A Novel

  
  
, so you may be worried that you need to be familiar with that novel before reading this one.
Absolutely not. While you should read The Camelot Shadow because it's really good, this story
stands on its own. They share a main character, but they are set decades apart, so don't worry
about which one you read first. Just read them both.For full disclosure, the author sent me a free
epub of this. And for fuller disclosure, I pre-ordered a copy on Amazon after reading it, because
we should support good writing. Also, it's a dollar at the moment (always?), so it's not exactly



breaking the bank. And it's on Kindle Unlimited if you have that. Look, I just want you to read
good fiction, and this is certainly that.”

Michael D. Clark, “Compelling, yet short delightful little read.. P'raps better described as a short
story, or a prelude, The Strange Task Before Me is a engaging, witty piece of writing. Crafted well
enough to stand on it's own, yet engaging enough to make me want to read more of this world.
And enough loose ends and dangling potentials to make that further reading all the more
entertaining.”

Mo, “William's sarcasm and wit had me laughing throughout the read .... William's sarcasm and
wit had me laughing throughout the read.If this is just a snippet of what's to come, I'm in for the
ride!”

Bret Bowman, “Gibson pulls the veil further back to provide us a fresh glimpse into his vision of
Victorian England replete with the magical and mysterious elements familiar to (and loved by)
readers of The Camelot Shadow. Mr. Gibson pulls the veil further back to provide us a fresh
glimpse into his vision of Victorian England replete with the magical and mysterious elements
familiar to (and loved by) readers of The Camelot Shadow. William Upton was one of my favorite
characters from Shadow, and I’m thrilled to be able to follow along on another of his adventures.
So, when’s the next installment?”

E. Thiessen, “Read both this and The Camelot Shadow!. I wasn't sure if I would like this as much
as the first book (although this is a prequel), especially because I'm not usually a fan of the
journal format for a book. But this is a really fun short story and the format totally works for it. Mr.
Gibson's trademark verbosity is very much alive in this one and it had me cracking up even
when it wasn't supposed to be funny. Although there were plenty of places where it was
supposed to be funny and I did actually laugh (even though I'm in the library and supposed to be
quiet). This was an easy story to be read in one sitting (see, Sean, I told you I had to wait until I
had time to sit and read it because I wouldn't be able to stop once I started) and naturally it
leaves me wanting more, damn you, Sean!While I don't think you have to read The Camelot
Shadow first, I think it definitely adds to the story to have knowledge of that world. Thank you for
an entertaining read, Mr. Gibson! Now get to writing! ;-)”

K. Lage, “Good fiction!. *Also posted to my Goodreads accountThis is the kind of writing I love!
I’m usually a bit weary of books written in journal format, but this worked amazingly and it did not
take away from the plot at all.I loved the main character. At first I found him quite full of himself
and then I realized that it totally worked for his personality. Upton is witty, funny, and clever
(which means Mr. Gibson must be someone fun to hang out with over some gin).This is good
fiction. A captivating main character, an interesting plot (who was the client, magic?! what
happened?!), and seedy/mysterious side characters.I will be starting the series this novella is a



prequel for because, well, I have to know what happens!”

Scott R Weinstein, “He’s smart, funny and an amazing world builder. Sean Gibson is the kind of
writer you’re always searching for when you need a new book. He’s smart, funny and an amazing
world builder. Most impressively he captures the voice of the Arthur Conan Doyle-Esque era, but
keeps its fresh and modern at the same time. A fantastic read.”

The book by Sean Gibson has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 8 people have provided feedback.
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