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​Chapter 1
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The sun beamed down upon me, a beacon of gold amidst the bluest sky I had ever beheld. The harsh cries of the gulls echoed in my ears, and the blustering surf lined my nostrils with its salty tang.

My heart surged and my soul sang as I approached the docks, and I couldn’t help quickening my pace till it matched the rhythm of the waves pounding against the harbour wall. Before me, a veritable armada of vessels bobbed and rocked, from fragile skiffs to mighty frigates. Sails fluttered in the breeze, and flags and pennants waved, filling the sky with an array of vermillion, emerald, and violet.

My eyes searched amongst those vessels, seeking the one craft worthy of capturing my attention.

When I spotted her, floating slightly apart from the main fleet, I could only stare in wonder. Her masts soared like majestic towers, and her billowing sails gleamed brighter than the finest linen sheets. The curves of her lines conveyed elegance and style, while the burnished timber of her hull glistened in the early morning sun. Where the other boats bobbled up and down like ungainly ducks, she rolled gently with the grace of an antelope. Surely, no finer vessel had ever set out to sea.

A sound from close behind—the clearing of a throat—caused me to turn. Here was Captain Marlback, his eyes also trained on the magnificent ship before us.

“Behold the Flying Eagle,” he said, his voice hushed. “I trust she passes muster.”

“Far and beyond,” I replied. “My expectations have been well and truly exceeded. None of your descriptions did justice to this fine vessel, this utter wonder of the seas.”

The captain chuckled. “Had I spoken honestly, you would have taken me for a braggart. Better to let your eyes reveal the truth.”

“Then you showed wise judgement. I trust you shall display similar throughout our journey.”

Even as I spoke, I could not look away from the extraordinary vessel. From the gold-lined windows embedded within its stern to the soaring eagle that leapt from its prow, every inch of this ship was captivating.

Eventually, the captain gave me a nudge.

“My Lord, we should not tarry. The trade winds blow strong, but they can be fickle. Best to sail while they are at our back.”

I dragged my eyes from the Flying Eagle and regarded the captain. He was shorter than I, but solid. His skin was dry, his face hard and wrinkled. Here was a man who had dedicated his life to the high seas: a man with the craft and experience to guide me on a voyage to the far ends of the earth.

“I shall heed your advice,” I replied. “Let us board at once and sail at your command.”

“Aye-aye, My Lord.” The captain raised a hand and signalled to the ship. In barely a minute, a longboat came slicing through the water. I prepared to descend the stairs to the jetty, but the cry of a woman’s voice gave me pause.

“Harland, dear. You do not need to make this journey.”

My darling Giulietta stood behind me, her hands tightly gripping the sea wall. The sun illuminated her unblemished face, and her long hair waved in the ocean breeze. At that moment, she appeared more beautiful to me than at any time since our paths first crossed.

I walked back and placed my arm around her delicate waist. The warmth of her body pressed against me, seeking the solace of close contact.

“We have talked about this, my love,” I said, trusting my soft tones would soothe her angst. “You know this journey is written in my destiny.”

“But why?” she protested. “Your greatness is not in dispute. Stay now, here in Fleltberg. Our people need you. I need you. Do not abandon us for this fool’s errand.”

The trembling in that lovely voice nearly caused my heart to cleave in two. Part of me desired nothing more than to stay and comfort my one true love. And yet, the other part could not be denied.

I clutched Giulietta’s shoulders, my eyes locking onto hers. “This is no fool’s errand. I seek nothing less than the Shield of Delos. Think what reward I will provide for our people once my mission is achieved.”

“And what if your mission should fail? What reward would you then provide?”

“I cannot countenance such a prospect. Fate presses me ever onward.”

Giulietta lifted my hands from her shoulders and took a step back. “I beg you, one last time. Do not go.”

It was hard to look at her face, blurred behind a veil of my own tears.

“My heart aches to leave you,” I said, barely able to force the words out. “But my will cannot be swayed. When I return with the Shield of Delos, you will know this quest was not in vain. In the meantime, have no fear. I do not doubt you will lead the people with wisdom and kindness. And should you have any need, bold and loyal Stefan will always be at hand.”

Her face fell. “Then that is it. This is goodbye.”

I reached out and raised her chin till our eyes met again. “This is goodbye, but not forever. While I am gone, my love for you will burn stronger than ever, leading me like a light in the darkness towards my journey’s end.”

Then we were embracing. Time stood still as our lips met. Fiercely, we held onto each other, fearing the world would end if we were to relax our grip. Secure in her arms, I almost felt myself regretting my decision. But no, I could not turn back now—not when the lure of great deeds beckoned.

Finally, I gently pushed her away.

“It is time, my love.”

She nodded and then turned. I did not watch her leave. I could not bear to.

Instead, I set my sights upon the sea. Here was the place I was meant to be. True love and the joys of home would be waiting upon my return. For now, there were higher-order matters to deal with.

Taking the steps two at a time, I leapt down to the jetty and clambered aboard the longboat. The captain barked an order, the oars hit the water with a slap, and then we surged forward towards the Flying Eagle.

The longboat heaved in the billowing surf, weaving a path through the array of vessels in the harbour. Behind me, the tall towers of the great city of Fleltberg held little appeal. Though the salty swell blasted my face, the focus of my gaze was ever forward. The siren song of the heroic quest called to me. I could pay heed to nothing else.

It was ever thus. Since I had first left home, with nothing but a pack on my back and a tattered scroll full of old folk tales, I had achieved great things. I had fought vicious beasts and defeated cruel tyrants. Now here I was, embarking on the greatest mission of all.

The oldest and most mysterious of those ancient stories told of a powerful relic, a wondrous and beautiful object called the Shield of Delos. Whoever found this shield would achieve greatness, not just for themselves but for their people as well. Sorrow would be vanquished. Illness and pain would become distant memories. Such a prize, I vowed, would be my last and finest gift for the good people of the realm of Fleltshire.

A shadow crossed my eyes, tearing me from my thoughts. We were passing beneath the massive figurehead at the prow of the Flying Eagle. Its fiercely hooked beak and glittering eyes pointed out to sea, seemingly fixated on something over the distant horizon. Perhaps those eyes could see—far, far away—the place where this splendid ship would carry me.

The longboat pulled up alongside that mighty hull, and a rope ladder was lowered. The captain gestured for me to ascend and, presently, I found myself standing on deck. For several moments I swayed uncertainly, adjusting myself to the steady rocking underfoot. Never before had I journeyed across the seas. I had much to get used to.

Men hurried around me. They scurried across the deck, carrying packages and crates, and they swarmed up the masts, tying ropes and unfurling sails. Their voices, as they called to each other, were rough and uncouth. And yet, their cries carried a kind of music, a song that captured the spirit of the sea.

“Unfurl the jib and hoist the mizzen.”

“Keel the haul and chock the capstans.”

“Stake the forestays and loose the davits.”

“Hang on a minute. Aren’t we supposed to loose the forestays and stake the davits?”

“I thought we needed to hoist the forestay and keel the davits.”

“You’re all wrong. We chock the forestays with the mizzens and unfurl the davits on the yardarm jibs. Then we stake the bulwarks on the bowline bumpkins and clew the cockets with the cofferdam catheads...”






“...I say we drill down to the KPIs and then synergise the expected outcomes.”

“Not before we brainstorm for some quick wins that set our benchmarks to best-practice-quality standards.”

“Neither of you are optimising our affordances. We need to workshop some blue-sky strategies and then implement agile processes that incentivise our alignment to bandwidth capacity.”

Jarvis Thwainston opened his eyes. He saw no fine sailing ship, no sails billowing proudly beneath a blazing sun, and no hearty crew celebrating the joys of ocean life. He was in a dull, dark meeting room, listening to his work colleagues bickering about a topic he could barely remember.

Jarvis sighed. For a moment, he’d managed to escape the tedium of his humdrum life for the excitement of the world of Harland Buckthorpe. All too quickly, reality came flooding back. Feeling a growing numbness in his back, he adjusted his body and then blinked several times, hoping that each time he reopened his eyes he would be back aboard the Flying Eagle.

It didn’t work.

Distracted by Jarvis’s brief exhalation and subsequent stirrings, the three other members of the meeting turned towards him.

“Jarvis, did you have something to say?” asked Bryce Metkovic, the slightest trace of a smile on his face.

“I...er...um.” Jarvis’s mouth emitted noises while his brain tried to work on a response. “I agree with what you’ve all been saying,” he eventually managed to mumble.

“But we’ve all been disagreeing with each other,” said Melissa Stromboli. “How can you agree with us when we’re saying different things?”

This was a harder question to answer, but Jarvis figured he’d better give it a go. “What I meant was that...er...I agree we shouldn’t be too hasty about...er...all agreeing with each other. This is a complicated issue, and the more diversity we bring to it, the better.”

Jarvis looked across the table. The others were staring at him. He needed to make a final point, and he needed to make it as strongly as he could.

“At the close of play, we run all our inputs up the flagpole and see what we can bring to the table,” he said, forcing up the volume of his voice to try and sound convincing.

Then he clamped his mouth shut and did his best to return those stares. He had no idea if what he’d said made any sense. The only thing left was to brave it out.

Eventually, Aiden Pretharwa spoke. “So let me unpack this. You’re proposing that the only thing we have in common is our differences. What divides us is actually what brings us together.”

Jarvis nodded.

Silence filled the room. Melissa and Bryce continued to regard Jarvis with raised eyebrows. All Jarvis could do was sit like a condemned man, waiting for the axe to fall.

Then Aiden smiled. “That’s some serious out-of-the-box thinking. You may be onto something, but I’ll need some time to connect the dots. I suggest we park this for now. We can pick up the pieces and run with them tomorrow.”

Jarvis only just stopped himself from sighing again, this time with relief. Emergency evaded.

With the meeting apparently over, Jarvis considered bolting for the door. But before he could move, Aiden spoke again.

“Jarvis, I’ll need you to capture all of this in a memo. Peel that onion for me. Give me a helicopter view of everything we’ve discussed. Ping me a copy by lunchtime tomorrow, and then we can kick this puppy out of the ballpark.”

Jarvis remained in his seat as the others left the room. As usual, his victory was short-lived. Instead of saving himself, he had landed himself in deeper water. How was he supposed to write a memo about a meeting he had just daydreamed his way through?

––––––––
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Sitting on the train that evening, Jarvis was no closer to a solution. He tried to focus, searching for even the tiniest memory from the meeting, but nothing emerged. He had switched off from the opening remarks and hadn’t checked back in until the end.

It didn’t help that his mind had zero interest in dredging up any details of the discussion. Every time he closed his eyes, he was no longer in a crowded carriage, shuddering forward through the gathering dark. He was instead standing atop the deck of the Flying Eagle, looking out towards a distant horizon as that magnificent vessel sailed onward through the rolling sea.

The fantasy only came to a screeching halt when Jarvis arrived home, stepped into the darkness of the front hall, and found himself hopelessly trapped.

The silhouettes of unknown objects surrounded him. Some towered high above his head. Others clustered around his feet, substantively complicating the task of remaining upright.

In such a situation, there was only one thing to do. At the top of his lungs, Jarvis screamed one word.

“Glenn!”

Heavy footfalls preceded Glenn’s entry into the hall. Click went the switch, and Jarvis had to cover his eyes as light blazed upon him.

Glenn’s voice reverberated through the haze. “Jarvo, good to see you, mate. Anything the matter?”

“Not really, except that I don’t seem to be able to move.” As his eyes adjusted, Jarvis began to make out the obstacles confining him. A couple of filing cabinets reached almost to the ceiling. Random pieces of furniture were stacked against each other. And the floor was covered by an array of smaller objects, including several video game consoles, a selection of cosmetics in jars, tubes, and bottles, and a range of dumbbells, barbells, and other weightlifting equipment.

Jarvis’s housemate swayed into view, his broad body squashed between an armchair and a bedside table, his round face a mix of congeniality and confusion.

“Sorry, I thought you’d be pleased.”

“I’m always thrilled when I get home after a long day and discover I can’t actually get into my house.”

Glenn chuckled, just a little too loudly. “Oh Jarvo, you crack me up.” Then his features slowly rearranged themselves into a more serious expression. “But I was only trying to do you a favour. You’re always complaining about how messy my bedroom is. So today I decided to give it a good clean-out.”

“Oh really,” said Jarvis.

“You should see it now. It’s practically spotless.”

“That’s really thoughtful of you.” Jarvis paused, trying to gather his scrambled thoughts. “But when I asked you to clean your room, I didn’t mean to dump everything you own in the front hall.”

“Oh.” Glenn paused too, though Jarvis wasn’t sure what he was gathering. “Where am I supposed to dump it?”

“You aren’t supposed to dump it anywhere.”

“So how am I ever going to get my room clean?”

Jarvis bit his lip, preventing any potential retort from escaping. Continuing this conversation wasn’t getting him any closer to advancing past the hall. It was time to wave the white flag.

“That’s a tough one, Glenn. I’ll have to think about it. In the meantime, can you please move this stuff so I can get into the house?”

Glenn shrugged. “Okay, if that’s what you want.”

He started by clearing a space so Jarvis could squeeze into the kitchen. After preparing and eating dinner, Jarvis spent the evening trying to make progress on the memo, a task not helped by Glenn lugging everything back to his room with maximum noise. Any thoughts of returning to the quest for the Shield of Delos were now irrevocably on hold until tomorrow.

Jarvis lay on his bed, hands over his ears. Harland Buckthorpe never had to deal with such utterly pointless situations. He wouldn’t have had any trouble putting someone as annoying as Glenn in his place. And as for menial tasks like writing memos, he would have told Aiden, Melissa, and Bryce exactly what he thought of their stupid meeting, and then headed off on another adventure.

Harland had been Jarvis’s idol since he’d received a paperback copy of The Ring of Courage, the first instalment in the saga of Harland Buckthorpe, as a birthday present when he turned ten. From the moment he peeled back the cover and perused the first page, Jarvis was hooked. Here was a character he could identify with—not somebody high-born or privileged, but a simple farm boy, apparently destined for nothing greater than helping his father grow alfalfa and turnips. But Harland knew there was more to life, and he wasn’t going to wait for it to find him. Instead, he set off to make his own fortune.

Several chapters in, Harland befriended a young nobleman named Stefan, who shared grim news about the cruel giant, Mongrub. This foul monster was terrorising the land of Fleltshire, carrying away its inhabitants—including the fair and much-loved ruler of that realm—to satisfy his voracious appetite. Of course, Harland rose to the challenge by destroying the giant. And as he rescued the captives from the brute’s lair, his eyes were instantly drawn to the exquisite Princess Regent Giulietta. Their romance provided the centrepiece for the remaining novels, her beauty and goodness inspiring Harland to ever-greater accomplishments.

Since that initial revelation, Jarvis had read all the Harland Buckthorpe novels more times than he could remember, and Harland had become his model for how life should be lived. Jarvis quickly fell into the habit of imagining himself as Harland. He would relive the storylines of each book, fighting for justice, defeating evil, and forever winning the heart of the lovely Giulietta. These fantasies made life bearable for Jarvis. When the day was long and nothing seemed to make sense, disappearing into Harland’s world was the best way to get through. Jarvis knew each story by heart. In an instant, he could insert himself into the middle of any moment from any book, making it even more vivid and exciting than the original words on the page.

But it had been over five years since the release of the fourth and penultimate instalment, The Sword of Design. As time passed without any word from Harland’s creator, P.K. Seligman, beyond a tentative title, The Shield of Delos, rumours began to circulate. Some claimed the reclusive author was ill. Others suggested a bad case of writer’s block. Either way, there was no indication of when the saga would reach a conclusion.

Which posed a problem for Jarvis.

He had read the first four books so many times and reimagined those adventures in such detail, the experience was starting to get stale. Jarvis was left high and dry at the end of The Sword of Design, with Harland preparing to embark on a voyage in search of the mythical Shield of Delos, despite Giulietta's pleas for him to stay.

Fortunately, those long years of cycling through the novels had provided a solution. He’d spent so many hours being Harland, he was certain he had come to know his hero more closely than even P.K. Seligman did. There was no need to wait for that final volume.

Jarvis was going to live his own version of The Shield of Delos.
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“How bears the weather this morning, Captain Marlback?”

The captain strode across the deck towards me. “The sun shines bright and the wind blows strong, and so it shall remain for at least a week.”

I smiled. “Excellent news, my good man. It seems that greater powers are willing us forward. Can you show me again the map of our journey?”

Captain Marlback pulled a rolled sheet of parchment from his belt and unfurled it upon the deck. I bent down to study the map, observing the broad sea that separated our point of departure, the great city of Fleltberg, from our destination, the barely noticeable dot that marked the island of Preratoria. My eyes wandered across several other small masses of land that lay along our route.

“What do you know of these islands?” I asked.

He scanned the parchment before he looked back to me. “Not much is known of any of these places, My Lord. Few dare visit and fewer yet return. Many believe they are cursed. It is said that violence and evil stalk their hills and valleys.”

My eyes jerked open at his words. “Violence and evil you say? Then we should not fail to land on every one.”

If the captain was shocked by my reply, his expression did not betray it. “I would strongly recommend against this path of action. Why would you take such risks when a noble quest lies before you?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You misunderstand the nature of my mission. I do not undertake this quest merely to obtain the ultimate treasure. I will never turn my back on any challenge, no matter how trivial. Injustice and oppression are my sworn enemies. If, as you say, we will find such evils on these islands, then I order you to plot a course that takes us to each.”

The captain took some time to reply. “You are my leader, and I am bound to obey your orders,” he said at last. “But I must warn you this path is fraught with peril. I am loath to put my crew at risk.”

“And so you shall not,” I answered quickly. “Do not forget I have brought my own personal troop with me. One hundred of my bravest men, each of whom has demonstrated unstinting loyalty to me. Your crew can stay safely on board while I lead the fight for justice and freedom wherever we land.”

“Then it shall be on your head.”

The captain retrieved the map and walked away, leaving me standing alone on the deck. I leant across the railing and gazed across the sea, observing the patterns of the waves and the dancing of the light upon the water.

In the days since our departure from Fleltberg, I had found great solace in watching the ocean. It brought a kind of peace, as if the weight of my chosen task sat less heavily upon my shoulders. Sometimes, I would imagine my true love, my Giulietta, riding to me gracefully on the back of a porpoise. Other times, the rocking of the ship would lull me into a dreamlike state, within which I could pass many hours as that trusted vessel carried us onwards.

But on this morning, more pressing issues clamoured for my attention. This newly acquired information had set my spirits soaring. It was time to sit down with my lieutenants and prepare plans for our first landfall. I began making my way towards the front hatchway when I was suddenly thrown forward by a savage jolt...






...Jarvis jerked forward. Ripped from his fantasy as the train came to a sudden halt, he only just stopped himself from crashing into the man sitting opposite. He mouthed an apology and then sat back, doing his best to avoid the stares of the other passengers.

As the train lurched into motion again, Jarvis resisted the urge to return to the Flying Eagle. Only two stations to go and then a rush through crowded city streets to the office. Best to stay connected to reality, at least for now.

Arriving at work, Jarvis hurried to his workstation. He had his own mission to complete by lunchtime. Producing a memo wasn’t quite on a par with the glorious quests of Harland Buckthorpe, but at least it gave him something to focus on for the morning.

Only one problem held Jarvis back. He still had no idea what had been discussed during that meeting.

Jarvis knew he couldn’t just sit and stew. Only urgent action could address this issue. Stage one of the mission required him to seek out every little piece of information about the meeting, wherever it might be.

He began by checking his email to see whether any of his colleagues had shared some interesting titbit from the discussion. But amidst the random jokes, links to cat videos, and apparently humorous photographs of colleagues who had arrived at the office wearing similar clothes, there was little of substance. He would need to adopt a more direct approach.

Unfortunately, this was easier said than done. Actively questioning the other meeting attendees was out of the question. To reveal he had daydreamed his way through the meeting would not be a great career move. Jarvis needed to think strategically.

It didn’t take long to identify the perfect solution. It was time to do some “socialising”. Through engaging in small talk, he might lure the other participants into inadvertently repeating some of the meeting conversation.

Though sound in theory, this would not be a simple solution to implement. Jarvis was well aware of his limited proficiency when it came to small talk. But faced with a choice between engaging in social dialogue with his colleagues or failing to deliver the memo, the former was a clear winner.

Jarvis didn’t speak to Melissa and Bryce straight away. That would have been far too obvious. Instead, he wandered around the office cubicles, chatting to anyone who crossed his path. He spent five minutes listening patiently while Annette, the receptionist, told him about the trauma of trying to shampoo her dog, and another ten minutes nodding sympathetically to the grievances of Wayne, the IT guy, most of which were expressed in abbreviations and acronyms Jarvis couldn’t begin to understand.

By the time he was ready for Melissa and Bryce, Jarvis’s head was already hurting from information overload. Still, he pushed forward. Nothing could hold him back from completing his mission.

Melissa barely heard Jarvis approach, so intently was she was peering over a collection of documents. When he cleared his throat softly, she let out a shriek and dropped her red pen on the floor.

“Jarvis, what are you doing sneaking up on me?”

Thrown by the panic in her response, Jarvis sought to settle things by opening with a little joke. “Didn’t you hear about the new performance measure? Quietest person in the office gets a fifty-per-cent bonus.” He retrieved the pen and looked up to find Melissa staring blankly at him.

“No, I didn’t,” she said. “Was it announced via email or in an all-staff briefing?”

“Not really either,” Jarvis muttered, remembering too late that jokes and Melissa did not mix well. For a moment, his brain floundered as it sought a way to regain control of the conversation. Luckily, a quick glance at the documents on the desk gave him an idea.

“Aren’t those the Lansdowne figures?” he said, pointing to the papers.

“Yes, they are,” Melissa replied, still eyeing Jarvis warily.

“How are your reconciliations coming along?”

Melissa’s pause, and the slightly pained look on her face, indicated the warring impulses within her. Part of her was still dubious about Jarvis’s motives, while the other part desired nothing more than to spell out every aspect of her work in detail. It didn’t take long for the victor to emerge.

“Not so well, if you must know.” Melissa waved a sheet of paper, covered by a mix of complicated calculations and red scribble marks.

“There’s a problem with the figures?”

“No, the figures are fine. But everything else about this document is a disaster. The font is wrong, and the alignment of the columns is off. These figures in bold should be italic, and these underlined figures should be bold. Not to mention the margins are too narrow, and there isn't enough padding in the tables, and the heading styles are all over the place. And that’s just the first page. These are going to have to be redone from scratch.”

Jarvis suppressed a grin. Melissa’s crazed nitpicking was not especially helpful. But in getting her to loosen up, he had improved his chances of prying information out of her...and there was a supplementary benefit.

“This looks like a fun party. Mind if I crash?”

Jarvis had expected Bryce to sidle over at the first sign of a conversation he wasn’t a part of. It was one of Bryce’s many habits that Jarvis normally found difficult to stomach. But today it might prove useful.

“It’s nothing, really,” Jarvis said, trying to sound casual. “Melissa and I should be able to sort it out.”

“You sure? I’m happy to help if you need me.”

“Nah, we can manage fine without you,” said Jarvis, feeling like he was reeling in a fish. The more he pushed Bryce away, the more determined Bryce would be to impose himself into the discussion.

Jarvis did what he could to egg the conversation on, giving Melissa an opportunity to vent about every insignificant error she had to deal with, while intimating to Bryce there was nothing he could do to help. Every so often he threw in a little prompt to try to extract some information of value. “That was a fantastic meeting we had yesterday,” he would comment, or, “Remind me about that great suggestion you made.” It worked, to a degree. While he wasn’t able to generate a full recall of the meeting, he did acquire enough pieces to get a rough picture of the complete puzzle.

Back at his desk, Jarvis felt little relief. Stage one might be complete, but it had taken far longer than planned. Lunchtime was barely half an hour away, leaving minimal time for stage two: actually writing the memo. Jarvis typed like fury, trying to spin out the ideas he had gathered into a document that made a modicum of sense. He used every technique he could think of to pad the material, throwing in surplus adjectives, incorporating meaningless office jargon, and never using one word when he could substitute five instead.

As his co-workers vacated their desks in search of lunchtime sustenance, Jarvis raised his fingers from the keyboard. Mission accomplished. He’d produced the memo. It might be longwinded, disjointed, and barely coherent, but it was done, right on deadline. Jarvis attached the document to an email and sent it to Aiden. For an instant, he imagined himself as Harland Buckthorpe, revelling in triumph after defeating a monster or liberating a city from an army of oppressors. Now was the time to seek a reward for his efforts. Time to treat himself to lunch.

But before he had taken more than a couple of steps towards the lifts, his computer pinged. A new email, most likely from Aiden. While every ounce of common sense told him to leave it till after lunch, Jarvis couldn’t stop himself from taking a peek. His mouth gaped in disbelief as he read.


Thank you for sending me this memo. Just one question—why did you do this?



Jarvis groaned. How could he not have anticipated this? Making random requests and then forgetting about them was a hallmark of Aiden’s managerial style. Still, what was Jarvis supposed to do? Aiden was the team leader, so his directions couldn’t exactly be ignored. Jarvis settled himself back at the computer to compose a response that might jog Aiden’s memory.


It’s the memo you asked me to compile. The summary of yesterday’s discussions.



Before hitting Send, he decided to add a bit of Aiden-speak for impact.


So we can kick the puppy out of the ballpark.



Then he leapt to his feet, determined to make a clean break for lunch...

...Too late, his computer pinged again. Cursing himself, Jarvis sat down again and opened the message.


The goalposts have shifted. We’re rescoping parameters and reenergising our directional momentum. So good work for giving that puppy a kick. Problem is we’re now in a completely different ballpark.



The language might have been unintelligible, but the meaning was clear. Aiden had changed his mind, probably five or six times, since the original instruction. A whole morning’s work, not to mention considerable stress, had amounted to nothing.

Jarvis didn’t stand up immediately. Instead, he sat and stared blankly at the screen. His inbox informed him of the arrival of several other messages, but this time he didn’t have a problem ignoring them. What would it matter if he responded to any of them? What was the point of anything he did?

It might have been different if this was an unusual occurrence, but for Jarvis it felt like standard daily procedure. Aiden had the attention span of a fruit fly with amnesia. The slightest distraction would send him on the wildest flights of fancy, leaving Jarvis running around in aimless circles like some sort of corporate wind-up toy.

At moments like this, there was only one thing to do. He would take advantage of the brief solace of lunch and resume his quest for the Shield of Delos.

Usually, Jarvis would walk to a small café several blocks from the office and then daydream through his lunch. But after the events of the morning, he couldn’t wait another second. As his body carried him on the oft-repeated journey from his desk to the lift, Jarvis’s mind was already far away...






“...Land ahoy!”

The cry came from the crow’s nest atop the tallest mast. I rushed to the starboard rail and looked across the water. Sure enough, I perceived a dim shape rearing over the horizon. I summoned a picture of Captain Marlback’s map in my mind. This must be Drefgapon, the first island along our route.

By this time, the captain had joined me at the rail. I pointed out the distant landform.

“We shall set our course immediately to make for that island.”

The captain frowned. “Are you sure, My Lord? Have I not warned you of the dangers you will face?”

“You have indeed, and I respect your counsel greatly. But, as I also stated, I cannot resist the pull of the fight for justice. Let us land on this island of Drefgapon and see what fate has in store for us.”

Seeing that I was not to be argued with, the captain reluctantly complied, spurring a brief spell of activity as courses were calculated and sails adjusted. Then the ship swung around until the island lay directly in our path.

Gradually taking form before us, Drefgapon revealed itself to be broad and flat, with a low range of hills rising on its southern flanks. Most of the island was lightly wooded, with the greenery thickening as it rose towards the hills. As we approached, I could discern several settlements, mostly on the northern side. Low-slung huts huddled together, smoke rising from their chimneys.

Captain Marlback directed our vessel towards the largest of these settlements. It soon became clear this was a substantial town with several large and official-looking buildings.

“Ahead lies the town of Wertzfen, capital of the island of Drefgapon,” the captain said. “A place of dark repute if ever there was one,” he made a point of adding.

I couldn’t help agreeing with this assessment. It wasn’t just that the buildings appeared to be run-down and shabby. There was something dark about this place— something about the black clouds that hovered above and the shadows cast by those decrepit structures. It was as if the decay was not just physical, but deeply moral and spiritual.

Not that this deterred me. Rather, it made me more eager to explore. Healing moral and spiritual decay was one of my specialties.

Our speed slowed as we neared the island. Before us, the town of Wertzfen sprawled down to the coast, where waves lapped forlornly against a sorry-looking harbour. The timber of the wharves was black and rotten, with hanging strands of decaying seaweed waving in the breeze like the dregs of ancient, decomposing flags.

With a gentle thump, the Flying Eagle nudged against the jetty, sending several pieces of wood falling into the water. As the gangplank was pushed out, I felt a large hand upon my shoulder.

“You are sure you want to do this?” said the captain.

“Surer than I have ever been of anything.” I raised my voice, calling out across the deck. “Followers of Harland, let us to disembark. The time for great deeds is upon us.”

Then I turned and walked right into the main mast...






“...Look out!”

Jarvis reeled. Lost in his fantasy, he had walked straight into the back of the woman in front of him as she stopped to open the café door.

The woman turned towards Jarvis.

“Watch where you’re going.”

“I’m sorry,” Jarvis mumbled, his face reddening as he forced his eyes to meet hers. “I guess I got a little distracted.”

In the moment their gazes locked, the look of annoyance drained from the woman’s face. Her eyes brightened and she laughed a short, soft laugh. Then she spun around and entered the café.

Jarvis remained motionless. Being caught out like this was an occupational hazard of spending so much time in an alternate world. Over time, he had become adept at avoiding detection, but every so often his guard would slip. And whenever it happened, it was always in a way that caused maximum embarrassment.

Jarvis could still see the amused smirk on the woman’s face, and the tingling of her laughter echoed in his mind, causing his insides to squirm. In that instant, he had felt as if she had seen deep into his soul, and that there wasn’t a secret he was able to hide from her.

Rather than feeling like a bold adventurer, Jarvis now imagined himself standing in the middle of the street, completely naked.
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​​Chapter 3
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Eventually, Jarvis realised there was no point standing around on the footpath. Lunchtime was ticking away. Regardless of how foolish he felt, he was going to have to follow the woman into the café.

He tried not to look around as he approached the serving counter, ordered a salad roll, and paid. But as he found a table and sat down to eat, he couldn’t help himself. Straight away he saw her, three tables away. As if aware she was being observed, she looked up at Jarvis and smiled that smile again.

Jarvis quickly redirected his gaze towards his lunch. He knew that look well enough. The upturned nose, the condescending eyes, and, most especially, the smile. He’d been dealing with those sorts of smiles since before he could remember. Smiles that made him yearn for the power of invisibility. Smiles that made him wish he could sink down into the earth.

Smiles that had long ago made him crave alternative realities.

Jarvis took a bite of the salad roll. Usually, this café was his haven. Away from the pressures of the office, this was his best opportunity to disappear into Harland’s world. But today, he struggled to make the jump. That woman, with her mocking glance, had invaded his sanctuary. How could he imagine himself as a swashbuckling hero while she sat three tables away?

Jarvis felt himself suspended between worlds. Part of him strode with confidence across the deck of the Flying Eagle, while the remainder sat nervously chewing on a soggy salad roll in a soulless city café. For several minutes, he could feel the pull of both worlds, leaving him stranded in a kind of no-man’s land. Finally, Jarvis forced her presence from his consciousness, allowing his mind to flee the café and reboard his mighty ship...






...I led my men down the gangplank and into the town of Wertzfen. The further we advanced, the more we were overwhelmed by a sense of darkness and decay. Paint chipped from walls and mildew spread across façades. The houses slumped over the roadways, spreading shadows about us, and dirty water dripped from gabled roofs, gathering into murky puddles around our feet. If any place begged for great deeds, this city did.

Though fully armed and ready for trouble, we encountered no other soul and were able to advance quickly. When we arrived in the centre of the town, the reason for this became apparent.

At the heart of the settlement, we found a wide public area surrounded by the large official buildings we had noticed from the ship. Here, it seemed, every resident of the town had gathered. Several thousand people filled this plaza, and a sadder and shabbier assortment of humanity I had never beheld. Faces were filthy and hair was long and lank, while the dress of each person, whether male or female, seemed to have been stitched together from the most meagre of rags.

All these people stood facing the far side of the space. Eager for knowledge about what might be amiss, I addressed the nearest individual in the throng.

“For what reason do the good folk of Wertzfen gather today?”

The woman turned to me. Her face registered little interest in my presence, and her voice, when she replied, carried a tone somewhere between general disregard and outright scorn.

“For the same reason we gather every day. To hear the latest report from the Town Crier.”

“The Town Crier, you say,” I replied. “Of what does this Town Crier report?”

“If you would take the time to listen, rather than bothering me, you would find out for yourself,” the woman retorted before turning away.

Seeing I would get no further information from this sad specimen of humanity, I attempted to force my way through the crowd. This turned out to be easier than expected, for while the mob was thickly pressed, the people were gaunt and light of frame. They offered little resistance as I pushed through, save for a symphony of groans and complaints. Before long I broke through to the far side of the square, and here I encountered a most intriguing sight.

The door of the largest and most official-looking building had only just swung open, and from the entrance, a tall man stepped out. His appearance and demeanour immediately set him apart from the other denizens of Wertzfen. His ample stomach heaved as he approached the crowd. His colourful robes might not have attracted attention amongst the noble families of my previous adventures, but they were cut from a better cloth and tailored with a more careful hand than the rags protecting the modesty of the people he approached. His stride was bold, and he held his chin high as he gazed imperiously at the crowd.

At the front of the gathered throng, the man halted, clicking his heels as he raised himself to his full height. He lifted a bell above his head and rang it vigorously, so its peals echoed throughout the square. Immediately, the grumbling of the collected residents ceased. All heads lifted and focused on this man. Surely, this must be the Town Crier the woman at the back of the crowd had referred to.

The Town Crier cleared his throat and looked from side to side. The hairs on the back of my neck began to quiver as the tension in the square rose. Alongside the rest of the crowd, I waited excitedly for whatever information he was about to impart.

Happy to milk the moment, the Town Crier cleared his throat again. Then he began to speak, his deep voice filling the space with even more power than the chiming of his bell.

“Hear ye, hear ye, people of Wertzfen, I bring you tidings of outrage and horror. I bring you tales of fear and trauma. I bring you stories of darkness and despair.”

As the words of the Town Crier reached the ears of his audience, I could sense their effect. I could feel the anguish rising from the crowd like a pall of darkness. But I was not prepared to succumb to such woeful spirits. Tidings of outrage and horror were my catnip, a lure I could not resist. There was evil afoot, and I would not rest until it was vanquished. I waited eagerly for the Town Crier to reveal more about these diabolical events.

The Town Crier spent several moments allowing the general mood of distress to percolate through his audience before he continued.

“That is right, good people. It is my sad task to inform you of the latest exploits of those vile brigands, those cruel and heartless thieves, the Lungsdank Gang.”

My ears perked up. This was getting better by the minute. Dispatching brigands and thieves was a particular specialty of mine. Still, I needed to hear more. What exactly was the nature of this gang? And what foul deeds had they recently committed?

“Barely twenty hours prior to this minute,” the Town Crier boomed, “the Lungsdank Gang invaded the sanctity of the peaceful and well-kept village of Serendorp. They proceeded to plunder the fine citizenry of that unfortunate hamlet, terrorising the women and children and taking for themselves anything of even the slightest value.”

The Town Crier looked from left to right. He raised his arms, and spittle dropped from his lips as his voice grew louder and fiercer.

“Once again, there is no one prepared to thwart those lawless bandits. Nobody has the heart to protect us from their plunder and depredation. We have all been abandoned, left bereft and powerless as those vicious thugs, those wicked and spiteful villains, ride roughshod over all we hold dear, tormenting us and stealing from us at will.”

As his voice rose to a shrill pitch, the villagers emerged from their silence. Cries of fury and disgust arose in response to the Crier’s denunciations. The general mood of the crowd, so thick with excitement prior to the commencement of his speech, was now shifting to one of helpless rage. The angrier the screams and the more violent their suggestions for reparative justice, the more I became aware that not a person in this square was prepared to act for themselves. I took this as my cue.

I stepped away from the crowd as the Town Crier turned and began marching back to the building from which he had appeared. Hurrying after him, I grabbed him by the shoulders and spun him around.

“Where can I find the Lungsdank Gang?”

The Town Crier shook his head. “I am loath to share such information, for should you seek them, you will surely meet your doom. No man of Drefgapon has taken them on and lived to tell the tale.”

“But I am no man of Drefgapon,” I said with a chuckle. “I am Harland Buckthorpe, bold adventurer and fighter for the cause of justice. And it looks like I have arrived in the nick of time. I do not fear this Lungsdank Gang, for I have faced far worse villains, I am sure. All I ask is that you provide me with the location of their hideout. I shall then take pleasure in removing this curse from your island and bringing peace and safety back to your communities.”

The Town Crier did not immediately reply. He looked me up and down, his face displaying no hint of emotion. Finally, his eyes engaged mine again.

“I would dissuade you for all I am worth, for you cannot know the might of these desperados, nor the cache of arms at their disposal. But I see you are not a man to be refused, so I will give you what you need.” He paused for a moment, seeming to search in his mind for the correct directions. “Follow the road out of town three miles to the crossroads. Take the turning that leads to the north. The path will descend into the heart of the forest, and here you will find a dark opening in the earth. This is the place where those bandits hide, hoarding their misbegotten wealth and planning their next atrocity.”

I nodded in acknowledgement. “Thank you, my friend, for such clear instructions. You shall not see me again until the deed is done.”

Then, signalling for my men to join me, I hastened along the road.

The directions from the Town Crier proved harder to follow than expected. I could find no crossroads, and no northbound path descending into the heart of the forest. Rather, the road turned southward, taking us up into the hills. And yet, my innate sense of direction and my nose for trouble did not let me down, for we did not have to wander long before we arrived at the broad mouth of a deep cave exactly like the one described by the Town Crier.

I gathered my men at the opening to discuss strategy. If this Lungsdank Gang were as fearsome as described, it would not do to blunder into their lair unprepared. My heart beat faster and my hands began to quiver as we planned our attack. This was the moment when our quest began in earnest. This was the time when I truly came alive.

With the final decision made, I called for a minute of silence. Then I knelt and closed my eyes, summoning an image of my beautiful Giulietta. On such occasions, before the action of the moment overwhelmed me, I always paused to remind myself why I would spare no effort to ensure my quest was successful. It was a comfort to know that as I walked into danger, my true love was waiting, safe and secure under the watchful eye of my faithful lieutenant, Stefan.

My plan required me to lead my men, unseen and unheard, into the deepest part of the cave and then launch a surprise attack. We made no sound as we tiptoed into the darkness. The air



























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





