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Author Preface: The Agency Tales
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It is a series of anniversaries now, the most important is the fourth decade of the concept of The Agency Tales and the subsequent unfolding of its publishing history. I must roll us all back to 1986 and the novella “Pennies from Heaven” (later ‘Food Security’ -finally published in ‘The Memoirs of a Faun’ in 2014) to review the intention and purpose of the Agency Tales.

This begs many readers' questions over the years, such as: ‘Where did the characters all come from?’ or ‘Why are all the novels so surrealist?’ . In retrospect I should have advertised the disjointed-ness and the dreamscape up-front and harder, this sort of work is always simply not to everybody’s tastes.

I take all this on the chin because first and foremost, let us acknowledge that mistakes were made getting the words out. With that out of the way, the Agency Tales became a series of ‘fix-ups’ that have originated with the authors experiments with lucid dreaming and owe a great deal to my fascination with the works and methods of AE van Vogt. 

Between the years of 1985 and 1997, I -as the author of the dreams- specifically employed variations of dreaming methods to transcribe untapped creativity to paper. The results were collated, interpreted and revised and (TL:DR) after many years of trying to interest publishers in the concept to no avail –collected and self-published ten of the thirteen as three completed fix-up Novels. 

So... every tale in The Agency Tales is the transcription of an actual dream from the author with all the known (and the occasional surprise-) issues of other works of these types. Some of the tales dropped picture-perfect in their dreams without alteration, but others formed slowly, navigating the jumble of images, as half-whispered character conversations with strange vistas or dreamscapes over many restless a night with notepad and pencil close at hand. 

All of them built up an ever-increasing oeuvre of surrealist, post-modernist literature that didn’t quite fit anything else that I was attempting at the time. As parallel with the career roundabouts of AE van Vogt, I was inadvertently replicating many of the problems or opinions and narratives about his work in my own. Some haters are just going to hate...

The biggest challenge was eventually; collections of novelette, novella and shorts heaped up, ever the while growing less manageable. A respected editor suggested on the fix-ups format, showed me how a narrative could be suggested, and I went with that. I took cards with notes on to connect to various scenes and sat on the living room floor moving them around until I had something workable – in theory. 

I condensed the archetypes that I tend to dream in, into actual character names and worked on the dialogue between these actual characters to blend it all together. 

Then they launched, The Memoirs of a Faun (2014), Omnipresent Occultation (2016) and Mirrored Myrrh (2017), all to greater or lesser acclaim. The BISAC settled on ‘URBAN FANTASY’ because I could not find another to describe what this was. But this was also not exactly what described them, and so privately, each new release increased the disquiet I felt with regards the state each of the component dreams.

Where I became dissatisfied, eventually, was in the way such grand ambitions could eventually be realized in the Publishing environment where modern tastes in entertainment would splash against series, and then, peel away woefully disappointed at the lack of clearly identified tropes, or any other artifacts currently enjoyed in commercial literature. 

One cannot, I concede – critique works of this nature based on conventional methods and I had not identified any other context to the contrary. Again; I take full responsibility for the oversight. Placing them in the ‘Smithereens’ format; [one novella and four separate, unconnected short stories each a decade separated in time] –would also not suffice. 

Those collections could not, would not, suffice to move the body of novellas that formed the basis of The Agency Tales forward. I have always believed that each dream is somehow important and the fix-up novels, whilst important to produce at the time: dilutes the significance of each dream. There, I said it!

At the various bookversaries (is that a word yet?) of the component stories in the Novels, it is time to do something new with them. The novels will slide quietly out of print; their dreams fade away into dusk for now. It is time for each dream to breathe; I hope you will find as much meaning in them as I found with the works of AE van Vogt.

Caldon Mull,

Finland, 2025.
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Part One - Skull Candy
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The sunbaked soil steamed moisture in a shimmering miasma of gnats and the odoriferous rot of vegetation. Two men and a woman stand on the hilltop staring out at the valley, and the enormous lake that stretches beyond sight, merging into the blue horizon. The jungle canopy starts a few meters behind them and slopes away, green as far as the eye can see, and behind them to the ramparts of the high mountains. The fringe of the canopy rustles without wind, and the eddy of gnats disturbed by the trio, seemed to indicate that they were not standing there, only moments ago.

The woman is particularly attractive, dressed in a simple one piece tunic and belted at the waist. She retrieves a small bronze hand bowl from a large knapsack, pours some water in it from a hard leather water bottle and walks away from the men, peering into the water. 

The bronze-haired man with the tree-trunk thighs and the bull neck turns to the enormous dark haired man with the strange eyes and says “Dona Raffi will take you to the capital, Argus. You’ll have three days to find the thing and secure it. In the mean time, I’ll double back and join the column that should be marching on the city and try to pace them.”

“I think I’ll be able to manage, Barca.” The man called Argus shrugged. “Of everything in the Palace, only the one crystal skull is important and that is the only thing I should get.”

“Yeesh, Argus.” Rusty ground his teeth “I keep telling you not to use my family name, it...”

“... bugs the crap out of you, I know. You said.” Argus smirked in the sunlight, finishing the sentence. “I’ll try harder, Rusty.”

“Knowing you, you’ll try harder to bug the crap out of me.” Rusty curled his lip, “You really aren’t the probationer Agent I would have chosen for the field.”

“I... really will try harder, Rusty.” Argus swallowed thickly, “It’s just... well... it’s a two-thousand year habit I have to break, and... no-one else can qualify me.”

“I guess the same goes for me, Argus.” Rusty sighed, relenting “I will try harder not to let things bug me so much, but man... you know, there are some things that just... oh, never mind.”

Argus scuffed his feet in the wet mud, trying to remain inconspicuous while Rusty’s ire ran out. 

“So... um, the skull?” he prompted as soon as a few minutes of silence had stretched.

“Oh, right. It is part of the collection in the mummy room in the Royal Treasury. That is the one we want, even though there are several examples of the same kind, probably in the same place. We want the bad one, the one that Dona Raffi has said has come originally from the Anasazi. You should be able to find out which one it is, especially you. It’s one of the reasons Arteus has chosen you for this particular mission. Well, one of the reasons.”

“Any particular reason we want it?”

“Why is it that both you and Duke are always with the hundred questions?” Rusty snapped, “Soldiers should just follow orders!”

“But I’m not a soldier, Rusty.” Argus stood firm this time “I’m an Agent, and whatever else I need to know will inform my decisions. I want to be the best that I can be.”

“Hmmm... all right then.” Rusty considered, thoughtfully “Dona Raffi is our client, she can fill you in on the way to the Capitol, I’ll just go and make sure Felush has stood down and is ready for our extraction.” Rusty turned to the tunnel of vines coiled into spirals, towards the edge of the canopy from whence they had come. “Felush? Felush, we are here.”

“Very well.” A whisper of leaves and bark combined to reply, sighing in the wind. “I shall remain in the area until you summon me back and I can reverse the bridge for you.”

“Thank you, Felush.” Rusty smiled at the spiral cables of knotted vine, “I hope you don’t mind too much. This was something of a rush job.”

“Oh, no, not at all.” The whispery rustling continued, “The roots of this place are very restful, I’m pleased Arteus asked me to assist. I welcome the opportunity to commune with this Aspect. It has been awhile since I have happened to Voice in so few dimensions.”

Argus watched the conversation as the coil of vines trembled and then began to drop to the forest floor, inert. “I didn’t even know he was on the payroll.”

“I think more as an Ally, more like Murray and Angus, than staff. I’m not sure you’ve met them, either.” Rusty shrugged. “Felush and the Boss go way back. Do you know his summoning chant? In case I’m not present and you need a quick extract from here?”

“Yes. I have memorized it.” Argus grinned, “I am as prepared as I can be, perhaps one or two small details left. Those I can fill in with Dona Raffi on the way to the city.”

“Good, then we can meet up here in three days and bridge away.” Rusty’s skin filmed with sweat, seemed to sparkle bronze in the sunlight. “Man, its hot... and it’s not even noon. I’ll have to get some local gear at the next town down the line.”

“Um, sure?” Argus blinked at Rusty, looking cool and composed his self, despite the blazing sun. “I guess that is your human part that reacts to the weather.”

“Yeah, Argus whatever you say.” Rusty shrugged “Look, I’ll see you here at mission close, in three days and two night’s time.” He turned and moved in the opposite direction from the lakes, not looking back at the pair on the hillock.

“Argus, we should start off.” Dona Raffi rummaged in
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