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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: Existential Angst
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A sloop sails into Dublin harbor in the middle of the night. It is a clear night when this happens, the moon hangs full over the mirrored water and shines brightly over the dark water and the gas-lamps littering the port walkways and winding through the cobbled streets into the town.

The quay itself is quiet, despite the ideal sailing conditions. The sails of the big clipper ships tucked in against movement, lamplight flickers from the portholes as sailors move around the big berthed ships.

This sloop is not especially big, only enough for a few men and some supplies, some fifteen feet of long, slender design. It slides sleekly and silently on a single sail into the Port and Docks in the languid breeze and tethers at an empty berth at the wooden quay on the North Wall of the River. 

Two figures clamber off  the sloop, dropping the sails and packing them away.  Another figure joins them when they are done and the three clamber onto the wooden quay and up the steps to the North Wall.

If one were standing on the cobbled stones of Dublin town watching the river when this precise event occurs, there would be one story to tell. This story would be about the fateful events that unfold from this point onwards, on this balmy, late summers night in Dublin in 1861.

But there is another story, a more important tale that would spin from this event, if one were to just look elsewhere. This would be a different story. The few feet between the difference of the perspective; from the figure standing on the cobbled streets under flickering gaslight, and that of the one from a shadowy doorstep, mired in despair. 

This difference in perspective would not make this story a different one, and perhaps this is the story that should really be told... This story would be a different story, even though all the elements are the same, all of the events are the same; and the outcome would be the same. If this tale would be told, it would require an attitude adjustment. 

This tale would begin in that shadowed doorway, at the same place and at the same time any other story about these times would begin. It would begin at the very moment the three figures climbing onto the land to stretch out their sea-legs; would begin. 

This story is as much about those three as it is about the huddled figure in the doorway, and so, if this proposed attitude adjustment is entertained by the observer; and a compact being made in this regard, we may begin with the tallest of the figures saying:

“Excuse me, sir? I wonder if you could tell us where we could clear our papers, it is very late.”

***
[image: ]


NICKY LOOKED UP AT hearing the voice echo through the still balmy air, it was a warm baritone, and seemed to shiver the atmosphere as the words were delivered into the world. Nicky had been staring at the water, wondering what he was to do. Things had not been going well for him the last few days, his relationship with his father rapidly deteriorating to this point this very evening where-upon he had been cast out, never to return to his family. Nicky had limped away from his beating, winding through the dock yard until he had slumped in a doorway near the North Wall and thought to re-examine his options. To be sure, they weren’t very good. He had youth and intellect on his side; energy, athleticism, great dexterity and was assured of being handsome... but little else. 

Nicky was sure this was the time when he should set out in the world to make his mark, but his forcible eviction from his family had come a little sooner than he had thought. Times were hard, food was short and his father had become more surly as the family fortunes had waned. 

What little Nicky could contribute had not been sufficient to thrive with, only to survive. In a way, his small contributions had humiliated his father, rather than eased the situation between them. It was as if his efforts were a constant reminder of his father’s failures, and one which had spiraled into his present circumstance.

Nicky stared up at the moonlight, sighing. What was he to do now? Licking his wounds in a doorway was not the best thing for him. Self-pity loomed for a few moments... but Nicky was not of the character to indulge in that particular avenue. Nicky sighed, what he needed to do was what he always wanted to do in his secret heart; adventure, companionship... excitement.

If Nicky could find something, a cause; or a someone to hitch his fortunes to... then he would be content. Doing something for whatever reasons, seeing the world beyond the docks, perhaps a meal every day... or even every other day for that matter; would be better than right now. Nicky stared at the water, silver ripples in the moonlight as the Liffey reflected the Hunter’s Moon. That’s what he would do, he decided there and then. Opportunity would knock, and Nicky was good at that, seizing opportunities.

Nicky would get all of the things he sought, he decided. He was young enough to view hardship as opportunity, and confident enough to know he would get what he sought out to achieve. Beyond that, as these things go, Nicky had no illusions about what life had to offer him yet. 

“Excuse me, sir? I wonder if you could tell us where we could clear our papers, it is very late.” 

Nicky looked up at the voice, his heart quickening with some unknown emotion. It may have been the voice itself, it may have been the stature and bearing of the straw-haired man that so impressed him and stirred these feelings. Nicky sat up and looked at the small group of men.

They had addressed another man standing beneath a gas lamp on the cobbled lane on the North Wall.

“I suggest logging them at the Poolbeg lighthouse, sir. They take the papers through to the Ballast Board building every morning, you can call at the Ports and Docks Custom House at seven to redeem your receipt and pay the berthing.” The young man beneath the lamplight grinned at the trio.

“Thank you very much, sir.” The captain of the sloop nodded. “I shall do that.”

“If you don’t mind me saying; I saw your approach through the channel. Very skillful maneuvering through some very tricky water. You come from the North with the wind? You made it through without a Pilot?”

“Yes, sir.” The blonde man nodded, “Out from Skildir. Emito, Findlay and myself have some business for awhile, and we could not wait on the post ferry run for another few weeks, or trust to the signal fires on Conchabar. As for the pilot, it would have been too much bother for a hobilar at this time of the evening.”

“St Kilda?” The man in the top hat looked surprised, “I’ve heard of it obviously, but I never thought I would actually meet anyone from there. The furthest west point in Europe? ... The volcanic archipelago with the highest sea-cliffs in Europe?”

“Well, sir,” the blonde man smiled and extended his hand in greeting, “Now you have. I am Bernard Byrne, this is Emito my ward, and young Findlay MacCrimmon from Hilta Village... who
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