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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.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One – Andante Moderato
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A man steps out of a shower and wraps a towel around him, humming softly to himself while lathering his face with a horse-hair brush and flicking a straight-blade razor open. He shaves quickly and rinses his face, his dark hair an unruly brush that he has to smooth flat with his damp hands. The man looks at his magnificent body in the mirror with soul-bright blue eyes, pinches some skin near his navel and flexes his biceps. “Looking good there, Duke my boy.” He smiles to himself as he tugs on sweats and flips the towel over his bare shoulder.

Duke moves quietly over the slate floor on his bare feet, is almost out the door when a strange sound alerts him from one of the tub stalls. He pauses, cocking his head to listen. Hearing it again, he tugs at the stall handle and finds it barred.

“Hello?” Duke calls softly, rattling the door.

“Leave me alone.” A growling voice from inside the stall snaps.

“Argus?” Duke frowns, “Argus... what are you doing? Are you okay?”

“Go away, Duke.” The voice sounds strained, brittle.

“Argus, I’m not going to do that. Something is not right, and I’m not going to leave you alone. Will you let me in?” Duke presses his forehead against the rough wood and closes his eyes “You know I can tell if something is wrong, and it is. If you don’t let me in, I’ll snitch on you to the Boss.”

“Screw you, Duke.” 

“If that’s what it takes. Let me in, Argus. Now!” Duke’s eyes begin to light up. The door unbolts from inside and swings open. A huge shape sprawls on the floor, golden ichor drops smear the tiles.

“What...?” Duke sits on the edge of the stone tub and stares at the tormented face, Argus’ strange eyes glittering indigo in the gloom of the room. “What’s going on with you, buddy?”

“I... can’t get all of them.” Argus panted with a powerful emotion Duke couldn’t quite fix. Shame? Desperation? “I can’t... get...”

“Argus, please let me help.” Duke sighed looking over the floor, at the ichor spots. “We’ve drawn the next mission together. We are both full Roses now. I would like you to be able to trust me.”

“I...” Argus gulped, half-sobbed.

“Please?” Duke whispered gently, “I’ll help you and not say anything to the Boss. As long as you let me help you Argus, I just want to help you.”

“I... you have to put the blade in at the base and flick away from the skin.” Argus groaned and stood up. “Don’t let them fall onto the floor, put them in the water in the basin.”

Duke took the sticky obsidian blade from Argus’ open hand. “In at the base, and flick?”

“Yes.” Argus turned his back on Duke and leant forward, resting his arms on the wall.

Duke blinked, swallowed and slid the blade between Argus’ skin and the scale on the back of his leg. There were quite a few still left. He pressed and flicked, and the scale fell into his spare hand. It was warm.

“I didn’t even feel that.” Argus muttered, chin resting on his chest and forehead pressed against the wall “You have deft hands. It hurts when I do it myself. It always hurts.”

Duke dropped the scale into the water-filled basin and proceeded to the next one. Argus didn’t speak to him again until the last one detached from his skin. “Turn around.” Duke said “Let me check again.”

Argus turned slowly, while Duke checked his thighs and calves, hamstrings and shins, pressed Argus’ hip to turn around as he completed his examination. Argus did not meet his eyes.

“All clear, now. You want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Mission partners, you said?” Argus’s face became tighter, “You and me?”

“’Fraid so.” Duke shrugged and collected the scales from the water and put them into his towel and rolled them up inside of it. There were about twenty scales, glittering ochre once they were out of the water “So are you going to level with me?”

Argus stalked out of the stall, the beads of ichor on his naked flesh golden against his sallow skin. “Duke!” Argus snapped, suddenly he wilted “Please just give me a few moments. I’ll try, okay?”

“Sure. Take your time.” Duke quickly swabbed the floor clean and let the water out the basin. Holding the towel with the wrapped scales in one hand, he offered the small blade to Argus with the other. Duke leaned his back against the wall while Argus dabbed at the ichor beads and wrapped the towel around his loins as soon as the beads had been wiped away.

Argus looked in the mirror, at Duke looking at his back, eyes bright. Argus swallowed his shame, groaned and said “I’m a Giant, Duke.”

“Oh?” Duke quirked an eyebrow “I thought you were a Titan.”

“No, I’ve been lying to myself.” Argus sighed “Errors of omission as well, I haven’t corrected anyone who would call me other than what I am.”

“Well, what’s the difference?” Duke walked over and raised a hand to Argus’ shoulder.

“I guess we’re the same but opposite?” Argus frowned “Good question, actually.”

“You want to talk about it?” Duke shrugged, “We’ve got the whole day before Caleb fires up the Gate.”

“I suppose.” Argus twiddled the small blade in his huge hands “I never have before. Not even Rusty. I suppose you’re in touch enough with your feminine side to be a good listener, so sure.”

Duke blushed furiously, “Well, that was only the one time and Rusty said...”

Argus threw back his head and roared with laughter “No! I didn’t mean that! Come on Duke, I’ll get you a draught of ambrosia and we’ll talk. I think
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