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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 - Sympathetic Locomotion
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Snow drifted in a thin cloud as the men walked through the alleys, turning and twisting in the sifting white air until they came to a halt at an intersection. A wrought iron fence separated the residences over the road from a manicured park, dusted with frost and powder snow settling on all the exposed surfaces. 

The bull-necked man turned to his companion and muttered through his scarf, “Duke, you sure that was the last train out of London?”

“Yes, Rusty,” The leaner man’s breath iced in the air “and it’s a Saturday. I checked several times to make sure.”

“All right then.” Rusty shrugged his huge shoulders and tugged his scarf away from his face, “You seem to have the hang of the directions part of the job, at least. Because you are a mortal man, you have to skip over dimensional spaces one at a time, rather than what Caleb or the Boss does.”

“Should I even ask...?” Duke stamped his feet on the sidewalk to drag some circulation into them. It was bitterly cold compared to where they had been only a few days ago.

“Nope, easier just to show you.” Rusty thrust his hands into his greatcoat pockets. “I find that you learn quickest by doing things and not so much by being told things. Especially, some things...”

“I... I’m not going to like this very much, am I?” Duke sighed, a cloud of fog puffed out of his muffled face and hung before them, swirling in the dim electric streetlight.

“It depends.” Rusty replaced the scarf “Some people like this sort of thing a lot. Maybe you’re one of them, maybe not. Personally, I don’t think you will, from what I know of you.”

“That’s... comforting.” Duke’s teeth rattled behind his scarf. “Thanks Rusty, I feel so much better now.”

They had stopped at a small T-junction with a traffic circle. The street lights were dim in the flurry, little more than spots of light under their poles.

“Well, here we go.” Rusty pointed at the central barrier line “See how it reaches the circle? That would be twelve o’clock on a sundial. Before the snow obscures the line completely, we walk into the circle, and then anti-clockwise three times, and then out the way we came, on an odd number of footsteps. The snow doesn’t matter, but you have to keep on the line for it to work. Follow me, then?”

“Sure, got it.” Duke traipsed behind Rusty and shortly stood back where they had started from, facing the way they came.

“I don’t... Oh!” Duke looked around, a riotous tangle of huge trees draped with snow flanked the left side of the walkway now, looming dark and pale simultaneously, dwarfing the two men behind the wrought iron fencing. Coated in snow, a baby deer carcass lay on the sidewalk, frosted and slowly sinking from view as the snow settled over it.

Duke followed Rusty and they retraced their steps past the Park and over another cobbled intersection until they were standing next to the Station Gateway they had come through. Gas lamps sputtered under their covers in the street, the heated glass exploding the drifting snowflakes as they brushed past, in their draft-driven pirouettes.

Rusty walked over the road, where a green and white building peeked out of the gloom, its shape more suited to a medieval watch house than the Hotel it advertised, all round corners and thick brick construction. Firelight flicked through the heavy leaded glass, as Rusty walked to the door under the swaying sign, which creaked with a metallic resignation as it was buffered by the sneaky, yet persistent breeze. He hesitated at the door and turned to watch Duke step up off the sidewalk. Another gas-lamp sputtered fitfully on the corner, ‘Churchfield Road’ flickered on a brass plaque suspended from an iron bar on the gas lamps pillar, snow had already obscured the crossroad sign only “Birkb..” was visible on its Brass face.

Duke pulled his woollen scarf off the bridge of his nose to expose his mouth to the freezing air, his teeth chattered briefly before he said “Rusty? Do they still use gas-lamps here?”

“Depends where you think here is, Duke.” Rusty stamped his feet against the ground. “I’m pretty sure you’d be wrong about that as well.” Rusty blew on his hands to warm them “Duke... you need to be careful in here, more so than usual.”

“Are you going to tell me what this is?” Duke nodded, accepting Rusty’s warning.

“It’s... a Ghost Bar.” Rusty sighed “There are quite a couple of them around, each one is slightly different. This one is called the ‘Oak Farm’ and kind-of, sort-of, maybe-fits in with what we and The Boss do from time to time.”

“A... ghost... bar?” Duke blinked “Like a Bar that isn’t really a Bar?”

“No, Duke.” Rusty shook snow out of his bronze hair and re-arranged his leather cap. “A real Bar, where most of the people inside are ghosts... as in... are dead, have been dead, or used to be dead, or are not-yet dead... hang out in.”

Duke goggled at Rusty.

“This place is run by Murray, and owned by Angus.” Rusty licked his lips quickly “Murray used to be a frequent overnight guest at our pens in Brigadoon, until The Seelie Court refused to have him back. Like Argus, he is considered hopelessly delinquent. Eventually we set him up here, so all of his entertainments come to him, rather than have him go out and look for them and break the Trinity. 

“It’s turned into quite the sweet deal, the Boss likes the place and it’s profitable... and Murray is never bored. If we need any information, this is the place we come to first. 

“If Murray had any sense of focus or of self-discipline, we would look to have him active and on staff.”

“But... he isn’t.” Duke blinked.

“No, he isn’t.” Rusty tucked his scarf back into place. “Pwyca make terrible employees.” he muttered through the mohair.

“Pu-wee-ka? Rusty, I can’t even make that noise with my mouth. What is a puu-ka?”

“It is a highly intelligent, insatiably curious, shape-shifting hedonist.” 

“What does he look like?”

“Anything he wants to. For appearance’s sake in the Bar, he tends to stay in the ‘Murray’ shape. I’m going to introduce you tonight and see how you get along. I also need a final bit of information for our mission, and this is the place to get it.”

“You said there were different types of ‘ghost bars’?” Duke shrugged and stepped up to where Rusty was hovering by the door.

“Yes, well there are bars that cater for people who like to have sex with ghosts, there are bars where people go to be possessed for a time, and there are places like these where ghosts like to mingle and don’t mind mortals joining them too much.”

“Holey Moley!” Duke shook his head slowly in amazement “I’d never have thought about any of this, let alone even imagined that places like these would even exist.”

“Well, there’s just a little more to it than that, and I may as well just put it out there.” Rusty still fidgeted near the door handle.

“More?” Duke sighed and hung his head “How much more?”

“Murray’s place doesn’t just attract the custom of ‘dead-people-ghosts’ Duke, he also attracts forgotten ideas, theories, stories, songs, memories... snippets of thought, dreams and suchlike. They all manifest in some or other form around here.”

“All of the Dream-Stuff that the Boss tends to deal with, past and present or things whose time has passed, or yet to come?” Duke nodded. “Rusty, I get it. Now open the gosh-darned door and let’s get inside where it’s warm.”

Rusty took a deep breath and pushed on the door, while Duke followed inside. Old pine floor slats, scrubbed to bare wood creaked as they walked over the room to the long wooden bar that curled around the wall opposite the front door. Gaslight twinkled from the ornate chandeliers suspended from the pressed steel ceilings, while a fire crackled in an ancient wood-fronted fireplace in the room through the doorway to their left. 

Three men sat on the bar chairs nursing large glasses of ale, while scattered around the room were several groups of chatting people, clustered around upended wooden keg barrels that served as tables, most of them crowded with glasses and ashtrays, purses and other sorts of debris that tends to accumulate around patrons. 

Rusty tapped on the ornate red badge by one of the pumps with a fingernail. “Two of the Fullers, please, Angus.” A shape stood up from counting bottles into the under counter space, put his pencil and clipboard down on a counter running alongside the wall. 

“Oh hey Rusty, long time no see, welcome back!” A pleasant looking ginger haired young man grinned through his freckles at Duke. “You’re just passing through?” He tapped two large glasses, checked them against the light, and started to squeeze the beer slowly into the first one, frowning in concentration.

“Pretty much, I need to check with Murray on something. Also I want to introduce Duke here, he’s a new guy. Duke meet Angus, he’s front-house Manager and Owner, has been for a long time.”

Angus reached out a meaty forearm and clasped Dukes hand and pumped it enthusiastically. “I am mighty pleased to meet you, Sir Duke.”

“Likewise Angus, but I’m just Duke, not a ‘Sir’ anything.”

“Of course you are, Sir.” Angus grinned again, placed the first full glass on a napkin and pushed it over to Rusty, while beginning his pull on the second draught. “I can’t quite place the accent, though.”

“It’s American, Boston, Massachusetts.” Duke rested his elbows on the bar counter, while Rusty sipped slowly on the glass. “Not many would pick that up.”

“Oh, I hear all sorts of accents out here, so you’re from the colonies?” Angus placed the glass on another napkin and repeated his action towards Duke.

“Ah... I guess.”

“Sir Rusty, I’ll get two chairs and bring them over to the fireplace so you can thaw out a bit. Murray is upstairs in the function room with a bit of a thing... but I could also warm up a dinner for you, if you’d like to book a room, I’ll open you a tab. I’m sure he’ll be down later, or if not I’ll call him as soon as you’re rested.”

“Sure, Angus. That would be most suitable.” Rusty grinned at the cheerful man, while Angus ducked behind an archway and hefted two solid straight-back wooden chairs, one in each hand, over another counter decked with tea and coffee beans and grinders and strainers and a brass kettle bubbling on the surface of a small potbelly coal stove against the far corner. He sauntered towards the fireplace balancing the chairs, while Duke and Rusty followed sipping on the beer.

Placing the chairs carefully, Angus rubbed his hands together “I’ll check if the kitchen has anything other than pies and mushy peas for you. Dolores will take over at the bar for a time, so you can get a refill and I’ll check on the rooms, I think number five is available this whole week. That’s the one usually reserved for the Agency... but it’s... “

“It’ll be fine, Angus.” Rusty smiled through his foamy beer-moustache “Duke and I will sort it out, it won’t be a problem.”

“Thank you, Sir Rusty.” Angus bobbed his head, “Just go up when you’re ready, I think Murray is on the mezzanine floor in the stage-room. I’ll let him know you’re here, as soon as I’m headed down.”

“Thank you again, Angus.” Duke grinned, sighing happily as he stretched his legs out towards the fire and swallowed several gulps out of his ornate mug. He tugged at his chair to pull it closer to the fire, and looked at Rusty in surprise when it didn’t budge.

“It won’t.” Rusty chuckled and shook his head at the straining man, “Not only is Angus very strong, but there are Rules in Oak Farm regarding the order of things, and Angus is one of those who set the rules. If he put the chair there for you, that’s where the chair will be. It doesn’t matter what you want, he put that chair there, for you.”

“Oh, fine then.” Duke sat down and drained his ale, the veins that had lifted on his forehead and neck as he had strained to move the chair, subsided and his skin took on a less stressed hue. “I’ll get us another one.”

“Sure, but don’t stray too far... or try to talk to anyone besides Dolores. Just nod and smile at anyone who tries to talk to you, and get back here with the drinks. It is important, Duke, that you do listen carefully.” Rusty stared at the fire, a small frown on his face “Here; as in the chair that Angus put beside the fireplace; for you to sit in; that Angus placed for you beside the fire.”

“I’ve got that, Rusty.” Duke stared at him quizzically, then walked through the low arch to the bar counter. A pale woman in a swath of Victorian skirts and a whalebone-corset regarded him casually from the Counter. Duke tried to remember the sequence of Rusty’s initial order. 

He tapped on the Red badge of the pump with a fingernail and said “Two of the Fullers please, Dolores.”

Dolores blinked, as if seeing him for the first time, and then smiled “Right away, Sir.” Duke waited as she repeated the glass ritual, noticing quietly that if she moved too rapidly, he could see through her to the bottles and shelves behind her. He swallowed nervously, feeling the eyes of some of the patrons regarding him behind his back.

“That’ll be on the room then, Sir. Angus has started a tab already.” She smiled at him and then seemed to lose interest in him completely, staring out over the counter again. Duke turned and moved towards the archway again. Duke turned and moved towards the archway again. Duke turned and moved towards the archway again... 

He blinked. He hadn’t left the counter, Dolores was still staring out into the parlor, the fireplace glow was still twinkling in the next room, and the mugs in his hands were still slightly warm under the pewter lids. Some of Rusty and Caleb’s training tickled in his brain: Rules! Duke took a deep breath. None of the patrons seemed to be encouraged yet, but if he showed distress they would be. 

Duke had spent a month with Caleb in preparation for this mission; this was all a case of Will. When Will and Rules were at odds, Will would always be subordinate. When Will and Rules coincided, then action, as a rule, was possible. Duke closed his eyes to focus and lifted his foot slowly: he was going to return to the chair by the fireplace, and took a step; that Angus had placed for him to return to, and took another step; the chair beside the fire. His audible footsteps on the bare pine floorboards prompted him to open his eyes as he walked carefully through the arch to where Rusty was downing the last of the contents in his mug.
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