
  Cleopatra's Nose

  and a Good Blow for Freedom


  by Chaz Brenchley


  Contrary to popular perception and the nudge-nudge school of literary criticism, as practised by elbows and winks in public houses the length and breadth of the kingdom, fantasy is rarely about wish-fulfilment, what could or should have been. Its roots lie rather in attempting to treat with the world as it is. The first storytellers around the first hearth-fires coupled metaphor with magic as a way to explain how things worked out there beyond the cave, what was safe and what was not, especially what was not. They’ve not been uncoupled since, nor lost that didactic impulse. The Iliad is one of the defining early texts of fantasy literature; it’s also a straight history of the Trojan War, as told by and to a culture that could only understand great and terrible events in terms of divine interference. It uses mythic figures to talk about the way things are, why we act as we do and how to deal with the consequences. Above all, it’s about engagement. Which, as it happens, is my definition of fiction, it’s my job description.


  Except that fiction is also about change, development, advance. Every book is a journey; reader and writer both should end up in a new place and with a new perspective, or what’s the travelling for? As a philosophy, that runs counter to the whole concept of books as teaching aids, because books survive from one generation to the next, to pass on the lessons that your fathers learned from their fathers before them. That’s the wisdom-of-the-ancients school of thought, which is otherwise a recipe for fixing a culture in aspic. It’s a short and dangerous slip from talking about the world as it is to the world as it used to be, as it always must be, because it is written down so. The act of writing becomes an act of preservation, or of imposition; imagination is codified as religion and passes swiftly into law, new books reinforce old books and the city resounds to the slamming of gates, no more journeys now.


  Fantasy is and always has been inherently conservative, and its development into a commercial genre in the mid-twentieth century seemed to fix its nature irrecoverably. Pascal said that if Cleopatra’s nose had been shorter, the whole face of the world would have been changed; Brenchley says that if Tolkien had been less good at what he did, the range and meaning of the books on your fantasy shelf would have been very different. I decline to lament the sheer quality of his work, but it has led to a constant stream of imitation and reinforcement, such that mainstream fantasy fiction fifty years on is understood still to inhabit the narrow territory of a conservative Catholic with a deep distrust of the modern.


  In brief, this means that fantasy has been cast as a fiction of restoration. Like crime and mystery fiction before it, it’s classically about putting the world back together after catastrophe, to much the same pattern as before. Because this is fantasy, though, the scale and the timescale of that revision can both be far greater. Never mind solving individual murders and sorting out the inheritance: long-forgotten magics are to be rediscovered; old oaths must be renewed and the old ways reinstated; the king shall come into his own again, and farewell the republic. The frame of mind is irredeemably backward-looking, to some golden age before the ravages of war and innovation.


  As a basis, a place to start, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. I started with Tolkien as a small, small boy, and loved him already even before I met him. Afterwards, I guess I was obsessed. I spent most of my teenage writing bad imitations of Middle Earth, until I acquired enough literary and political acumen to recognise what I was doing. Then I swore a great oath, the way teenagers do, to write no more fantasy until I had an original idea and a direction of my own; that one I stuck to, and it took me twenty years to make the most tentative return to the genre.


  I loved Tolkien’s work then and I still do, even if I don’t want to be him any more, and I still read widely within and around the genre. What I don’t read is the clone material, all those writers who still do want to be Tolkien; and I’m increasingly impatient with those who perpetuate his world-view, where the only acceptable change is a reversion and all else is another definition of loss. Which is why, one of the reasons why I find Juliet McKenna so refreshing.


  Ever since I read her first novel, The Thief’s Gamble, I’ve been talking about her with a rare enthusiasm. Even then, the gist of the argument was that here was someone whose work did exactly what I think fantasy ought to do, who dwelt instinctively at the heart of the genre; half a dozen books on, I can be completely cocky about my own early perspicacity, because I’m still saying exactly the same thing. The joy about Juliet is that she inhabits the mainstream without perpetuating any of the clichés, and that she’s completely unafraid to swim against the current.


  As witness Turns and Chances, which is classic McKenna. She’s found that trick of using the novella form to turn up the heat, reducing – in the culinary sense of cooking down, concentrating – her voice and her interests so that they taste stronger, sharper, richer, more clearly and more intensely of herself.


  Here’s a work that places its society in the core of the fantasy tradition – feudal, mediaeval, belligerent – but yet has no trace of the conservative in its thinking. It’s a tale of petty states bound together by ancient griefs and ancient grudges, and so far so familiar, that old pattern of border raids and plotting, constant feuds and shifting alliances. But this story doesn’t concern itself with victory or defeat, the benevolence of hierarchy or the triumph of the underdog. Rather it’s about the intractability and wastefulness of endless fighting and – at last! – a conspiracy of the common folk, resistance in the service sector, those who fuel and maintain the machineries of war and their lords’ ability to quarrel.


  Tolkien said that to be recognised as fantasy, a novel’s world must be credible outside the scope of the story. I’m paraphrasing, but the meaning is clear: one must be able to imagine the society functioning when the novelist’s not looking, when the lead character leaves town. As an example, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass don’t qualify; dream-worlds shatter when the dreamer wakes. Actually, I’m not sure that Tolkien’s own work passes a strict application of this test. I’ve never been persuaded of the political economy of the elven lands, what it is that elves actually do when they’re not busy singing about how much grander life was before, all the greater sorrows of yesteryear.


  Juliet’s work, by contrast, passes the test absolutely. This is a book of real people, struggling to deal with war and politics at the same time as doing the laundry and teaching the kids and having sex and suchlike. Here is a society that works, because its people work, because we see them working.


  It’s also a book that plays games with structure, where the narrative is passed briskly like a baton from one character to another through seven or eight changes. In a full-length novel, that would simply be exhausting; here it has that relay-race energy, it drives the story relentlessly on, echoing the urgency of the tale in the urgency of its form. There’s an echo there too of its ultimate ruthlessness. Relays are not about individual achievement, they’re about common enterprise, and often sacrifice.


  And so, of course, are revolutions. Turns and chances…


  Failla


  She had been idling in the vast, high-ceilinged room since before sunset but he never liked to think of her just waiting for him. Accordingly, as soon as she heard his footfall on the stairs, she busied herself with the selection of music strewn across the elegant harpsichord. Considering which airs might suit whatever mood the Duke brought with him, she heard the door behind her open. She didn’t turn, now apparently intent on lighting a five-fold silver candlestick, preparing herself to pretend delighted surprise when his strong hands cradled her narrow waist.


  ‘That’s the perfume I brought you from Triolle.’ He brushed his cheek against her chestnut hair and breathed deep.


  ‘You always know what suits me best, my lord.’ She arched her back like a cosseted cat, turning her head just a little to press against his jaw, the movement artlessly displaying the milky invitation of her youthful breasts framed in the stiff brocade neck of her gown. The golden dress glowed among the muted greens of the room, the walls hung with antique tapestries of legendary hunts, the shutters at the tall windows dark painted wood.


  ‘Not so formal, not when it’s just the two of us.’ His tone was playful but there was no mistaking the command in his words.


  ‘Garnot.’ She twisted in his arms to press her body against the length of his and dimpled a smile upwards. The Duke topped her by half a head and more. ‘I have missed you so much, my love.’


  ‘And I you, Failla.’ He looked down, grin broadening. Tightening his grip around her waist, he pulled her to him. ‘You are more beautiful than ever.’ He kissed her, hard and urgent, tongue searching her lips and teeth.


  How was this going to go? Failla could feel his desire for her hard and unmistakeable through the velvet of his breeches and the rustling silk of her skirts. Velvet breeches though. He hadn’t come to her still in his buff riding gear, ready to ride her with no more consideration than one of his prize stallions servicing a mare. Forceful as his kisses were, his chin was soft and newly shaven, not rasping her delicate rouged and powdered cheek with a day’s stubble. He had taken the time to visit the bathhouse on the other side of the castle’s inner ward before retiring to this fanciful keep, his personal sanctum.


  The Duke’s mouth released hers and he began kissing her softly, quickly, teasing her lips before brushing his own against her cheek, her ear, her hairline. So he fancied playing at seduction tonight, did he? Failla allowed herself a little sigh of genuine pleasure, just to encourage him, running her immaculately manicured fingers through black hair flecked with silver. He kissed her full on the mouth again and ducked his head to her cleavage, his breath hot on her skin. The Duke still had all the vigour of a man half his age; Failla could attest to that. Catching her round the waist with one strong arm muscled from years of restraining horses, he used the other broad, calloused hand to slip the honey coloured silk off one shoulder, blunt finger running down the creamy lace within to the uncover the warm swell of her bosom. He breathed deep, nuzzling her softness.


  The Duke abruptly lifted his head, lifting his hands and letting her go. ‘Shall we have some wine?’ In the candlelight, his hazel eyes glinted with the promise of a long evening to come.


  ‘That would be nice.’ Failla smiled up at the Duke. Pleasure warmed her, driving out the chill apprehension piercing her when he had released her so suddenly. She crossed the room to the exquisite apple wood side table where crystal goblets ringed a choice array of wines; Ferl River whites from Caladhria to the west, Sitalcan and Angovese reds from Toremal to the east. Such luxuries traversed Carluse’s roads at every season and Garnot made sure his Dukedom benefited in full measure.


  Failla thought rapidly. Recently returned from a visit to the Duke of Marlier, Garnot had left her uncherished and sore after railing against His Grace’s domination of the Rel river trade, him and those Caladhrian lords. Little better than thieves, the whole boiling of them, he had ranted, even as he used her with a violence he couldn’t turn against Marlier.


  ‘Angovese?’ She suggested brightly, turning with the fat bellied black bottle in her hand.


  Duke Garnot was standing by the massive bed that dominated this receiving room, unbuttoning his full skirted coat and kicking off his buckled shoes. Failla froze for a moment, to see if he went on to unlace his breeches. He didn’t, so she addressed herself to opening the wine and carefully pouring two generous glasses. The Duke had an excellent head for wine and for herself, a few hearty swallows always helped her take as much pleasure as possible from making her payment for the luxuries she enjoyed.


  ‘So what have you been doing with yourself?’ The Duke padded across the room in his stocking feet, thick Dalasorian carpet softening the polished oak boards, blue and yellow flowers bright against a mossy ground, braided white border vivid against the dark wood beneath. It wasn’t only trade to east and west that enriched Carluse. No matter how the Duke of Marlier might connive against them, with his grip on the mighty river carrying goods to the fabled trading city of Relshaz, Garnot ensured his people a hefty slice of the commerce from north to south.


  ‘Reading.’ Failla recorked the bottle. ‘Playing. Embroidery,’ she added with a meaningful smile. ‘A new shift?’ Garnot paused behind her and reached for the laces of her tight-boned bodice. Failla’s dress maker knew better than to fit her gowns with fiddly buttons. He tugged at the silken ribbons. No boring cords for her, even if the ribbons cost thrice as much and snapped with infuriating frequency. The Duke kissed the bare nape of her neck, where a few carefully curled tendrils escaped the turtle shell combs in her upswept, scented hair. Failla giggled and wriggled her shoulders, incidentally helping Garnot ease her gown loose. As he let go of the slackened laces, she shrugged herself free of the dress in one lithe, practised, movement. The heavy golden cloth, rich with russet flowers and leaves, crumpled to the floor. Firelight from the hearth now rising to a substantial blaze shimmered across the silk.


  Stepping free of the gown, Failla was glad of the warmth as she stood there in her shift and stockings. It never did to shiver. ‘Well?’ She raised her arms, twisting her maiden hips this way and that. ‘What do you think?’


  Catching up a glass and taking a drink, the Duke nodded approval. ‘Very nice.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Failla ran coquettish hands over the delicate green leaves she had painstakingly embroidered all around the neck of the gossamer shift, coincidentally tightening the sheer silk against the pert nipples beneath. ‘I made garters to match.’ She lifted the knee-length hem, teasing him with a slow unveiling of her white stockings, the blush of smooth skin above the decorated garters, darker promise still higher modestly hidden by the shift.


  The Duke laughed appreciatively, retreating to lean against the unyielding bulk of the great state bed with its dark green hangings and heavy black carving. He must be feeling pleased with himself, Failla concluded as she raised her arms above her head, to entertain him by turning in a slow circle in front of the hearth, firelight gilding her slender nakedness beneath the translucent silk. He always liked to celebrate success by taking her on the bed where his father and forefathers had been begotten, had begotten sons and daughters on their own wives and mistresses and finally died, to leave Garnot Duke and guardian of all they had bequeathed him.


  ‘Play for me,’ he commanded before taking another drink, unbuttoning his finely tailored silk shirt with his free hand. The hair curling on his chest was silvering but the muscles beneath were still firm.


  ‘My pleasure.’ Failla walked across to the harpsichord, her own high heeled shoes solid on the carpet and tapping across the boards beyond. She pulled up her shift as she settled herself on the music stool. It wouldn’t be long before he joined her, sliding his hands around her breasts and buttocks as she played, questing between her thighs, seeing how long she could play without stumbling, seeing just what kisses she could resist and which would leave her gasping and trembling beneath his strong hands. Then he would take his pleasure as he saw fit.


  She raised her ringless hands above the ivory keys but before she struck a single note, a brusque double rap at the room’s main door shattered the cosy peace within.


  ‘Who is it?’ Garnot scowled at the door, dark brows knotting below his wiry hair.


  ‘Veblen,’ the importunate visitor replied.


  ‘Then you should know better than come bothering me just at present,’ snarled the Duke.


  ‘I wouldn’t, if it wasn’t necessary.’ The voice outside the door sweetened that assertion with a careful measure of humility.


  Garnot emptied his goblet in one swallow, stalking across the room to set it down on the side table, rebuttoning his shirt as he went. He jerked his head towards Failla. ‘Off you go.’ Turning, he found his shoes on the carpet and thrust his feet into them.


  Failla hurried from the harpsichord and scooped up her dress from the hearthrug. Disappointment soured the wine on her tongue as she disappeared through a door neatly concealed in the panelling behind a tapestry. Talagrin, god of the hunt was greeting some fabled Carluse ancestor over the body of an impressively antlered stag. Dust teased her with the threat of a sneeze which she hastily stifled. Time those hangings were taken down and given a good beating, she thought inconsequentially. With the equinox past, spring cleaning was well overdue in the duke’s private chambers. But she had more immediate concerns. She closed the door carefully and then pressed her ear up against the crack. What was going on?


  ‘I do apologise for disturbing you, my lord.’ Veblen was inside the room now, his voice disconcertingly like his father’s.


  ‘You said it was necessary.’ Garnot’s reply was curt but resigned. Failla heard the clink of glass on metal as the Duke lit a lamp.


  ‘I have had word from Sharlac,’ Veblen said slowly. ‘That his grace is planning a raid on Losand.’


  ‘Who sent this word, someone you trust?’ Garnot didn’t wait for his son’s reply. ‘The old jackal is attacking in person, is he, or using proxies?’


  ‘It’ll be mercenaries,’ Veblen confirmed. ‘But my sources tell me Lord Jaras intends riding with them.’


  ‘Does he now?’ Garnot whistled. ‘Jackal Moncan isn’t going to like that.’


  ‘Lord Jaras is going to great pains to ensure his Grace of Sharlac doesn’t find out,’ Veblen said with heavy significance.


  ‘I’ll bet he is,’ the Duke said thoughtfully. ‘So, what are they hoping for, raiding Losand?’


  Veblen’s reply was lost as Failla heard the scrape of a drawer being opened. That would be the map chest, she thought, standing over beyond the great state bed, where the tall windows shed the most light. She strained her ears to hear the conversation over the rattle of unrolling parchment.


  ‘Get yourself a drink. Let’s see if we can work out what they’re planning.’ Garnot was all business now, silken dalliance forgotten in the face of the recurrent strife that was the curse of all six Lescari dukedoms. Failla heard the clink of weights taken from the map chest to subdue the unruly parchments.


  ‘The obvious answer is they’re looking to cut us off from our uplands.’ Veblen’s voice was startlingly loud as he came over to the side table close by the hidden door. ‘Deny us the metals and timber that we would need to fight any battles this summer.’


  ‘Haven’t I always taught you to distrust the obvious answer?’ challenged Garnot. ‘Moncan knows we’re not looking to move beyond our borders this year. We’ve no need to.’


  ‘Indeed, my lord.’ Veblen was equal to the trial. ‘I wonder if he isn’t looking to challenge our control of that stretch of the Western Road which runs entirely through our territory.’


  ‘How so?’ demanded the Duke.


  ‘Bear with me, my lord.’ Veblen’s voice faded as he returned to the map. ‘Firstly, if mercenaries take Losand, they can establish a base for Sharlac half way to the Palat river.’


  ‘Taking that river’s an old ambition for the jackal,’ growled Garnot.


  ‘If mercenaries take Losand and use it as a base for raiding the road, I think we’ll see his Grace of Sharlac moving his troops to the border.’ There was a solid tap as Veblen planted his finger on the crucial area of map. ‘He’ll be waiting for any excuse to march on, claiming to be ridding the town and the road of these bandits, for the sake of the whole country and every dukedom’s trade.’


  ‘Playing the wise elder, ever fit to be high king over us all.’ Garnot’s voice dripped with contempt. ‘Mercenaries under his tacit command will doubtless supply him with plenty of reason, wrecking my town and plundering my hills.’ There was a chink of glass as the duke poured more wine. ‘But Lord Jaras going along with these raiders, that’s not going to suit the jackal’s plans. How does Moncan deny involvement if his son and heir rides with the wolves’ heads?’


  ‘My sources tell me Lord Jaras is tired of treading in his father’s footsteps and wishes to impress the old man with his prowess in battle. He sees this as his opportunity—’ Veblen paused, ‘—and feels sufficiently confident that Sharlac will carry the day, that his involvement will barely cause comment, when it becomes known.’


  ‘Because whatever they’re planning will be signed and sealed,’ Garnot concluded with hatred. ‘So which of their other graces are in on this plot? Who’s Moncan got readying some raiding force for our other borders, to drag us away from this fight?’


  ‘I think you had better consult your lady wife the Duchess,’ Veblen said regretfully. ‘I’ve not been able to find out anything.’


  ‘Marlier will be mixed up in this somehow,’ snapped Garnot. He slapped the map with the flat of his hand, the sharp noise making Failla jump. ‘If Carluse can hold the eastern bank of the Palat and with Marlier’s Caladhrian allies holding the western bank of the Rel’s headwaters, Haslip Vale and that whole tongue of our land between the two rivers
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