
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Theodore Halloran is coming into
himself; Godfrey Digbett III seems to be coming into nothing but
trouble.

Perhaps one might amend the
troubles of the other.






Divine
Service is a novella set in a fantasy
universe following the coming of age and ascension of a young
demigod to the divine position afforded him by his father, and
simultaneously following the struggles of a young nobleman
desperate to avoid being affianced or, worse, married.
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Part I


“You’ve never asked me who your father was,”
said Mrs Hanni Halloran, née Halloran, for she had never
been married, in truth.

Initially,
her son did not answer her. He was
sitting straight-backed upon a stool, blacking Lord Panatty’s shoes
with quick, expert movements of his hand, coaxing the boots back to
a bright shine that almost made Hanni’s eyes ache, to look right at
them in the afternoon light.

It was a
warm summer’s day, sun shining in from
the southern window and the Vellumdry heat permeating the whole of
the cottage. It was somewhat cooler upstairs, but the ceilings were
really too low to accommodate her standing to pursue her work, and
so she remained at her worktable in the middle of the room, her
mistress’ dress laid out upon it. It was not so arduous a repair –
the dress’ ruffles had torn in places, and she had only to neatly
sew them back into place. Simple work, but fiddly, requiring a
steady hand and neat twists of the wrist to keep the threads out of
sight. Her skill as a seamstress was held in good
renown.

Theodore
Halloran, at fourteen years old, was beginning to come into
himself. He seemed to grow taller by the hour, no longer the quiet,
unassuming figure that might slip behind
his mother’s back, unseen – not that Teddy ever did. He had always
been an unfailingly polite boy, but possessed of a confidence and a
steel-hard spine, never hiding from anything. His shoulders were
broadening, too, his jaw beginning to show a harder angle even now,
his eyes shadowed by the depth of his brow.

She fancied,
at times, that she saw notes of her father in the face of her son –
in the breadth of his strong shoulders, in his workman’s hands, in
his nose, the nose which she had, too.
Other times, she looked at her son and saw a creature she would
never imagine was her blood relation, had she not given birth to
him. He had such an uncanny way about him, sometimes.

“You’ve
always told people you were a widow, Mother,” Teddy said, in a gentler voice than Hanni felt
that she deserved. He could be like that, gentle. He always had
been, with her. Somehow, it was a shock whenever she heard it, as
though she were waiting in dread for the day her lovely son became
something else entirely. “I felt if you wished to tell me something
different, you would do.”

“Told
people,” Hanni repeated. She was terrified, for some reason. She
didn’t know why. She felt very cold, despite the warmth of her
room, and watching her son’s hard nose,
his jutting brow, his hair knotted sternly into the tightest bun
she could imagine behind his head, she wondered if his eyes were
still the steely blue she had seen when he was born, or if perhaps
they had changed colour overnight. Were they violet, now, the
violet of yet unplundered knowledge? “You never believed it,
then.”

Teddy – her
Teddy, still her
Teddy, her boy, for now – looked up from Lord
Panatty’s boot as he set it gently aside, meeting her gaze. He
looked solemn, but not expectant; curious, but not
demanding.

“If you will
forgive me for saying so, for you are my mother, and I love you
very much,” he said lowly, in that neat, clipped little voice that
serving lords and ladies had given him, so refined, her son, so
polished, “you’ve never shown a great
deal of conviction in it yourself. You needn’t tell me now, if it
brings you unease – your hands are shaking.”

“So they
are,” Hanni said, setting down her needle and looking at her
fingers, marked over with little scars and marks – not like
Teddy’s hands, which were strong and broad and
used for all manner of things, but with no blemishes at all. Teddy
never scarred, not ever. “But I must tell you, some
time.”

Teddy nodded
his head in his calm, reasonable manner, standing to his feet, and
she watched silently as he went to the
kettle steaming over the fire, removing it and setting about making
some tea for her. He put honey in it, as he always did when she was
drinking it, and he walked up to her, gently put the mug into her
hands, and cupped her hands in his. Soon, he would be taller than
she was – soon, she would have to look up into his face, and he
would be tall, and strong, not her little boy any
longer.

“I grew up,”
Hanni began, settling slowly into the chair beside the fire, and
watching as Teddy brought over his stool,
that he might look at her attentively as she spoke, “in a farming
village, named Outcra, outside of Seville City. That’s some weeks’
travel, nearly a month if you have a cart to move with, more if you
walk unaided, to our southeast. When I got to be your age, my
mother and father sent me into the city, that I might make
something of myself, and they took me to the Temple of Oghma, which
is the biggest in the kingdom, even in the world, they
say.”

Teddy said
nothing. He kept watching her, his
expression unchanging – his eyes were kind, she thought, he had
very kind eyes, and like this, she could see them.

“I was to be
a serving girl, assisting the priests, the librarians, everybody –
I started off turning down the beds in the clergy’s quarters, but then they trusted me to do more
of the outward facing things, you know. I tidied the library,
cleaned off the shelves, set the fires in the priests’ offices and
workrooms, and then in the scholars’. I was twenty-two when your
father came to Seville City.

“I had no
idea who he was. We, the staff, were to call him “your grace”, and
not to look up at his face – he was a very tall man, I think just a
scratch closer to seven feet than to six. For all that, he wasn’t
intimidating, even at the outset – he had
a very quiet step, and I was told he smiled often, and I regularly
heard him laughing softly in the corridors. Not a… He was not a
very loud man, didn’t make a great amount of noise, but he was
good-natured, you see? He had humour in him. The priests, though,
were a little uncomfortable with it, from what I heard – they felt
he ought be more serious, for whatever reason.

“We, the
junior service staff, weren’t allowed anywhere near him, and of
course, when he or another high-ranking member of the service
passed us by, we were to turn our faces to the corridor wall, or
slip out of sight entirely.

“But Mrs
Janeka, the head housekeeper, became ill with the Rusian Flu, and
had to be confined to her bed for some weeks, and she chose me –
me! – to service his quarters, and his office, which was attached.
The Temple of Oghma is gigantic beyond measure – you’ve been into
the temple in Merryweather, of course, which is very big, but the
Seville is gargantuan, with a great many spires and complicated
corridors, and hidden rooms besides, not even counting the
servants’ corridors. When I first went to his grace’s rooms, I had
to follow written directions to find them, for I had to follow a
great many corridors, take strange turnings, even turning back upon
my steps at times.”

“I came upon
corridors I’d never even seen before, but were just as clean as the
rest of the temple, so I made a note of it, in case they were to be
amongst my duties. There was so much art upon the walls here,
Teddy, it was… Every portrait, every
tapestry, rubbed edges with another, so that the stone might as
well have been plastered and papered, and I confess that I slowed
my steps on my way, looking with awe at all of them – some of them
were dreadful pieces, moralistic ones, you know, showing godly
punishments, but most were…

“Paintings
of queens and kings; paintings of blood spattered warriors standing
over their foes; drawings of instruments or complicated devices;
tapestries depicting strange and foreign beasts; most of all, though, it was the landscapes that
arrested me.

“I stopped
stockstill in the corridor before a glass window, and I looked at a
great painting wrought in oils, as wide across as this wall here,
and as tall, too: it was a pastoral piece, depicting the soft greens of a meadow, the swirling shapes of
the flowers that sprouted up from the grass, and ahead of that,
crystal waters that were so clear, that shimmered so brightly, I
felt that perhaps I was looking through but another window,
although I could see the hard swirls of the oil. I wished to touch
them, and even felt my hand raise in line with my belly before I
stopped myself – to touch the art! Unthinkable! What if I damaged
it, smudged it, ruined it with my unclean hands?”

Hanni stared
into her tea, taken away with how vividly
the memory came to her, how it had all been flooding back in recent
years, in recent months, how she dreamed… Her tea, a clear brown
turned gold with the honey poured in, reflected her face, as yet
mostly unlined. She was still young, really, although she didn’t
feel it. She felt as though she had lived lifetimes.

“Beside me,
he said, “Do you like the art?” and I gasped, immediately bowing my
head and turning to face the window behind me. I shook, my
shoulders trembling, and in the
reflection upon the glass, I saw his face. He was smiling slightly,
a delicate curve of his lips, a gentle one, and he met my gaze in
my mirror image.

“My
apologies, your grace,” I said. “I should not have—” but he
interrupted me, gently laying his hand
upon my shoulder and turning me once more, to face the painting. I
did not fight him – I was terrified, certain he was going to call
for the chief of staff to come for me, or to have me beaten, or
even thrown from my post. He took up my hand in his – he had very
slender hands, a scribe’s hands, despite his height and the breadth
of his shoulders, there was a delicacy in them one could never have
expected – and he laid my hand upon the painting, brushing the tips
of my fingers over the swirls and layers of oil. His hand did not
linger, pulling away, but I felt the ghost of it linger on the back
of mine, for his flesh had felt slightly cooler than
mine.

“It did not
feel as hard as I expected. No colour came off upon my fingers, but
there was a tackiness to it, almost like
touching fresh leather still wet from the tan, a sort of
give.

“This is
unvarnished,” his grace said to me. “The
oil is not yet cured – the painting is only six months
old.”

“And it isn’t dry?” I
whispered, although I didn’t mean to say a word.

“Almost,” he
said. “But not quite. You see, oil paint is not merely pigment –
the oils are mixed in with a liquid, but as you know, oil and water
never truly meld together, not forever.
The solvent dries away, until the oil remains, but the oil is
not dry – it’s cured. It toughens,
hardens.”

“Like ham?”

“Like leather.”

“It’s
beautiful,” I said, and I dared turn my head, looking at his face.
I had seen but a sliver of it before, seemingly only the violet shade of his eyes in the glass, but now I
saw it all
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