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Jeco passed the huge city gates and followed the crowd of other travelers along the large street, looking around him with wide-open eyes. The city of Kanavar stunned him. Luxurious mansions, busy streets, all kinds of colorful signboards, beautiful carriages with crests on their sides and richly dressed, pompous drivers who stared down at passersby and often made them step aside without even saying a word; heralds hurrying somewhere on lathery horses, the continuous buzz of the throng, loud circus music...

Jeco made it to the central square and saw the king’s palace right in front of him. The magnificent ancient castle towered proudly over all other buildings that seemed to part and bow before it in reverence. The palace was surrounded by a low, yet stout stone wall. Two stalwart soldiers stood motionless at the gates. They wore uniforms of Meorian state colors, red and blue, long red cloaks and gilded helmets with plumes. Jeco had never seen this kind of a uniform before. He figured these were not mere soldiers, they were warriors of the king’s guard. 

The boy came closer and stopped, hesitant, gazing at the guards’ impressive figures. 

One of the big men gave him a contemptuous look over. 

“What do you want?” 

“Good morning, sir,” Jeco greeted him. “I need to get into the palace.” 

“Ha!” The soldier grinned. “Really? Is that all you want?” 

“Stop it, Elidor,” the other guard said, his tone somewhat weary. 

But the first one ignored him and went on, staring down at the boy.

“So you think any tramp can get in here? All you need to do is ask?” 

“I said stop it!” the other soldier insisted. 

Elidor frowned, annoyed. The second guard turned to Jeco. 

“You can’t come into the palace just like that, lad. You need a special pass.” 

“I do have it,” Jeco nodded, pulling out his leather tag. 

The guards leaned forward to look. As soon as they saw the small silver star they both stepped back and saluted, Elidor turning pale. The second soldier gave him a hard, I-warned-you look and addressed Jeco with a respectful bow. 

“I hope the young gentleman has not taken offence at the silly jokes of a bored soldier?” 

“I apologize, sir,” Elidor muttered. “If the young gentleman has reasons to dress up as a commoner, uh... I hope he would understand my mistake, and will not hold me responsible for failing to treat him appropriately...” 

Jeco was somewhat confused with such a quick change. He studied Elidor’s face, trying to see whether the soldier really meant it or continued to make fun of him. Yes, the big guard appeared to be genuinely scared, and now he almost trembled under Jeco’s firm gaze. 

Looks like my silver star means something here, the boy thought. 

“Allow me to reassure you: I didn’t dress up as a commoner, I am one. Whether that justifies your behavior or not,” he replied, putting the tag away. “May I pass?” 

The guards hurried to step aside. “Certainly, sir.” 

Jeco walked through the gates. 

“You idiot!” he heard the second soldier lash out at Elidor. “Do you have any idea whom you’ve insulted?!” 

“Don’t start,” Elidor moaned. “I’m already shaking in my boots! He must be the king’s page... They love playing tricks. All he needs to do is whisper a word into the king’s ear—and Elidor goes bye-bye!” 

“And how many times did I tell you to watch your mouth? What if this was some kind of a secret inspection?!” 

Leaving the guards to worry and argue, Jeco entered the inner yard. The yard behind the palace wall turned out to be much larger than it seemed from the outside. In the middle of it lay a parade-ground with several dozens soldiers marching around under the watchful eye of their captain. On the left Jeco saw a beautiful garden with statues and fountains, and on the right stood stables and barns. 

But the boy didn’t have time to look at all that. He walked around the parade-ground, approached the wide palace doors with a bronze lion at each side and stopped, feeling slightly intimidated. A short, busy looking gentleman carrying a stack of papers overtook Jeco and entered the doors with confidence, as if there was nothing to it. Jeco drew in a deep breath and followed him. 

He found himself in a spacious hall, probably a waiting room, judging by the long row of soft arm chairs at the wall. The boy glanced around, looking for someone he could ask how to find Lord Vargos, but the hall was empty; the gentleman with papers had disappeared. Jeco adjusted his traveling bag on his shoulder and made a few steps that resounded with a loud echo. 

“Good morning, sir. What can I do for you?” somebody asked in a very polite tone. 

Jeco turned to the voice and saw a man wearing a white wig, a splendid long livery with gold and silver galloons, and white gloves. It took a few seconds to realize that this was a servant, not a nobleman. As if not noticing the boy’s modest clothes, clean, but probably still inappropriate for the royal palace, the servant was looking at him without a hint of disdain, waiting patiently for the answer. 

“Good morning,” Jeco replied. “I am looking for Lord Vargos, the court administrator.” 

The servant bowed and made an inviting gesture. “Allow me to show you the way to his office.” 

The boy felt uncomfortable to take this excellent courtier’s time. 

“Thank you, sir. I do not wish to trouble you, I can find it myself if you would kindly tell me where to go.” 

But he didn’t yet know how strict the palace rules were, and how thoroughly everyone followed them. 

“No trouble at all,” the servant said. “I am only doing my humble duty. Would you please follow me.” 

Jeco learned something: no one got here by accident, so if you made it this far, you would be treated with all due respect, no matter how you look. 

The man led him through several corridors and handed him over to another servant, just as splendid and just as polite. Standing next to these people, Jeco felt like a small gray mouse. 

“To His Lordship Vargos,” the first servant reported. 

“How should I introduce you, sir?” bowed the other one. 

“Jecosan Tarres,” Jeco said and added, knowing that his name alone would not mean anything, “By recommendation of Lord Agassar Dallin.” 

The servant bowed again. “Would you please wait here.” He disappeared behind a door and soon returned. “Come in, please.” 

The court administrator Lord Vargos turned out to be a middle-aged man with curly brown hair and serious, thoughtful eyes. Smiling amiably, he offered Jeco a chair. 

“Good morning, young man. So you are being recommended by Lord Agassar Dallin?” 

“Yes, Your Lordship.” Jeco reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the letter and the ring, wrapped carefully in a clean piece of cloth. “Here is a letter from Lord Agassar. Also, he has commissioned me to deliver this to you.” 

Lord Vargos handed the letter to the servant. “Please, read this, Gams.” 

The servant carefully broke the seal and unfolded the paper. Meanwhile, the court administrator unwrapped the cloth and took out the ring with the sparkling gemstone. His eyebrows flew up—he obviously knew the cost of such things. 

“Dear Lord Vargos,” Gams started reading. “Allow me to recommend to you Jecosan Tarres, a man of young age but great maturity, keen mind and outstanding integrity—the virtue ever in short supply, as you had once pointed out. Wishing to demonstrate how trustworthy I find this young man, I am asking him to take to you my ring, the value of which he is aware of. I am sending him to the palace alone, with no escort of any kind, knowing that the ring will be safely delivered. Beside the already mentioned qualities, I also would like to note Mr. Tarres’ firm resolve and exceptional diligence. I hope that such a fine combination will find a good use at the king’s service. Sincerely Yours, Agassar Dallin.” 

The servant finished reading, folded the letter and returned it to his master. 

Jeco silently thanked Lord Agassar—he hadn’t even mentioned his criminal record! 

Lord Vargos leaned back in his chair, his keen eyes studying the boy. 

“Very well, young man. Recommendation of Agassar Dallin means a lot. I will find you a position at the palace.” 

Jeco bowed. “Thank you, Your Lordship.” 

“What are you good at, and what kind of service would you prefer to do?” 

“I do not shun any physical work, and I can read and write. As to the service, I would leave it up to Your Lordship to see where I am needed the most.” 

Lord Vargos smiled; he seemed to like the answer.

“As a rule, we give newcomers some simple tasks at first and see how they manage. Even with good recommendations, such a test is still necessary. What do you say if I offer you a position at the king’s kitchen, for a start?” 

“I’ll be honored, Your Lordship. What will my work be like?” 

“Chopping wood, keeping the fire going in the ovens, and other things like that. The chief cook will explain your responsibilities to you. The work is rather monotonous, but I hope that the generous pay will help you to cope with it.” 

“I guess I can say that I’m used to monotonous work,” Jeco smiled. “I even like it, to some extent, because it gives one time to think.” 

“Good,” Lord Vargos concluded. “Gams, take Mr. Tarres to the kitchen and introduce him to the chief cook. I will sign all the papers within the next hour.” 

Jeco thanked the court administrator once again and left, followed by the servant. 

“Something tells me that this boy will soon show his worth,” Lord Vargos mused, tapping the desk with his fingertips. “I wonder where Agassar finds this kind of people?” 

***
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Thus Jeco entered the king’s service, and his new life began. He was given a room, small but nice, and issued two different uniforms—working clothes and formal attire. To him, even the working outfit looked luxurious; it was a fine dark-blue suit with the king’s crest embroidered on the chest. Jeco wore it every day and took it each week to the laundry, receiving a clean set in return. The formal attire consisted of a soft velvet jacket and pants of beige color, a snow-white shirt with lacy cuffs, and white leather shoes. The jacket was also decorated with the royal crest, with a fancy monogram added to it—KK, which stood for King’s Kitchen. When Jeco first saw this incredible set, he thought that the delivery boy had made a mistake and gave him the clothes of one of the king’s pages. 

“No, sir, there is no mistake,” the delivery boy reassured. “This dress you must wear if you ever have to go into the inner rooms of the palace.” 

Jeco did not even dare to try it on. He’d never had such clothes in his life. 

After the arduous labor in the mines, the work at the kitchen seemed fun and easy. Jeco’s major responsibility was to keep the fire going in one of the large ovens. In the morning, he would chop and fetch enough firewood to last for the day, and after that all he had to do was to watch the fire and once in a while throw in more wood. Not wishing to be idle, Jeco would start helping other workers or cooks, which soon made him everyone’s friend. The people in the kitchen were simple, but well-mannered and hard-working. Everyone knew their job perfectly well, no one was ever drunk, and, miraculously, nobody ever swore. Jeco now saw why it was so hard, almost impossible to get a job at the palace: only the best of the best were being selected to work here, and, as a rule, stayed in the service for many years. Almost all older cooks and most workers had served the previous king, Alvard the Second. They knew all the palace rules and undoubtedly had many stories to tell, but it wasn’t easy to get them to talk. Jeco figured that workers and servants were not allowed to discuss court affairs. 

Day after day Jeco was getting familiar with the palace life, the life that was like a dream to him, or a fairy tale. When he was off duty, the chief cook allowed him to walk in one of the remote park alleys where no high-ranking officials would normally come. From there, Jeco could see the main palace entrance and most of the park, and he would spend hours sitting on a small ivy-twined bench, admiring the beauty around him and watching dozens of gardeners water flowerbeds, cut bushes, and sweep fallen leaves. Once in a while Jeco would catch a glimpse of some noblemen strolling along a path or sitting in an arbor and flipping through papers. A couple of times he happened to see Her Highness Princess Arvelina taking a walk in the park, accompanied by her numerous maids of honor. One day Jeco even saw the king, but only for a second. The large crowd of courtiers standing motionlessly at the main palace doors had suddenly stirred and parted, giving way to a tall, stately man dressed in purple. Having made an impatient gesture, he stormed through the crowd, his long black hair flying away in the wind, and disappeared in the Alley of Fountains. Jeco watched the courtiers stir again and whisper to each other, but none of them dared to follow the king. The boy had found out later that His Majesty was in a very bad mood that day and spent several hours brooding alone in the park. 

The king was greatly feared at the palace. People tried not to talk about him, or talked in a reverential whisper. Most kitchen folks dreaded being sent with an errand into the inner rooms, terrified with the possibility of accidentally bumping into the king. From what they said, it had once happened to a young scullion who was carrying a basket of fruit for someone; walking along a corridor, he suddenly saw the king right in front of him, and the piercing gaze of the monarch had scared him so bad that the poor guy dropped the basket and took off running. The king only laughed—but the scullion was immediately kicked out of the palace. 

From his very first days at the palace Jeco was hearing stories about some Lord Farizel. This name was being mentioned over and over again, in the connection with all kinds of events and occurrences, big and small. Jeco tried not to be nosy, so he hadn’t yet found out who this man was, except for him being a lord, of course, but his power and influence seemed to be legendary. According to all the talks, Lord Farizel knew and controlled everything that was going on here, and the king himself listened to his opinion. Lord Farizel was being credited for more than once saving hopeless situations, and even more than that—rumors had it that he could stop the king’s judging hand and turn around his orders. Yet Jeco noticed that, unlike the king, the mysterious Farizel was not feared; he was being mentioned with respect and admiration. One of the cooks shared that the king had once become angry at him for some dish he found poorly done, and, true to his character, was about to issue a severe punishment. Lord Farizel saved the cook. He laughed and told the king that he’d accidentally poured some salt into his plate, having mistaken it for his own. “That must be what ruined the taste, Your Majesty,” he carelessly explained. “You know how much the slightest variation from the recipe affects this kind of fine dish...”

“And what did His Majesty do?!” Jeco whispered, stunned. 

“Nothing,” the cook replied. “His Majesty only smiled and said, ‘I bet you did it on purpose, Farizel, and I’m going to get you back for it.’ And that was the end of it.” 

Incredible stories like that about Lord Farizel were being told repeatedly. Jeco decided that he must be the king’s right-hand man—the prime-minister, or something like that—and hoped to spot him some time at one of the king’s celebrations that often took place in the park. 

Among other things, Jeco learned that the palace had a huge library, and from that day on he couldn’t stop thinking about it. He could see bookcases and shelves packed with the best, the most wonderful tomes, many of which would be hard to find anywhere else. All the books his teacher Shaledan had ever mentioned had to be there, plus hundreds more that Jeco never heard about. They were so close, somewhere on the second floor, according to one of the servants, right next to the Nacre Hall... Yet Jeco was well aware that the library doors were closed for a kitchen worker: only noblemen used it, and the king himself. 

On the whole, Jeco was getting used to his new life, worrying only about one thing: he wondered when his other service would start—the real one, the one he was sent here for. He hadn’t yet heard a word about the war he was somehow to stop; neither did he find the person whom the elgur who visited him had called the Unarmed Warrior, the Unlit Fire. So far, all that remained a mystery. 

***
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Jeco woke up and glanced at the clock. The chief cook had told him to come to work early today. The king was giving a big dinner at his hunting castle, and almost all of the kitchen people went there before sunrise. Jeco was assigned to help four remaining scullions. 

He quickly got dressed and hurried to the kitchen. They had a lot of work to do. Some of the cooks were coming back in the afternoon to fix supper, and by the time they were to return Jeco and the scullions had to peel several sacks of potatoes, get all the ovens going and boil three large vats of water. 

Outside, he saw the four scullions hurrying to work as well. They were good, clever lads; Jeco already knew them well. 

“Good morning, Tarres!” one of the boys greeted him. “Ah, what a busy day we’ve got ahead! Do you think we’ll be able to get it all done?” 

“I think so,” Jeco replied. “But we’ll have to work hard. I will help you with your potatoes, but I need to chop some firewood first.”

He joined the boys and they headed to the kitchen together.

“I saw you chopping wood,” the scullion went on. “My, are you good at it! We’ve even had a bet with Dirg once, on how much you would chop in two hours.” 

“And how did that turn out?” Jeco asked. 

The boy laughed. “I lost! I said two stacks, and you did three. So I had to buy Dirg ice-cream because of you.” 

“Sorry about that,” Jeco said, smiling. “I had no idea that I was costing you money.” 

“Don’t feel sorry for him, Tarres!” protested the short, bright-eyed scullion named Dirg. “Imagine that, he happened not to have any money with when we got to the sweet-shop, so I paid for the ice-cream he claims he’d bought for me!” 

Chatting and laughing, the boys came to the kitchen, had a quick breakfast that was left for them yesterday, and got to work. Dirg volunteered to chop wood with Jeco—as it turned out, not so much to help as to see whether he could beat him. Jeco didn’t mind, and because of the scullion’s heroic efforts they got done with the firewood much faster than he would hope. Dirg still lost, but he didn’t get too upset about it; he was the always-happy type. 

“Well, if we keep it up like that we’re going to get everything done and even have some time left!” Dirg observed. 

“I guess so,” Jeco replied. “Thanks, Dirg, you have helped me a lot. Now let’s go take care of your potatoes. But I don’t think I would compete with you in that field.”

“Ha!” The scullion gave a sly wink. “Now it’s gonna be my turn to have fun!” 

Jeco knew how to peel potatoes and was quite good at it, but, just as he thought, it was hard to keep up with the scullions of the king’s kitchen who had been practicing their skills every day. Knives flashed in their quick hands, potato skin was running down in long, thin strips, and peeled potatoes went flying to the pots one after another. 

“Ready to give up, Tarres?” Dirg laughed. 

“Never!”

“Good! Those who give up don’t serve at the palace!” 

In a couple of hours most of the potato sacks were empty. Dirg took an evaluating look at what was left and called for a break. 

“We’ve done the main part. The rest will only take about half an hour. We’ll manage now, Tarres. Thanks. You can take a break, and then fill the vats and start boiling water.” 

Jeco picked up a bucket, turned the water tap and stepped back, mindful of the powerful stream that had many times splashed all over less careful workers. But today, the stream for some reason was weak and slow. 

“What in the world?...” Jeco turned the tap more, but that didn’t help. 

He took another bucket and tried a different faucet. The water started dripping lazily, and the flow in the first tap got even weaker. 

Dirg looked up from his work. “What is it?” 

“Strange thing, the water’s barely going.” 

“Open the tap more.” 

“I’ve tried, it doesn’t do anything. Maybe the pumps got clogged?” 

The scullions put down their knives and came over to take a look. The water streams were getting weaker each moment. 

Dirg scratched his head. “That’s not good. If it goes like this, we won’t be able to fill the vats, let alone boil the water... Oh, why did it have to happen today?!” 

“I’ll go check the pumps,” Jeco said. “Maybe I’ll be able to clear them. Watch the faucets, I don’t want to flood the kitchen.” 

He took a broomstick and hurried to the lake. He knew where the pumps were that supplied water to the palace, and even before he got to them he could feel something was wrong: he didn’t hear that strong gurgling noise the pumps would normally make. The boy ran up the hill. Yes, he wasn’t mistaken: the pumps were silent. Jeco walked around the large mechanism; he didn’t know much about how it worked. What could have happened here?... It didn’t look like the pumps were clogged; when that had happened some time ago, they kept working, even though with difficulty—but now the pumps had completely stopped.

Jeco looked into the large filtering tank where the water would go first, before getting into the pipes. The tank was nearly empty. 

“Good heavens...” the boy whispered. “The whole palace is going to be left without water!”

Jeco ran back to the kitchen. They urgently needed mechanics’ help. 

“The pumps are broken!” he shouted to Dirg who was looking out of the door. “Go get the mechanics—the filtering tank is almost empty!” 

The scullion clutched his head. “Oh, dear! The laundry’s going to stop, the stablemen won’t be able to water the horses! And...” Dirg’s eyes widened in horror. “And His Majesty’s quarters! The king himself will get no water!!” 

Jeco grabbed a bucket. “Find the mechanics, and I’ll go fill the tank!” 

“Do you think you can do it?” 

“There’s no other choice. I’ll do my best. Come to help me as soon as you can!” 

In a few minutes Jeco was at the pumps again. The filtering tank was not far from the lake, so the work went easy—at first. Jeco would draw a full bucket of water, run up the hill to the tank as fast as he could, empty the bucket in it and rush back to the lake. Soon two mechanics arrived and started checking the big machine, feeling and touching it here and there as if they were physicians examining a patient. Their deep frowns told Jeco that the damage had to be serious. 

“What happened?” he asked, pouring his next bucket of water into the tank. 

“Nothing good,” one of the mechanics replied, his face grim. “We’ll have to take the whole thing apart. That’s several hours of work.” 

“I wish the damage had been discovered earlier,” the other one sighed, a young fellow who had already gotten his hands and arms dirty with the machine oil up to the elbows. “It must’ve happened at night, after the evening check-up. I’ve got the feeling that we’re the ones who’s going to be blamed for it, even though it is not our fault... I just don’t know what we are going to do.” 

“Well, start fixing it, and I’ll be fetching water,” Jeco said, continuing his work. “There seems to be no other option.” 

“That’s right,” the first mechanic nodded. “We can’t leave the palace without water. But you won’t be able to keep running like that for long. You need some more people to help.” 

Jeco stopped to catch his breath. “I will get help, the scullions should be here soon. It’s all right, I will manage...”

The mechanics exchanged doubtful looks but said nothing and got to work. Jeco grabbed the bucket again. It was getting heavier each time, the thin handle cutting into his palm. The filtering tank seemed to be bottomless; more faucets were being opened at the palace, and the water Jeco poured in would immediately disappear. He was totally out of breath when the scullions arrived, armed with buckets. 

“Here we are!” Dirg shouted. “We left Tamerin to watch the vats! How are you doing, Tarres?” 

“All right so far,” Jeco replied, wiping his forehead. “But I’ll be ready to put out the white flag soon...”

“Take a break, you deserve it. Come on, guys!” Dirg called, and the scullions hurried to the lake. 

Jeco stopped and pulled off his shirt; it was getting hot. His sore palms ached, but the boy saw that he would soon have to get back to work: although the scullions were doing their best, he could tell they wouldn’t last long. They were already slowing down, sweating and breathing hard. Jeco tore two long strips of cloth off his shirt, wrapped them around his hands, picked up the bucket again and rushed to help. 

“Bind your palms like this!” he shouted to the scullions. “It’ll be easier that way.” 

The scullions followed his advice. That helped for a while, but they were growing weary each minute, stumbling and dropping their buckets. 

“I can’t imagine how you’re doing it, Tarres,” Dirg said, panting. “I feel like I’m gonna pass out.” 

“Don’t get your buckets that full, carry as much as you can,” Jeco replied. “And don’t try to keep up with me, I’ve carried a lot of heavy stuff...”

The scullions made it for another half hour, then collapsed on the grass, exhausted. Two busily working mechanics kept glancing at Jeco, who alone continued the grueling race, still fetching one bucket after another. 

“Hang on, Tarres!” the younger mechanic shouted. “Just a little bit more!” 

Jeco was hanging on. Just a little bit more, they said; that’s good. He’s going to make it. He only needs to ignore the pain in his muscles. He shouldn’t let himself think about it, he must keep working as if it’s not there—just like he did in the mines. Here goes another bucket... And another one... so heavy that he can barely hold it... But he is going to carry it all the way up the hill, and he will lift it to the tank, and pour it out... There we go. Now back to the lake. One more bucket...

The pumps suddenly coughed as if waking up, first one, then the other. Something clicked inside of the large machine, and the water gushed down the pipes. 

“That’s it, Tarres!” the young mechanic cried out, jumping off the small metal platform on top of the pump where he worked. “You did it!” 

“Well done, boy,” the older man smiled. 

Jeco dropped the bucket and sunk to the ground. All of a sudden, he felt dizzy, and his legs weakened. The fatigue he’d been fighting for so long had caught up with him. 

The scullions gathered around Jeco, alarmed. 

“How are you, Tarres? Are you all right? He’s so pale, we should call the physician!” 

“I’m fine...” Jeco replied, panting. “I’m just out of breath... Let me rest a little, and I’ll be fine.” 

The mechanics came up as well. 

“Take him to his room and put him in bed,” the older one told the scullions. “And do get the physician. It’s no joke to have fetched so many buckets of water, running up and down the hill. Not every man would have handled that.” 

“There’s no need to bother the physician, really,” Jeco tried to protest. “I’m all right.” 

To prove it, he gathered what strength he had left and climbed to his feet. He was still breathing hard, his heart pounded, and dark circles were dancing before his eyes. His arms and legs ached and refused to serve him. 

“You’re swaying from side to side,” Dirg observed. “Come. Your working day is over.” 

The scullions took Jeco to his room and went back to the kitchen where they still had a lot of work to do. Jeco collapsed on the bed and at once fell asleep. In a while, someone’s soft but confident hand touching his wrist woke him. Jeco opened his eyes and saw a serious looking gentleman who was checking his pulse—one of the court physicians. 

“Sleep, sleep, young man,” he spoke in a quick, business-like manner. “That’s what you need now.” 

Behind the physician stood Dirg; he must have brought him here. Nervously rubbing his hands still wrapped in the cloth, Dirg watched the doctor’s every move, waiting for his conclusion. 

“What’s wrong with him, sir? Has he overstrained himself?” 

“Amazingly, no,” the physician replied. “You say he’s been running around with full buckets of water for several hours?” 

“That’s right. We just couldn’t believe it. I was done after half an hour or so, but he kept going and going.” 

“He must have had some special training.” The physician looked at Jeco. “Is that right, young man?” 

Jeco smiled. “Yes, sir, I guess you can say that.” 

“Of course. Otherwise, I would have been called to a lifeless body. No unprepared man can endure such pressure.” 

“So he’s all right?” Dirg asked, brightening up. 

“Absolutely,” the physician confirmed. “He’s just pushed himself to the limit, and now his body needs some good rest. I will write the prescription,” he said, turning to Jeco again. “Hand it to the chief cook. He will have to give you a few days off. What is your name, young man?” 

“Jecosan Tarres. Thank you, sir.” 

***
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The chief cook was more than happy to give Jeco a week off. 

“You saved the day, Tarres,” he said, shaking the boy’s hand. “I relayed what had happened to His Lordship Vargos, and got his permission to reward you. You can receive a monetary gift, additional vacation time (not counting the week you are being given to restore your strength), or a personal item, like a knife, with your name and the king’s crest engraved on it. The choice is yours. Or maybe you have some other wish?” 

Jeco thought for a moment. He did have a wish, but he was afraid that it would be too much to ask. On the other hand, he probably wouldn’t have another chance like this. 

“I don’t know whether such a request will be appropriate,” he started, hesitant. “Or at all possible...”

“Tell me what it is, Tarres,” the chief cook prompted. “I want this reward to be special for you. You have deserved that.” 

Jeco drew in a deep breath and said, “I love books, sir, and the greatest reward I could dream of would be to visit the king’s library.” 

His boss gave him a surprised look. “The request is, indeed, unusual.” 

“If it’s not possible, I understand. Any kind of a reward will be an honor for me.” 

“Well, let me see here...” The cook rubbed his chin, thinking. “I have never done anything like this before, and I’ve got no connections with the library... But I guess I could try to arrange that. As an exception... I’ll tell you this, Tarres: I will try, but I can’t promise anything.” 

On the next day, when Jeco was sitting on his favorite bench in the park, one of those splendid palace servants approached and solemnly announced that Lord Vargos desired to see him. 

Uh-oh, the boy thought, rising from the bench and following the servant. Looks like I’m going to be reminded of where my place is... 

But as soon as he stepped through the door of Lord Vargos’ office, Jeco knew that he was mistaken: the court administrator met him with a broad smile. 

“Come in, come in, a most extraordinary young man!” 

Jeco bowed and smiled in return. 

“There’s nothing extraordinary about me, Your Lordship.” 

“Is that so? Allow me to disagree. First, you are for several hours replacing two powerful water-pumps. Then you do something even more incredible: instead of a large sum of money or a valuable gift, you’re asking to be allowed into the library! This is not something I get to see every day.” 

“I just love books, Your Lordship,” Jeco explained. “I’ve always been a bookworm.” 

“Yes, Lord Agassar Dallin was certainly right about you,” the court administrator nodded. “Which doesn’t surprise me; he’s never wrong about people. Everyone he recommends proves to be worthy. By the way, I received a letter from him a couple of days ago. It turns out that his son, young Lord Dalamir, had been captured; but he managed to break free, and safely returned home.” 

Jeco was glad to hear that, even though it was not news to him. 

“I am very happy for Lord Agassar and his son. If Your Lordship will have a chance, would you please tell him this, and also relay my sincere gratitude for what he has done for me.” 

“I will have such a chance.” Lord Vargos nodded again. “Lord Agassar was asking about you. I wrote to him that you’re assigned to the kitchen, and that you work well. Now I’ve got a more interesting update for His Lordship, and I’ll be glad to add to it what you have just asked. I am sure Lord Agassar will be pleased to hear it; gratitude is a rare virtue as well.” 

The court administrator picked up a piece of paper, rose from his desk and stepped to the boy. “Now, getting to the main reason why I have called you here. Allow me to congratulate you, Mr. Tarres: your request has been granted. Here is your pass to the library. Unfortunately, you will not be able to take books with you, you are only allowed to study in the reading hall. But believe me, this alone is a great honor.” 

“Of course, Your Lordship. I understand.” 

Jeco accepted the precious paper and looked at it. There was the king’s crest at the top, then went the text written in a fine, clear handwriting.

“The presenter of this, Mr. Jecosan Tarres, for special diligence he has shown at His Majesty’s service, is being rewarded with permission to attend the reading hall of the king’s library.” 

Below stood the date, Lord Vargos’ signature and his personal seal. The cherished dream came true; Jeco was holding it in his hands. 

“Thank you, Your Lordship,” he said in a quiet voice. “I only now come to understand how bold my request was... which makes it even more incredible to see it granted to me.” 

Lord Vargos looked at him and laughed, obviously having guessed his impatience. 

“It would have been cruel of me to hold you any longer. You can go, Mr. Tarres. Thousands of books are waiting for you!” 

Jeco almost ran when he left the court administrator’s office, and even jumped high a couple of times in an empty corridor, unable to hold his excitement. Yes, thousands of wonderful books were waiting for him, and now just a few minutes were separating him from seeing those treasures! He only needed to stop at his room and change into the formal attire—he couldn’t go to the library wearing his working uniform. 

Jeco opened the wardrobe and took out the velvet suit, the silky white shirt, and the shoes. Careful not to tear anything—the clothes seemed so thin and delicate—he put it on and stepped to the mirror. Each person at the king’s service had a large mirror like that in their room, and exactly for this purpose: before setting their foot in the inner rooms of the palace, everyone had to make sure they looked picture perfect. 

Jeco straightened his jacket, pulled the lacy shirt cuffs out of the sleeves, and took a look in the mirror. A young prince was looking back at him, who only lacked a small golden crown. Was that him?! Jeco picked up his comb from the desk; the prince did the same. Jeco combed his hair and smiled. The prince smiled in return. 

“Congratulations, Jecosan Tarres,” the boy joked, gallantly bowing to himself. “Against all expectations, you look not too bad in this dress. And now would you excuse me: I am expected in His Majesty’s library!” 

The second floor of the king’s palace stunned him with its cold luxury. It was empty and somewhat scary; Jeco’s footsteps resonated with booming echo under the high vaults, making him feel like the whole palace knew about his intrusion, and the walls themselves were staring down at him, stern and suspicious. One of those walls had a huge portrait of the king, as if to remind one more time whose house this was. Jeco stopped in front of the portrait. So this is how he looked, the man who was given the highest power on earth... A proud turn of the head, a firm, serious gaze. The face was attractive—big dark eyes, a straight nose, thin lips, the upper one outlined with a moustache—but cold and distant. The artist obviously tried to portray first of all a monarch, the ruler of a huge country, the fearless warrior, and therefore did his best to make the king’s features especially hard and strong. But, on the other hand, this could be what King Alvard the Third really was—a strong monarch above anything else. It was rather hard to tell by a formal portrait made by a court artist; this genre had its own laws, and breaking them could cost the painter his life. 

Jeco went further, hoping to see some of the servants and ask them where the library was. It had to be close, but he didn’t want to wander around here risking to run into some bigshot nobleman and incur their anger before he could explain what he was doing here. 

He heard footsteps, and soon saw a dark-haired man in a rich uniform, with a wide general’s ribbon across his chest, striding confidently through the corridor. A general of the King’s Guard! Jeco stepped aside and greeted the officer with a bow, but His Excellency passed by, not deigning to even glance at the boy. Jeco followed him with his eyes. Well, what did he expect. This was a man of high standing, busy with state affairs and probably reporting to the king himself; maybe he was even carrying His Majesty’s personal order in his pocket. Why would he pay his attention to some boy. 

Jeco passed through the long gallery without meeting anyone else, except for the guards who stood at each door looking almost like statues, rigid and motionless. Suddenly, something sparkled ahead, something bright and chatoyant, of a soft pink-and-white color. This had to be the famous Nacre Hall. Jeco hesitantly approached. He didn’t know whether it was all right to enter, so he just peered from some distance. The Nacre Hall bore such an elegant name for a good reason: it looked like the inside of a huge seashell. Its walls, floor, and all the interior were deftly embellished with nacre and shimmered with all tints of pink. Jeco stood there, awestruck, until he noticed the guards at the door staring at him. 

“Excuse me,” he said, stepping aside. “I am looking for the library.” 

One of the soldiers pointed silently at the next door—apparently, they were not allowed to talk. 

“Thank you, sir,” Jeco said and headed that way. 

He reached for the bronze doorknob shaped as a scroll. Now he was going to see this marvelous place...

What Jeco saw exceeded all his expectations and took away his breath. The walls of the huge round hall, from floor to ceiling, were made out of bookshelves tightly packed with tens of thousands of tomes. There were books in all languages here, gathered from all over the world, big and small, old and new, richly decorated and modestly plain. Arrow-shaped pointers served as guides in this kingdom of books. Starting from the entrance, they silently invited the visitor to go see scientific tractates, works of fiction, historical chronicles, ancient manuscripts, geographical descriptions, collections of old legends...

Unable to move, Jeco shifted his astonished gaze from bookshelf to bookshelf, from one pointer to another. 

“Good morning, sir,” he heard someone’s quiet voice. 

Jeco turned around and saw a small old librarian with a thin white beard who looked like a kind dwarf from a fairy tale. 

“Good morning...” Jeco replied absentmindedly, still overwhelmed with the magnificence he saw around. 

The old man was smiling. “The young gentleman seems to have come here for the first time?” 

“Yes, this is my first visit. Here’s my permission.” 

The librarian took the paper, looked at it, and returned it to the boy. 

“It is nice to meet you, Mr. Tarres. So, how can I serve you? What kind of literature are you interested in?” 

Jeco shrugged, feeling slightly embarrassed. “I really do not know... There are so many books here.”

“Oh yes!” the old man enthusiastically agreed, beaming with pleasure. He clearly loved his job and was very proud of it. “His Majesty’s library is justly considered to be one of the best in the world. You can find any book here, even the rarest one.” 

Jeco looked over countless bookshelves once again. 

“What do I start with...”

“Just name your area of interest, and I will be happy to recommend you the best editions on that subject.” 

“I like history,” Jeco said. 

“Wonderful!” exclaimed the dwarf. “What time period? What countries?” 

“Tirgan and ancient Pars, then Bergalia and Kennur. I like our Meorian history, too. As to the time period, the earlier, the better.” 

“Good, very good...” The librarian thought for a moment, searching his memory, and then started speaking in a calm, collected manner, without pausing, as if he was reading some invisible list. 

“First of all, I would recommend to you The History of Ancient Nations by Barriak and The Formation of the First Kingdoms by Shags—a remarkable work dedicated to the origins of great countries, both now vanished and still existing. Then I would suggest going through the outstanding research titled The Youth of Our World; its author is unfortunately unknown. As to ancient Pars, here, no doubt, the first one to name would be the amazing book by Fargad Pars the Magnificent—as far as I can tell, nothing else has been written on the subject that can be compared to this work. As an addition to it, I can suggest Battles of Ancient Parsians by Kelleor—that is, if you are interested in the details of military operations; you won’t find them in Fargad’s book. Fargad was a poet deep in his heart, he didn’t like battles and wars and wrote about them briefly, with obvious reluctance. On the history of Tirgan, except for the well-known works like monographs of Carl Vanier and Sairos, I can offer you several rare editions, such as Tirganians, their History and Customs...”

The librarian’s quiet voice rustled on and on, naming more books. Jeco was astounded: just like that, from memory, this little man gave him almost two dozen titles, following each one with a short description. Did he keep all the books of the king’s library in his head?! 

“Wow, sir!” Jeco breathed out, gazing at the little dwarf with admiration. “You must know all books in the world!” 

Flattered, the old man gave a modest smile. “Oh, far from it. It is not possible to know them all. But books are my specialty, I have been working with them for many years. So, what would you like to begin with?” 

“I think with The Youth of Our World and Pars the Magnificent. And later on, I would like to read everything you have just named.” 

“Would you please wait here for a minute, I will bring those two books,” nodded the old man. “I can write down the rest of the titles for you, if you’d like.” 

“Yes, please. I would appreciate that.” 

The kind dwarf quickly found the books—he seemed to know each and every shelf in this huge hall. Jeco carefully accepted the two heavy volumes and took a desk near a window. Having flipped the sandglass that was thoughtfully placed on each desk, he opened one of the books and forgot about the rest of the world. 

***
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From that day on, Jeco spent all his time in the library. He couldn’t have dreamed of a better vacation: peace and quiet, a soft, comfortable chair, and books, with nothing distracting him from traveling through their pages. The reading hall was usually empty. Most courtiers preferred to take books to their rooms, only on a rare occasion someone would sit down and read here for an hour or two. Once in a while someone’s butler would come and hand the librarian a list of books ordered by his master. The butlers’ manners betrayed their masters’ positions in a rather amusing way: the lower was their position, the more proud and pompous the butler looked. Those who served truly high-ranking persons had no need to show off—they were already well known and met everywhere with a special respect. Jeco once saw a quiet, ordinary looking man in a butler’s uniform enter the library; he returned a book and quickly left without so much as glancing around, bothering little about what impression he made. And the impression was grand: the few visitors who happened to be in the library froze in a strange way and wouldn’t get their eyes off that man. “His Majesty’s butler!” hushed whispers flew around as soon as the door closed behind him. 

But Jeco did not pay much attention to what was going on in the library. He didn’t come here to watch the courtiers, he was here for books, which he devoured amazingly fast. The old librarian smiled to him as to an old friend. He probably didn’t see such passion for reading very often, and of course it couldn’t leave him unmoved. 

“I have found something else for you,” he once said with a sly wink, handing Jeco a thick tome, its leather cover decorated with an imprint of some mysterious flower. “How about this: Kennurian Sagas and Legends, one of the fullest collections.” 

Jeco took a closer look at the flower and saw that each petal had a smaller picture in it: there was a rocky ravine in one, a waterfall in another, a ruined castle in the third, and a warrior with a long spear in the last one. 

“Do you like it?” the old man asked and laughed. “No need to respond, I can already see it in your hungry eyes. I guess this one will take you longer than just a couple of days!” 

“Much longer, I’m afraid.” Jeco sighed, running his finger along the firm book cover. “My vacation is over tomorrow, I won’t be able to spend so much time here anymore.” 

“That’s a pity.” The dwarf saddened. “But you will be still coming here once in a while, I hope?” 

“Oh, most certainly! Each time when I get a minute.” 

“Then I will put this book aside for you.” 

“Thank you, sir, you are very kind. As for now, would you please bring me The History of Ancient Nations? I would like to finish it today.” 

Jeco got the book and went to his desk, feeling a little sad. His vacation was over so soon, and tomorrow he had to return to the ovens and vats. Oh well. Such a blissful life couldn’t last forever. At least he still had a whole day to spend here today. Besides, his permission to come to this treasury would still be valid after his vacation, the pass was issued to him with no time limit. He will be chopping his wood and watching the oven knowing that as soon as the working hours are over, he can run to the library and read. 

Jeco flipped the sandglass—the only thing that reminded him of the existence of time here—and buried himself in the book. 

The library door quietly opened, letting in a young man of striking appearance. He wore a fine white suit, a luxurious silvery vest, elaborately ornamented, and a short blue cloak that was fastened on his chest with a small golden clasp and thrown back in a careless manner, probably because of the warm day. Splendid clothes were no rarity here in the palace, but there was something about this man that made him stand out, drawing attention and commanding respect. He had dark-brown hair going down to his shoulders, a calm, intelligent face, and peaceful gray eyes that seemed to have seen too much to get easily excited. Jeco took one look at this man and knew that he wouldn’t forget him for years.

The boy rose from his chair and bowed. To his surprise, the excellent courtier responded with a polite nod. The librarian saw the visitor and rushed to his aid, but the young man stopped him with a gesture, indicating that he would pick his books himself. 

Jeco sat down and went back to reading. The nobleman proceeded to the bookshelves, chose several tomes and took a desk right in front the boy. Jeco couldn’t help looking up and met the man’s studying gaze. The courtier smiled, rose and moved his chair closer to Jeco’s desk. 

“I apologize for staring and interrupting your studies,” he said, “but I am rather intrigued by the monogram I see on your chest. As far as I know, pages wear monograms saying KP, which stands for King’s Page; but I see KK on your uniform, and I have to admit that my attempts to unriddle it failed. I’ve decided to give up and ask for a clue. Is this some new institution I am not yet aware of?” 

“No, sir.” Jeco smiled, amazed at the friendly respect this brilliant nobleman treated him with. “On the contrary, I would think this institution is one of the oldest: KK stands for King’s Kitchen.” 
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