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CHAPTER ONE




A GARGOYLE LANDED on the desk with a gentle thud, prompting a cat to flee its nest of paperwork with an offended look. In a stone-roughened voice, it recited its message informing Glendevyn that it was time to put aside her work and relax (“I know you’re still at it, Glen! Don’t pretend otherwise!”), and that she ought to come join the gathered staff.

Glendevyn smiled, not needing a name to know who had sent the message. Only Ambrosine would mother the new head curator like this. Well, and Irdruan, of course. The empty plate at her elbow, sticky with the juice of peach slices and littered with crumbs from a hearty slice of buttered bread, was evidence of that. Irdruan always looked after her in their quiet way, but their mothering usually took the form of delivering snacks, not nudging her to socialize. Thank goodness for such caring friends.

She’d been so caught up in her bookkeeping, she was surprised to find that the sky outside had purpled toward dusk. Now that she was paying attention, her usually comfortable chair was digging into the meat of her thighs—like the castle itself was prodding her to leave her desk. She rose and stretched with both hands to her spine.

Yes, that was enough for today. The rest would keep. That was a lesson the previous head curator, her mentor, had steeped her in: Paperwork will never end. Don’t be so intent on work that you neglect life. She tried to follow that wisdom—obviously with limited success, given that she was still working at this hour. Then again, her predecessor had led the Infinite Pantry during easier times.

She frowned down at the letter that had been haunting her work this evening. Lady Trung’s heir regretted that, despite his late mother’s preferences, he would not be continuing their family’s patronage of the Infinite Pantry. It was news Glen had been dreading since Lady Trung’s passing three months ago. The warm, energetic lady had been their best funder for longer than Glen had been at the Pantry, her contributions greater than those of their next three biggest funders combined, and her sudden illness was a blow. Glen hadn’t known her well, but had liked her, and she hated that her mourning for the woman was shadowed by the unexpected loss of funds.

Overnight, keeping the Infinite Pantry financially solvent had become a harder job than wrangling its many (literal and metaphorical) cats. They had savings, though, which meant they had time. Glendevyn had become adept at wrangling cats. She’d find a way to wrangle this too.

She put away the letter and closed the record books, shutting their grim columns of numbers out of her mind. Late as it was, she hadn’t had a proper dinner—the peaches and bread had been hours ago—so she headed for the staff dining room. When the staff gathered after hours at the Infinite Pantry, it almost always centered around food. Often, the wafting ambrosia of fried batter or caramelizing sugar would reach down the corridors, drawing people in. She didn’t smell anything tonight, though she did hear the hum of voices.

She paused, patted her steel-gray hair to make sure she hadn’t fiddled it loose from its bun while she was working, then rounded the doorway to find the room packed full. A moment later, Kallas entered from the opposite door, calling out, “I come bearing treats!”

Ah. Kallas’s buying trip must have been a success, and per tradition, he’d brought extra samples of his new acquisitions for the staff to taste. This particular trip had been sweeping, covering the north coast, Inner Sea, and even parts of the Marnorum Empire.

Eager murmurs swept the room. The excitement was infectious, and as always, it sent Glen back with a bittersweet pang to her childhood: her parents returning from a trade run, her small legs racing along the dock to meet them, then being swept up in their arms, their clothes smelling of sea salt and sweat. They’d always brought gifts for her, toys or trinkets or candies that were never as sweet as simply having her parents back.

Folks made space as Kallas crossed, holding above his head a round of cheese, peach-colored and dusted with white, like his own personal moon.

Ah, now she remembered. He’d hoped to bring back a cheese that had been called the best in the world, and it had cost so much that she’d done a double-take when she signed off on the order. (Her stomach soured as she remembered the fantastic expense of this entire trip, an investment that had been entirely reasonable at the time Kallas set out, but now was rather painful. It was all right; she couldn’t have known. And this funding setback would be temporary. She’d make sure of that.)

Everyone gathered around the table, exclaiming over the cheese as Kallas set it on a board with a theatrical flourish. He bowed to a scattering of applause.

Once satisfied that his audience was rapt and waiting, Kallas took up a knife and cut in. The cheese’s thick orange-and-cream skin gave ever so slightly, then parted. The wedge he cut was solid but soft, like a perfectly set custard. Stunning. Cheesemaking truly was its own sort of spellcraft. No matter how much Glendevyn learned about the process, she couldn’t see a perfect cheese as anything less than magic.

“I have several new items to share with you tonight, but this one has to come first. This will be the new pride of our collection: Enna’s Peak,” Kallas announced. “It’s a washed-rind Rhumbatese cheese, named for the monastery where it’s produced, which in turn is named for the sacred volcano where it’s located. The milk comes from the famous singing cows that graze on the volcano’s slopes, feasting on grass and flowers from the rich soil. The cheese is aged for four months in lava caves, tended daily by monks, and washed with a wine also made at the monastery. As for what it tastes like…” He smiled knowingly. “You tell me.”

This was the point of the tradition. For a tour guide to explain a new item to visitors, or for the exhibits team to choose how best to display it, or for a researcher to draw connections between it and other foods in the collection, the staff had to experience it firsthand. Gathering to share that experience, to compare observations, enhanced their understanding and appreciation. Yet Glendevyn loved it best for the chance to luxuriate together in the sharing of something new, beautiful, and delicious.

Food was meant to be shared. That’s what the Infinite Pantry was for.

A few people helped Kallas dab the cheese onto thin slices of crusty bread, Ambrosine’s trademark unassuming loaf which made a perfect vehicle for showcasing whatever cheese, meat, jam, or preserves needed space to shine. Trays got passed around, and folks waited with contained impatience until everyone had a sample. Then, they tasted it, all together. There was a moment of reverent quiet, broken only by the sounds of chewing.

The rind gave under Glen’s teeth, earthy and mineral. Then the cheese melted on her tongue, buttery rich, and the flavors melded together and made something new that came into focus like a sunbeam through clouds, and she was transported. Sun-warmed grasses, a breeze in her hair, and the briny smell of ocean not far distant. She never liked to label any food as “best”—how could she compare a washed-rind cheese to a briny crumbler, or a sharp, smoky three-year Cordrey, or the tangy freshness of a soft goat’s cheese?—but this might well deserve it.

“It’s sweeter than I expected.” It was Lanahii who broke the quiet. As an urshae, a bear-kin, he had one of the keenest palates among the staff. “I taste almonds, and subtle herbs, and… a hint of salt, like sea breezes wafted over it.”

“I taste herbs, too, and there’s a fruitiness to it.”

“I taste rainbows.” Tamri took another nibble of her cheese and floated into the air with a groan of pleasure. “It’s so good.”

The little nymph did a midair backflip before settling to the ground again.

Kallas was glowing, reflecting back the general delight in the room. This had always been his favorite part of his job as head of collections, bringing new and wonderful items and basking in the staff’s appreciation. Why he’d put his name in for the position of head curator, Glendevyn couldn’t fathom; maybe he didn’t understand that half of her job was saying no, and the other half was asking people for things—mostly money—that they didn’t want to give. While her new role made her feel more and more like the brood mother to the clever, passionate, sometimes unruly family that was the Pantry staff, Kallas was still the fun uncle, able to swoop in and provide excitement at will.

“I thought you might want something more sustaining than a couple bites of cheese,” murmured Ambrosine, appearing beside Glendevyn with a plate. The cook had brought mushroom buns and a small sausage, with a vibrant green puddle of tangy, herbed dipping sauce. “Kept this warm for you.”

“I don’t deserve you, Brosie,” Glendevyn said, stomach growling. She nodded at the glass of light amber ale that Ambrosine held out. “And what’s this?”

“My latest experiment. This one’s come out more sour than bitter. I just tapped the keg today. You’ll have to tell me what you think.”

The ale was tart and lively, with hints of fruit. “It’s delightful. You’re getting good at this.” Glen gestured with her glass. “You’re not sharing this with everyone?”

Ambrosine shrugged. “Tomorrow, maybe. I’m not going to steal Kallas’s sunbeam to show off my little hobby, not when he’s so excited. Oh! Come by in a few days and I’ll show you my newest toy—I’m getting a rare brewer’s yeast all the way from far Gyrtia!”

Glendevyn promised. Kallas, she thought, wasn’t alone in his eagerness to share his favorite discoveries.

Kallas was telling the story of the complex negotiations it had taken to get permission to exhibit the cheese. “They’re quite private, the monks of Enna’s Peak, and ascetic, too. They don’t allow musical instruments—only singing, and no dancing either. They don’t allow magic in any form. They drink only one cup of wine per day, and while they obviously eat dairy, they don’t eat meat. You can only buy their cheese in person, and they only allow visitors once per month. Only a few of them are allowed to even speak to outsiders…”

Quietly, for her friend’s ears alone, Glen told Ambrosine, “Sometimes I wish I’d gone into Collections. Then maybe I could be the fun one.” Not the one begging for money and balancing endless budgets.

Ambrosine raised her brows. “You’re not Kallas—and please don’t try to be! You’re the responsible one, and we need that—”

“Glendevyn! Glen, Glen, what are you eating?” Tamri cried from the middle of the room. “Aren’t you going to try this cheese?”

Glendevyn laughed. “I have already, and it’s divine! I’m so hungry I’d eat the whole round if you let me. Hence why Ambrosine is very sensibly distracting me.”

“Well, you should have more,” Tamri insisted. Taking a slice of cheese-laden bread in each hand, the nymph floated upward and over the others’ heads to land by Glendevyn’s side. “Cheese for our steadfast Head Curator,” she announced solemnly, depositing a piece on Glen’s plate.

“My thanks.” Glendevyn returned a fond smile.

The other piece went to Ambrosine, and then Tamri was off again, delivering creamy cheesy goodness to more colleagues. “Here, Nip, did you get some? Alium, you look like you need another piece. Oh, Irdruan! Come in, come in!”

Irdruan, the head of preservation, froze in the doorway where they’d been watching the excitement. They wore their long wheat-gold hair down tonight, rather than its usual braids and coils to keep it out of their way while they worked. With their elegant features and willowy frame, they looked like a spirit that might disappear now they’d been spotted.

Kallas waved them over. “Join the party, old elf! Don’t hide. You’ve got to try this cheese.”

Something shifted in Irdruan’s expression, indecipherable. Irdruan had never liked being the center of the attention—what quiet person liked being called out on their shyness?—but lately, they’d been distant even by their usual standards. Honestly, Glen was surprised to see them here at all. She shifted her weight, resisting the urge to intervene. Irdruan didn’t need rescuing.

“When he says ‘got to,’ it’s not a figure of speech. This cheese will change your life,” said Tamri.

“An impressive claim.” A smile tugged at Irdruan’s narrow lips. Even the grumpiest among the staff—which was not Irdruan, in fact, not by a mile—found it impossible to resist Tamri’s cheer.

“With these ravening hordes, it won’t last long,” Ambrosine added. “Try it now, or regret it forever.”

As if to make her point, one of the cats leaped onto the table within paw’s reach of the cheese. Tamri swooped down at the poor would-be thief, sending it scurrying with a yelp of protest.

“Really forever,” Tamri said.

 Irdruan took a morsel of cheese and chewed it slowly, with scholarly consideration. Their tongue darted out to lick their lips, taking in every last mote of flavor.

“So?” Kallas asked.

“I’ve never had anything like it,” they pronounced thoughtfully. “A nuanced flavor, and that aftertaste is certainly… unique.”

Aftertaste? Glen hadn’t noticed that. Maybe she did need one more taste…

“Unique? It’s perfection!”

“It’s the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth!” cried Nip. Then, looking pointedly at the man beside him, he added, “No offense.”

The other man, Basil, shrugged and said, “We’re even, then.” That prompted a burst of bawdy laughter. He started making jokes about taking the cheese to bed with him.

The party picked up again, and Kallas brought out other treats from his travels. There were rare bottles of wine, which nicely complemented the cheese. A melon, magically preserved at the moment of perfect ripeness, was honey-sweet and dripping with juices. With Ambrosine’s remaining bread, they sampled new spices, delicate-flavored oils, and a sticky-rich plum vinegar. Glen leaned against the back wall, nursing a glass of Kallas’s new wine.

Irdruan soon slipped out again, giving Glendevyn a smile and nod on their way past. She wished they would stay, but didn’t suggest it, lest they feel obligated. Having collected the rarest, strangest, most wonderful foods from all over the world, the Pantry had brought together a staff that was equally strange, wonderful, and diverse. Accommodating and respecting everyone’s needs—whether that was an introvert’s demand for privacy or enlarging doorways to accommodate a centaur or troll—was as important as respecting the foods from their myriad cultures. That had always been key to how the Pantry staff worked so well together.

For a moment, Glen saw a different vision: an emptier room, the cheer subdued. What would the Pantry be without Tamri’s brightness, or Lanahii’s careless good nature, or Kallas’s charm? The idea of dismissing any of these people sat heavy in her gut. It would be an impossible decision. But after today’s bookkeeping, Glen knew exactly how many months they could keep paying all the current staff without additional funding, and it was fewer than she would like.

It wouldn’t come to that, she told herself firmly. She had options, and she had time. For now, she basked in the warmth of their good cheer, and reminded herself: This was what all her hard work was for. Days like this were the reason all of them were here.








CHAPTER TWO




OF ALL THEIR duties as head preservationist, making rounds of the collection was Irdruan’s favorite. They could have delegated the practical matter of checking over the collection and monitoring the preservation spells, but then they’d have missed… this.

Stepping up to a pedestal, they looked over the first item on today’s list: the simple ceramic plate holding a perfectly golden-brown scone, with a gem-like scoop of deep red strawberry jam to one side.

Then, the important part. They leaned into the shimmering orb beside the display. The moment their nose passed the spell-barrier, the scent hit: early summer sunshine, strawberries bursting with juice, sugars caramelized over low heat, all mingled with the toasty scent of the local oat flour and the vegetal sweetness peculiar to Murralese butter.

One might say jam and scones were commonplace, and therefore didn’t deserve space in the Infinite Pantry’s collection. Certainly a dozen nearby inns and bakeries sold something similar, and other countries laid claim to other, arguably more refined versions. But this scone: the particular sweetness of the local variety of strawberries, the dark, rich local honey, the subtle notes of the grasses and soil that flavored the flour and butter—it was a combination not found anywhere else in the world.

This scone was made a century ago by a baker in Durom, the village down the hill from the Pantry, who had once provided breakfast pastries to the staff. The Infinite Pantry honored her memory with a display in this, the first gallery that most visitors explored. Magic had preserved this one example of her splendid craft, and magic likewise captured its scent for future generations.

While the broader collection included some of the rarest and most unique foods from all over the world, Irdruan had a fondness for this one. Every head cook had tried to reproduce the recipe, and while Ambrosine certainly made delicious scones, none were quite the same as this historical treasure.

Tamri’s piping voice filtered in alongside rays of sunshine from the airy adjoining entry hall as she began the morning’s tour.

“The Infinite Pantry of Food and Flavor is the largest celebration of food in existence. We’re a library, a museum, and a café all in one, and in our 300 years, we’ve collected foods from cultures spanning every region across the known world. No matter how far you travel in your life, I guarantee you’ll experience something new here that you’ve never eaten before.

“Now, this foyer is in the oldest section of the castle, built 923 years ago by the Walvendale family, who expanded it over the centuries before they eventually gifted it to us. We literally wouldn’t be here without the generosity of one man.”

She’d be gathering them around the portrait of Lord Olney Walvendale now. Irdruan’s ears perked to keep up with Tamri’s narration while they circled the room and checked each display: first by eye, and then, leaning into each olfactory illusion, by scent. These quiet moments when they could lose themself in scents—sweet or savory, subtle or pungent, every kind of scent of the most cherished foods of every people in the world—acted as both a restoration and a reminder of their purpose. Afterward, they’d feel settled for days, calm and resilient against all frustrations.

This was their first time making rounds since their team had finished installing the Enna’s Peak and the other finds from Kallas’s latest trip, which had involved shuffling several other displays to put each new item precisely where Kallas wanted it. Irdruan had overseen the adjustment of the preservation spellwork, and didn’t expect any problems to arise, but they would give the relevant galleries an extra-close inspection when they reached the second floor.

“Lord Walvendale was the last of the wealthy merchant family who owned this estate, and he was known for two things: being a pretty eccentric inventor, and just as eccentric a gourmand. He loved to sample the oddest and rarest foods the world had to offer. What he didn’t have was children. His aging grandmother was his only remaining family, and as the story goes, despite having this big, beautiful home, he was lonely.

“One day, he fell ill. He had servants to tend him, and doctors to visit twice a day, and money enough to try every sort of cure, but he wasn’t getting better. The servants despaired. So one day his grandma Sofira, a bent and white-haired old lady who usually sat in a rocker and knitted, took over the castle kitchens, and no one had the heart to stop her.”

Irdruan smiled at the drama in Tamri’s voice. She’d given this tour a thousand times, but still sounded delighted by every word of it. She said this was her favorite part, and it showed.

“Most rich folks don’t cook for themselves, but Sofira had grown up in a modest family that prepared their own food, and after decades marrying into this rich family, she still remembered how. She cooked for hours, chopping and roasting and simmering, and come lunchtime, she ladled out a big bowl of bean and vegetable soup. When they set it by Lord Olney’s sickbed, he roused for the first time in days. He sat up, and took up a spoon, and he ate his grandmother’s soup. And though there was nothing medicinal about that soup, or anything that most of us would find ‘special,’ he started getting better.”

Pulling back from the last pedestal—rope cheese, a stringy creation hand-pulled like taffy by elders in an isolated valley in rural Gyrtia—Irdruan checked off the room on their day’s notes. Still, they lingered by the door to the next gallery to hear the end of Tamri’s story—because this was their favorite part.

“When he was fully recovered, Lord Olney gave all the credit to his grandmother’s soup. But when folks asked her secret, both grandmother and grandson said the same thing: The only special thing about her soup was that she made it for him. Because he knew that soup from his childhood, knew it in heart and stomach both, and to him, it tasted like love and care and recovery from a dozen childhood sicknesses. It wouldn’t work the same magic for anyone else—but it was magic nevertheless.

“He asked his mage friend to find a way to preserve that soup in time, the way one would preserve a manuscript in a library. He got fascinated with foods that had meaning to people, whether because they were fancy and hard to come by or so simple that the simplicity itself made them good. That’s why he willed his whole estate to become the Infinite Pantry of Food and Flavor: so that special foods would never be lost, no matter what made them special or to who.” Her grin came through in her voice. “And here we are today! Who wants to sniff some historically significant soup?”

While guests murmured in appreciation, Irdruan moved on to the long room which formed the Gallery of Lost Flavors, capturing delicacies from the past which no longer existed in the world outside the Pantry: forgotten herbs and tea varietals; liquors whose making was forgotten; cakes with lost recipes; vegetables known to grow only in the vanished Ela Tarran, which sank into the sea not long after the Pantry’s founding. This hall was long and dim, with low ceilings, as if visitors had passed into an ancient monastery lit only by torchlight. (Though the torches were merely flickering orange mage-lights—no fire allowed here.) Branching rooms focused on specific regions and eras. Irdruan made their way through in the same order as always, checking each display.

Something was off.

Just a hint. Not even a whiff. They peered more closely at the last item they’d checked: fresh and dried versions of the lost herb sylendren. It had a subtle, unique scent, like anise and orange with a hint of the cool sharpness of mint. That was over-simplifying, of course. They gave descriptions like that to visitors to help them appreciate what they smelled; the actual scent was an intricate dance of notes that could never be reduced to mere words.

The pointed leaves looked the same as ever, and the spellwork was perfectly tuned. The scent reproduction was flawless.

All was well. It had to be their imagination.

From the tour group, someone asked: “Why do you only have scents? They all smell good, sure, but that’s not the same as tasting a thing.”

Another voice chimed in: “I heard you were doing samples?”

“No samples today, I’m sorry to say. But if the tour makes you hungry, there’s plenty of delicious goodness on the lunch menu at the café! But to answer your very excellent question about why we use scent and not taste…”

Tamri launched into her explanation of the magics involved in preservation and why, though most species appreciated food with all their senses, scent was the easiest to reproduce.

As Irdruan continued down the aisle, it happened again, that feeling of wrongness. Then again. Nothing they could smell, exactly, nor magic they could sense. But they felt it nevertheless. Up ahead, the mage-lights flickered, like the house was urging them to come investigate. Whatever it was, they no longer believed it was their imagination. They walked faster, abandoning their careful routine.

And there it was: an empty pedestal. Heart thudding, they had to check the sign to confirm their memory.

This pedestal was supposed to house a “Tender Glow” tomato: a fist-sized fruit with red-and-yellow mottled skin, round and heavy with juices, with a fruity-sour taste as if it had a lemon tree somewhere in its ancestry. Acquiring a perfectly ripe example of this prized heirloom variety from its climate of origin had (as the plaque informed visitors) taken three trips, six mages, and a major advancement in preservation spells—not to mention considerable cooperation from the farmer in question. But acquire it they had, and it had been a highlight of the collection for more than a century.

The tomato was decayed.

Not going bad, not spoiling. It had shriveled away into nonexistence. That shouldn’t be possible, but here was the evidence, a coating of translucent red skin stuck in a small circle to the pedestal. The perfectly preserved fruit, held in magical stasis for generations, had wasted away like someone had left it out in the sun a season ago and walked away, leaving it forgotten until it shrank down to nothing.

And the preservation spells, the scent orb? Vanished as if they’d never been laid.

Irdruan let out a moan, low and pained with loss. Their hands reached for the pedestal, flexing helplessly.

How? The preservation spells didn’t fail, not ever. There were precautions of every kind, centuries-old magics that were maintained daily…

A tremor ran through them. They needed to tell Glendevyn at once. But first, they’d better warn Tamri before her tour ended on an alarming note.

This whole gallery would have to be closed.

Hopefully not the whole museum.








CHAPTER THREE




“THIS,” SAID KALLAS, staring at what used to be a tomato, “is a disaster.”

Irdruan made a sound in their throat, a wordless agreement. The sight of the empty pedestal with its reddish smudge made their stomach sick, yet they couldn’t stop staring.

“Is this the only one?” asked Glendevyn, ever-practical, even though her voice shook. “I suppose you haven’t had a chance to check, Irdruan.”

“No, Curator. I’d been through most of this gallery before I found it, and nothing else was amiss. But I came to find you—both of you—at once, rather than continue my rounds.”

Irdruan had sought out Glendevyn, actually, and it was pure luck—good or ill, or some of both—that they’d found Kallas in her office. Irdruan expected to hear about that later.

“We should check every exhibit to be sure. Can you see to it?” Glendevyn asked.

“Keep it quiet, though,” Kallas added. “Use a few trusted staff only. We don’t need word getting out, even internally, that we lost an irreplaceable item.”

Irdruan shook their head. “The staff ought to know. We can’t hide it for long.”

Glendevyn gazed mournfully at the pedestal, her hazel eyes soft, full lips slightly parted as if she were tasting the tomato in her memory. “It is irreplaceable, isn’t it? I remember its story: The son who took over the farm decided this variety was too fussy about the weather, so he stopped growing it. His choice, of course, but unfortunate. I don’t think we stored any seeds, either, but I’ll check with Vistralain.”

“I can take care of that for you,” Kallas offered. “No need for you to trek all the way out to the gardens.”

Glendevyn’s lips curled. “It’s not that far, Kallas, and I’m not that old.”

“But you are that busy. I’m happy to help.”

“What I want to know,” Glendevyn said, “is what went wrong here. When did the preservation spells fail, and why? This poor, sad vegetable is quite far gone for no one to have noticed until now, unless it happened quite suddenly.”

“Magically preserved foods tend to spoil faster than normal once the spells are removed, especially if those spells have been in place a long time. Even so, the decay does seem accelerated.” Irdruan frowned. “What I can tell you is that the spellwork isn’t broken, but gone.”

“Gone? Like sabotage?” Kallas asked sharply.

“I don’t think so.” Threads of spellcraft wove like nets around each of the displayed items, glowing crisply in Irdruan’s mage-sense—but around this pedestal, those threads were simply missing. “I’ve never seen our spells fail so suddenly and completely, but I see no evidence of tampering. As for the speed of decay… I’d like to study this more closely before I offer any conclusions.”

“We can’t leave it here,” said Kallas.

“I’ll fetch a bottle and bring the remnants to the Preservation lab. Then I’ll organize my team in checking the rest of the galleries.”

“Tell me what you find,” said Glendevyn. “And thank you again, Irdruan, for dealing with this so quickly.” She clasped Irdruan’s shoulder, a brief touch whose warmth they felt through the fabric of their jacket.

Irdruan gazed after Glendevyn as she left, wishing not for the first time that they could have brought her some more welcome news. She made a good show of calm and steadiness, but Irdruan knew she was still wrestling with the challenges of her new role. And now this.

Kallas said, “Whatever you want to do with this mess, please do it quickly, so we can reopen the wing.”

“That is my plan,” Irdruan said, starting toward the Preservation lab.

But Kallas shifted to block their way. The man was like spinach in your teeth, impossible to avoid and harder still to get rid of.

He smiled, like they were sharing a secret. “I know you and the head curator are old friends, Irdruan, but she’s in a new position now, and it’s important we follow the hierarchy.”

There it was. “Meaning?”

“She’s a busy woman, and we shouldn’t bother her for every little thing that’s wrong. She will jump to help anyone who comes to her—that’s just how she is—so it’s up to us to help her prioritize. For issues affecting the collection, come to me first. Got it?”

“You were, demonstrably, not in your office, because I found you in Glendevyn’s.” Of course, Irdruan hadn’t gone looking for Kallas first, and they both knew it—but they weren’t in the mood to coddle Kallas’s ego right now.

“Yes, but—”

“Should I have searched the grounds for you, then, before going to Glendevyn?” Irdruan’s brows arched high. “Or perhaps I overstepped in closing off this gallery without waiting for your approval, and should have let the tour wander through while I looked for you?”

Kallas showed a rare flash of irritation before fixing his smile again. “No, no. Under the circumstances, you handled it well.” He clapped them on the shoulder, and Irdruan gritted their teeth. “Just remember, for next time.”

“Thank you so much for your expression of confidence.” They couldn’t tell whether Kallas picked up on the sarcasm or not.




BACK IN HER office, Glendevyn flipped through her papers, unable to pay attention long enough to read them. The discovery of the ruined tomato had unsettled her badly—far more than she could afford right now.

She reached for her tea, and found it cold. What had she even brewed for herself? A sniff identified it as a gentle black tea with lavender. A soothing everyday tea, nothing to win awards, but it deserved better than to languish forgotten.

The letter in front of her—she forced her mind back to it—was from a potential funder, Lord Rento Vern, proposing a date to visit and discuss his possible financial support. Glendevyn wrote a short, warm response confirming the date and expressing how she looked forward to meeting him.

But when it came to sending the letter, she froze.

It was Lord Rento, among others who might fill their funding gap, that she and Kallas had been discussing when Irdruan brought news of the Tender Glow’s loss. Should she even be inviting funders right now? What if they asked about the tomato, and she had no explanation?

She chided herself for her nerves and sealed the letter, addressing it with a flourish. There would always be challenges. Any day that an important visitor arrived might coincide with an accident, and that was outside her control. But they needed money—how woefully they needed it!—and securing it was part of the job she’d taken on.

That had taken more energy than any one letter ought to, and her list of tasks was barely smaller. One more. She could tackle one more, and then take a deserved break. She looked to the next name on her list.

She’d put together lists of current and former funders who, based on her recollections and her predecessor Annani’s notes, might have the means and interest to help the Pantry through its lean times. (Yes, lean times—that’s all this was.) They’d all been outwardly supportive when she and Annani had discussed the transition with them at last year’s harvest festival.

But when she set her pen to begin the next letter, she couldn’t stop picturing the sad remnants of that tomato. She could rationalize responding to Lord Rento’s note to confirm his plans, but reaching out proactively to more funders, today, after that? Glendevyn was not a superstitious person, but even if it didn’t feel like pushing her luck, she couldn’t muster the optimistic tone she needed right now.

The ceiling above her creaked. The old building always made little noises, but this felt like a warning, which made up her mind. It could wait until tomorrow.

Thank-you notes, on the other hand, always put her in a better mood, so she penned a letter to the monastery at Enna’s Peak, thanking them for their goodwill and generosity in sharing their wonderful cheese with the collection. She added a personal note about how much she, the staff, and the visitors had enjoyed sampling it. That left her feeling lighter, reminded of everything she loved about the Pantry. She gave the letters to a gargoyle for mailing, and her aching back informed her how badly she needed a walk. Despite Kallas’s well-intentioned offer, she decided to visit the gardens herself to ask about the Tender Glow seeds.

Outside, the lush smell of growing things welcomed her, and she breathed it deep.

It was a lovely summer day, just cloudy enough for the heat not to feel oppressive. She walked the long way around the house, soaking in the view. The rain had been good to them this year; the formal gardens were ebullient in the sunshine, and the fields beyond were lush with flowering clover. Clusters of bright wildflowers sprouted everywhere she looked. To the north and east, rolling forested hills embraced the Pantry’s grounds, and down the hill to the west, the little village of Durom bustled with farmers in the fields and tradesfolk at their workshops.

Drumbul House was the formal name of the ancient estate that now was home to the Infinite Pantry. At its core was the old keep, a craggy fortress of granite with turreted towers and an immense wooden front door. The Walvendale scions, being an eccentric bunch, had expanded it over the centuries with new wings and additions in totally uncoordinated styles. A tower with expansive glass windows overlooked a wing rich with dark stone and stained glass, while across the courtyard were smooth stone walls, gabled windows, and elaborate stonework carvings. The café, added after the house became the Pantry, was styled like a country inn jutting off from the main building. People called Drumbul House “eclectic” when they wanted to be polite, but it had well earned the locals’ affectionate nickname: Jumble House.

It was a beautiful mess, like an awkward fledgling bird that still had tufts of fluffy baby feathers, and Glendevyn adored it. This was a place that had space for all the world’s vast and wonderful strangeness.

She followed the brightly painted flagstone path into the gardens, which were more orderly if no less eclectic: a quilt of green leaves and brilliantly colored fruits and vegetables that covered as large an area as the castle buildings—and that wasn’t counting the glasshouse that protected plants with strong preferences about their climate. Beyond spread the orchard, rich with every kind of fruit and nut tree that could tolerate their warm summers and snowy winters: a dozen varieties of apples, peaches of all colors, pears, cherries sweet and tart, nectarines, spicy-sweet persimmons, custardy pawpaws, and vines of grapes and berry-like hardy kiwi.

Weaving her way among the garden beds, Glendevyn greeted visitors with a smile that she felt in her core. A gray-striped cat darted between the rows, hunting a butterfly. Amid all this growing abundance, it was impossible to worry about one lost display item, or to fret about what caused it. The sunshine and warmth assured her: Everything was going to be fine.

Then she came to the tomatoes.

They grew as wide a variety of tomatoes as the garden staff could manage: from immense crimson beauties that could fill a sandwich with just one slice, to tangy varieties that stayed green even when ripe, to tiny ones the size of her smallest fingernail that grew in clusters like grapes and burst sweetly in the mouth like a gift from the Mother Herself. Among the ideas they tried to share with visitors was that no food was just one thing. Just as there was no single correct way to prepare a pie or a dish of noodles, there was no single emblematic piece of produce that could be said to epitomize “tomato” or “pepper,” “bean” or “yam.” The concept of tomato was so much bigger than the common variety that people here in Murrale cooked into sauces, and this was a garden that changed visitors’ idea of what “tomato” meant.

But as expected, Glendevyn saw nothing that looked like the Tender Glow variety. That grand idea of tomato was a little smaller today, a little less vibrant, for this loss.

The head gardener was never hard to spot; as a centaur, Vistralain towered over the guests and plants alike. As Glen drew near, she called out a greeting.

“Good afternoon, Curator! What brings you out here? Though getting out of that stuffy office should be reason enough, I say.”

“I quite agree, but unfortunately I’m here for a reason.” Thinking about the ruined fruit in the dimly lit gallery, she felt as though a shadow passed over the bright gardens, though the sun stayed bright. “I wanted to check whether we have seeds stored from the Tender Glow tomato variety, the one displayed in the Gallery of Lost Flavors.”

The centaur frowned in thought, then took in Glendevyn’s expression and frowned more deeply. “What’s wrong with the display item?”

Glen opened her mouth to explain, but Kallas’s warning echoed in her head. Best keep it quiet. We don’t need word getting out that we lost an irreplaceable item. She had always believed in honesty and openness with her colleagues, but… perhaps caution was wise.

“Do we have the seeds?” she asked again.

“I don’t think so.” Vistra’s four feet shuffled over the ground, as if moving helped her think. “But my memory’s hardly perfect. I could check.”

“Please. I didn’t think so, either, but I’d like to be sure.”

“Come on, then.”

She followed as Vistralain trotted to the garden office, a small building with tall double doors to accommodate the head gardener’s height. Vistralain found the correct section of records and spread the book open on the bar-height table. Glendevyn perched on a stool and watched as Vistralain flipped the pages.

“Tomato… Tender Glow, you said? Nope, older than that… Ah, here we go.” Vistralain tucked a lock of thick, flowing hair, the same golden brown as her coat, behind her ear. She gave the record book a look as if it were misbehaving. “We do have a sample of seeds, but we’re not to grow them, this says. The donor didn’t give permission. Didn’t want anyone growing an inferior version of their prize variety.”

Glendevyn’s heart dropped as quickly as it had risen. “I know we couldn’t grow them identically, of course.” The failed spell had preserved not just a piece of fruit, but a place and time, the particular quality of the soil and sunshine and water that had come together to create something distinctive and beautiful. Something that was now gone. “But why give us seeds if we’re not permitted to use them?”

“Best I can make out from these notes, the farmer donor liked the idea of the seeds being ‘part of history.’ But why he trusted us to keep the seeds, but didn’t trust we could grow them adequately, that’s a mystery. Sounds like he was concerned we wouldn’t breed them true?” Vistralain gave a snort. “The note from my predecessor sounds frustrated, and I don’t blame ’em.”

“That makes three of us. Can we contact his descendants and ask them to reconsider?”

“We’d have to find them.” Vistralain’s four feet shuffled in place. “Considering the amount of upset in that part of the world since then… It’s not impossible, but I wouldn’t place bets on it.”

Glendevyn sighed. “This is unfortunate. I almost wish… But no. If we don’t have permission, we don’t have permission.”

No matter that the farmer in question had been dead for ages now. Consent was a cornerstone of how the Pantry operated. It was a point of pride that people in so many far-flung lands, from individual farmers to the leaders of entire states, trusted the Pantry to preserve and display their culinary treasures. Too many of these people had been exploited for their land or the foods it produced. Wars had been fought over rare spices, with the people who grew them inevitably caught in the middle. Glendevyn would not be part of that pattern.

Maybe if the tomato farmer were alive today and they could ask him, he would allow it. But he wasn’t and couldn’t, and she wouldn’t violate their promise to him.

“Glendevyn.” The gardener fixed her with that same stern look she’d given the records. “What happened to the Tender Glow that’s on display?”

Keep it quiet. Best not to start a panic—Kallas was right about that—but she wouldn’t lie about it, either.

“There was an accident with the preservation spell. Irdruan has the whole Preservation team studying what happened, making sure it’s an isolated case.”

“I sure hope so. That’s rotten luck.”

They left the office in silence, Vistralain walking a little ahead. As Glendevyn turned back toward the house—back to her pile of administrative headaches—the gardener placed something into her hand: a small, plump tomato of mingled red and orange. It sat heavy and expectant on her palm.

“It’s not a Tender Glow. Nothing is,” Vistralain explained. “But this Langolian Sunrise is the closest thing we’re growing right now. Eat it with appreciation, Curator.”

A smile rose from her heart to her lips. “Thank you, Vistra. I certainly will.” She started to lift it, to take a bite, then lowered her hand. “And I know just who to share it with.”




A TAP ON the door pulled Irdruan out of their thoughts. They’d been staring out the window, but their mind was in the dim hallways of the Gallery of Lost Flavors, circling that empty pedestal, searching endlessly for answers. The orange and white cat on their lap looked up disapprovingly as Irdruan’s absentminded petting stopped.

“Come in.”

Glendevyn eased the door open.

“Curator! Good afternoon.” The cat launched off their lap with a mew of protest as Irdruan sat forward, brightening. Then they thought about what might cause the head curator to visit unexpectedly. “Has something else gone wrong?”

“No! No, no, thank the merciful Mother. I just wanted to see how you’re doing.” She gave them one of her soft, fond smiles, the kind that felt like a glimpse of sunshine through a cloudy sky. It was surely their imagination that the room grew lighter as she stepped inside.

She gestured to the spare chair. “May I?”

“Please.”

“And I’ve told you to stop using titles—I got promoted, but I’m still me.”

Glendevyn glanced around, as if noting the details, though it hadn’t been that long since she’d been in here, and Irdruan was certain nothing had changed. (She used to drop in on them often, before she took over Annani’s responsibilities, when she’d had more time and less stress. They dearly missed those days.) The little room was crowded but orderly: the shelves full of books organized by topic and title, with precisely enough space to fit them all; their desk was full of papers, all neatly stacked. Her gaze lingered on the floor-to-ceiling weaving of an underwater seascape. The scene shifted as one’s angle changed, revealing different plants and creatures, and there were real shells woven into the strands. Their sibling had made it for them long ago, when they first left home.

“I’ve always loved that. It’s so soothing,” Glendevyn said of the weaving. Then, absently, “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I should stop by more.”

She was echoing Irdruan’s own thoughts. “I’d like that, when you have the time,” they said, carefully casual.

“Time is always the problem,” she groaned, turning back to Irdruan. “But I didn’t come here to complain. How are you feeling after that unnerving discovery this morning?”

“I’m f—”

“And don’t say ‘I’m fine’ and act all stoic, or tell me not to bother myself about it! I get enough of that from… Well, I get it enough. I can’t have it from you, too.”

From Kallas, she meant, presumably. Though smart, competent people tended not to like admitting when they had problems, and that description fit most of the staff—Irdruan included.

Not to mention Glendevyn herself. Irdruan’s surprise must have shown, because she closed back up, becoming the nurturing supervisor again, the moment of vulnerability gone.

“It happened on your watch,” she went on, “and you discovered it yourself. That’s bound to raise some emotions.”

It happened on your watch, too, Glendevyn. Are you immune? They didn’t say that, though. “I have it on good authority from the junior staff that I don’t have emotions.”

“Irdruan.” That coaxed a smile from her.

They smiled back wryly. “I was going to say I’m frustrated, not knowing what caused it. Spells do fail, of course, but there should have been warning signs. I don’t believe I’ve been that careless.”

“I’m sure you weren’t.”

“I almost wish I was. If I could point to a mistake I’ve made, at least I’d know.” They shook their head with a sigh. “We’re scheduling more frequent rounds to keep an eye on the collection, and I’m making sure someone with mage ability is on each shift. Just to make sure nothing else goes wrong.”

“A sound plan.”

She sat, waiting, giving them a chance to say more if they wanted. That was one of the many things they admired in Glendevyn: She was comfortable with spaces and silences, not rushing to fill them.

“And I’m sad for the loss. I always mourn when we lose an item from the collection, especially one like this that no longer exists out in the world. We’re fortunate that it happens so rarely.”

“A testament to the skill and hard work of our preservationists.” She lifted a hand, uncurling her fingers to reveal… a tomato? “Vistralain gave me this. I thought you might like to share it?”

Irdruan’s lips parted with surprise. They felt suddenly unmoored and… moved. They took the fruit, feeling its weight. Even uncut, it smelled sweet.

“This isn’t…”

“No, it’s another variety. Langolian Sunrise, Vistra called it. Not a replacement, but perhaps a sort of memorial.”

Irdruan nodded, wordless. It took a moment before they could say, “It would be my honor.”

She produced a plate and a sheathed paring knife. One clean cut separated the Langolian Sunrise into halves. She dusted both with salt to bring out the flavors, and held the plate out solemnly, like an offering.

They took it with equal solemnity. The tomato smelled bright, like a sunrise indeed: on a hot summer day heavy with clouds, and humidity promising a thunderstorm to come later, washing the air clean. When they bit in, it tasted sweet and lemony, barely any acidity, the flesh dense and smooth.

Glendevyn’s eyes were shut. A bit of juice gleamed against her nut-brown skin and dripped down her chin, utterly endearing. With a pang, Irdruan restrained themself from wiping it away for her. They felt certain, in that moment, that all would be well.

All would be well… as long as this loss was an isolated incident, and it didn’t happen again.








CHAPTER FOUR




IT WAS NOT an isolated incident.

Barely two days passed before Glendevyn found herself calling an emergency meeting. Two days in which the poor ruined Tender Glow was replaced with a little card stating simply that it was no longer on display. Two days in which visitors wandered and explored freely, and the Collections team quietly hovered and monitored and tried to keep their eyes on hundreds of items across a dozen exhibits in the East Wing alone, all while giving no sign that anything was wrong.

This morning, the preservationists had found not one more case of damage, but three.

Glen took the hidden passage from her office to the meeting room, the better to keep her thoughts in order and avoid getting waylaid. The narrow stairs felt a little darker and creakier than usual, as if Drumbul House itself were worried, too. The door at the top stuck. That happened sometimes, with the summer humidity, but…

“Please, I’m doing everything I can,” she whispered to the walls. When she tried again, putting her shoulder into it, the door gave.

“I’d say good morning, but it isn’t really, is it?” Kallas, already waiting, greeted her with a sympathetic grimace. “How are you holding up, Glen?”

“Feeling glad I postponed sending letters to more funders. I wish I’d delayed writing back to your friend Lord Rento, too, but there’s nothing to be done now.”

Kallas frowned. “He’s not the sort of friend who might look past such a failure. Let’s hope we have things resolved before his visit.”

“I very much hope so.”

A pair of gargoyles flew in carrying a tea tray between them, which they set on the table with barely a clatter, not spilling a drop. As usual, the little stone-and-spellcraft sprites had gotten it exactly right, down to the temperature of the water in the kettle.

Glen poured hot water into the smaller teapot, swirled it to warm the vessel, then emptied it again. Next, she took out a small, waxed cloth bag of tea and sprinkled in a measure of long twisted black leaves. Oolong from Tausai, one of her favorite varieties, with a toasty, mellow flavor. She gave the leaves a moment to breathe in the now warmed but empty teapot—a moment for herself to breathe, too. The familiar ritual settled her mind.

“And you should certainly not update the other funders until this is behind us,” Kallas went on.

Glen hesitated. “I can’t delay forever. We have some buffer in the budget, but I was really hoping to start making up the gap soon.”

“And we will. Rento can help, if we play this right.”

“At some point, we’ll need to tell them all the truth.”

He smiled fondly, shaking his head. “I admire your forthrightness most of the time, Glen, but in this case it’s a liability. These types of people love to show off their generosity, but they’ll distance themselves at the first sign of weakness. And you’re new to your position, without the years of trust that Annani built up.” He made a doubtful face. “If I were in your position, I would be very careful that no one finds out what’s happened until it’s long past.”

“It just feels dishonest. No, I know, you’re right.”

Kallas knew the world of these wealthy patrons far better than Glen did. He’d grown up among them, and knew how to talk to them—skills that Glen was still learning. For a moment, just a moment, she wished that Annani had chosen Kallas as curator instead of her. He’d certainly wanted the job.

Feeling the need to justify herself, even as she feared it made her seem naive, she added, “Won’t the funders be more upset if they find out we’re hiding things from them?”

“Yes, and that’s why we can’t let this—”

Kallas fell silent as Tamri flew through the door. The usually bouncy nymph moved with a nervous energy, and her irrepressible smile was missing.

“How bad is it? Is it true that half the preservation spells suddenly stopped working?”

“What?!” Kallas exclaimed. “No, no, no, nothing so dire!

“Gossip”—Glendevyn shot a pointed look at Kallas—“tends to exaggerate badly. We’ve lost a handful of items unexpectedly, it’s true. But that’s all.”

She didn’t say: so far.

“Well, that’s something.” Tamri shook her head. “I hope we’ll fix this quickly and open things back up to the visitors.”

“I’m sure of it. That’s what this meeting is for,” Kallas told her, and Tamri relaxed, not completely, but visibly. Glen felt gratitude and a sting of jealousy for Kallas’s way with people.

Glendevyn occupied herself with brewing the tea, pouring in hot (but short of boiling) water and letting the leaves unfurl as they steeped. By the time she started pouring out cups, three minutes later, the pale gold tea was fragrant with notes of wood and earth, and most people had arrived—save the most important ones.

Folks passed cups down the long wooden table, sitting and breathing in the scent of the tea, sipping intermittently. Glen was working to make this a tradition: starting every meeting with tea, and taking a moment to taste and appreciate that tea, however briefly, before getting to business. The quiet said they all knew something of why they were here, and were worried.

Finally the last participants hurried in: Irdruan and two other preservationists, Prell and Lanahii. The fur on Lana’s head stood up in spikes, as if he’d been pawing at it in agitation, and even the ever-steady Irdruan looked tense. They wore their long hair coiled up and pinned tight to keep it out of the way while working. The elf levitated the teapot and cups toward their end of the table, pouring for the three of them.

Glendevyn held her tongue and forced herself to follow her own rule, letting them pour and sip before she said, “Now that we’re all here: I’m sure you’ve all heard rumors about the… distressing problems in the East Wing collection. We’re here to discuss exactly what we know, and what to do about it.”

“Nothing said here should leave this room,” said Kallas, next to her near the head of the table. “As far as everyone else is concerned, nothing is wrong at all.”

“At least until we know more,” Glendevyn amended firmly. She wished he hadn’t led with that, but didn’t want to start that debate again in front of everyone. “I plan to update the rest of the staff as soon as possible, so if you hear gossip in the meantime, please tell people to wait for word from me.”

“People know something’s happening, though,” said Tamri. “Do you think no one’s noticed the Tender Glow is gone, or that the whole East Wing is closed again this morning? Everyone’s asking questions. Staff and visitors both.”

“That’s why we should invent a good story to tell them. Something reassuring, to make them feel all will be well,” Kallas persisted.

“That’d be helpful,” Tamri agreed. “Especially to have all of us who talk to visitors telling the same story. Right now it’s kind of chaos.” She waved her hands demonstratively.

“We can brainstorm that later…” Glen began, just as Lanahii suggested, “We could say rats got in.”

“Disgusting! No one will come back.”

“What about—?”

“If you please,” Glen tried again.

Kallas cleared his throat loudly. “Perhaps we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Glen, you were saying?”

“Thank you. Let’s start with what’s gone wrong. Irdruan and Lanahii, will you take us through what you’ve found?”

Irdruan laid out the disturbing events as methodically as if they were reading off an inventory, with Lanahii and Prell chiming in to add details. Glen watched the others’ reactions. Tamri looked grim but determined, as though despite her diminutive size she might tear this threat apart with her own hands. Varenz, the head librarian, just looked grim, but that wasn’t unusual for zir. The others were listening seriously, with expressions ranging from openly alarmed to stony and closed-off.

“The affected items don’t seem to have much in common,” Lanahii was saying. “Two vegetables, a fancy chocolate cake, and a cured fish.” The urshae grimaced, his big dark nose twitching. “They’re all different ages, from different places.”

“Nor is there a pattern to the exact spells that were in use, or their locations within the Pantry,” said Irdruan. “The first case was a tomato in the Gallery of Lost Flavors, but as of this morning, we’ve found preservation failures in three exhibits: Lost Flavors, Historic Tastes, and Dangerous Delights. We’re still looking for connections between them.”
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