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Janelle maintained steady pressure on the piping bag.  It wasn’t easy with so many voices running through her head, but she had lots of practice.  Every child born to magic in her family had been placed with the Gingerbread Man tradition for at least the last twelve generations, their skills going to serve the kingdom of Leriac.  

The rest of the family, those without magic of their own, worked in the bakery, concealing the presence of those working with the tradition.  Janelle often wondered, when she allowed her thoughts to dip into memories of her family, which came first.

Had the family been bakers first or did they become so when those with magic were placed in the tradition and were required to infuse baked goods with magic to listen to conversations far away?  

There was no one she could ask.  

Her family was long gone and she doubted the Factor, the man designated to work with all those placed in magic traditions within his designated region, would answer such questions.

‘If he even knew,’ she thought.

Janelle never actually met the Factor.  Not the current one at least.  After she survived the attack that killed the rest of her family, the factor in Graveton sent her to the capitol.  There was a bakery there that could serve as cover and had she stayed in Graveton there was the possibility she would be recognized and become a target. Leaving was the only option. 

He explained it to her very briefly before placing her on a horse and sending her off with one of his messengers.  The details hadn’t really penetrated the haze of grief and pain and her input was not needed.  The decision was made. 

She remembered he smelled of lilacs and that there was a froth of lace protruding from the end of his jacket sleeve.  It fell over long thin hands that reminded her of a spider. His words seemed meaningless and were mostly forgotten. The journey across the kingdom of Leraic was her first and only time on a horse as well and physical misery was soon added to the grief.  

When she arrived, she was dropped off with the Capitol’s factor like a parcel and knew only that she never wanted to ride on a horse again.

The messenger looked relieved to be free of her as he distributed the rest of his messages, picking up a few return ones before heading back to Graveton. Janelle guessed he would travel much faster without having to look after her.

It was a quick meeting and the Capitol’s factor barely glanced at her as he informed her that she would be living with a healer named Magda and working under the baker, Jerome.  Both Magda and Jerome were present and while neither looked upset with the arrangement nothing in their demeanor invited questioning.  

Janelle was just relieved there were no horses in her near future.

Her home life the elderly factor left Magda to sort out, concentrating on the arrangement with Marson Bakery and the baker. She reported to Jerome and Jerome would report the things Janelle learned and bring back any requests from the crown.  Sometimes the crown wanted her to have her baked in spells bring back the general mood of the people, other times there were specific questions that needed answering. Either way, the factor preferred to deal with Jerome instead of her and did so until his death. 

The factor who replaced him then dealt with Jerome until the old baker died, passing the responsibility of reporting to his son Ethan. She never checked in with him personally and didn’t even know what he looked like. She wasn’t sure if it was a safety measure or if he simply wanted nothing to do with her.  

While she never met him, she did hear the occasional snippet about him and knew he didn’t hold those with magic in very high opinion.

Ethan and his brother Phillip jointly ran the bakery now, their parents both gone.  Ethan still reported to the factor and often joked that the factor seemed to have forgotten Janelle existed at all, thinking Ethan the mage. He was amused by anyone thinking he had magic. When she thought about it, Janelle was content to be forgotten.  

There was safety in it.

The rest of the bakery thought that Janelle was one of Ethan and Phillip’s relations.  She knew they thought her simple-minded as well since listening into far off conversations often left her with a vacant look to her face.  At times it annoyed her, especially when they spoke overly slow and used exaggerated enunciation to communicate with her, but she told herself it was a protective cover and reminded herself of what happened when others suspected someone was working with the gingerbread man tradition.

No one liked a spy. 

It was better to be thought simple.

Janelle shivered and one of the lines she was drawing on the Winter festival pastry went slightly wobbly.  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  There were bakes still active and she let the bits of conversation wash over her, pushing her own dark thoughts away.

“You know I have always thought yellow curtains would be lovely in here, I say if we are going to refresh the parlor this year...”

“Look, Del, they left one lemon cream, why don’t we split it...”

“I told Maria that no matter how attractive she found him he was not an acceptable suitor, No daughter of mine...”

Sometimes the other voices grew too much.  Other times, like now, they were a welcome relief from her own thoughts.  It wasn’t a long-lived relief, however, not today.  The spells lasted as long as the baked goods did and then, as they were consumed, the spells fizzled and died. By this point in the day most of those she infused were gone, only a few remained. She could feel them as they disintegrated.  Their disintegration was like tiny bubbles of magic floating in her blood and popping.  The feeling was effervescent and somewhat tickled her nose.  

Janelle wiggled her nose, but with the icing bag she held there was no way to rub away the feeling. She had to let it pass.  She fought the urge to sneeze and bent towards finishing the winter treats. Janelle knew the feeling would pass as soon as the last of the disintegrated spells ended. She would just have to put up with it until it did.

When her nose stopped itching, she would finally be alone in her head for at least a little while.

Even though most of the spells were disintegrating, there were a few active ones.  They were, however, not ones that Janelle told anyone about.  

It was believed that those working with the gingerbread man tradition could only enchant sweetened baked goods. No one used actual Gingerbread men any more as people were too wary around them for the treats to be effective, even if the tradition retained the name.  Most believed the sweetness to be a key ingredient.  Others seemed to believe that the decorative nature of the pastries was what let the magic work. 

Janelle certainly never corrected anyone with either assumption.  With the factor requesting she keep as many spells active as possible, she knew the only thing that limited the number of voices in her head was the number of pastries sold.  While many indulged in treats now and again, especially around the time of a festival, it was mostly the tables of the wealthy where those bakes ended up.  

The number of voices she had to listen to just with those pastries was often headache inducing.  If the Factor suspected she could enchant even plain bread rolls, she knew he would have her bespell every item leaving the bakery.  

She would go mad from the cacophony in under a week.

Even if she never shared the details, she wanted to see how far she could push her magic.  Part was simple curiosity, the other part, she had to admit, was fear.  About six months prior she caught a snippet of a rumor about herself.  

It wasn’t strictly speaking about her, but about someone working in the gingerbread man tradition.  While the overheard rumor sent a spear of icy fear into her heart, Janelle couldn’t say she was terribly surprised.  Rumors of someone working in the tradition and spying for the crown always seemed to appear when there was discontent.  Usually, it came and went.  People worried someone was listening in, but when the current trouble passed and no proof that anyone was in fact listening appeared, the rumors fell away.

This time it was different.  Everyone was worried about who the king would choose as his heir.  King Gregory’s first-born son Maximillian had been killed in a hunting accident a little less than a year prior.  While he was not viewed with any love by the people, he was considered by most to be an acceptable choice.  With him gone, the choice of heir fell to one of the twins, Quinton and Qunicy.  

No one was particularly thrilled with the thought of either of them sitting the throne.  

Most people never voiced specifics out loud, at least not in the presence of pastries, but the unease was growing and with them the rumors.  People were worried about being overheard, so Janelle supposed the suspicion that someone could be listening in was natural. 

The rumors were growing in frequency, and people were being careful of their words in the presence of baked goods. At least the sweetened ones. It was with the hope they would be less circumspect with plain looking and savory items than they were with decorative and sweet items that made Janelle try her experiment.  

‘It doesn’t help there are no return messages.’ 

Janelle took a deep breath and let it out slowly, this time tempering her own annoyance.  She passed her reports on to Ethan, complete with the rumors about the tradition.  No mention of them was ever made when Ethan returned with her new orders.  

She didn’t know if the factor dismissed the rumors or if Ethan left them out of his reports.  Years of reporting to him before he took her report to the factor taught her that he tended to dismiss anything he didn’t feel was important.

Janelle knew
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