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The third hamstring pull of the afternoon happened at 2:47 p.m., and Delayna Steele decided that was a sign from a god she didn't believe in that she should've stayed home.

She pressed her palms flat against the studio mirror, dropped into a controlled lunge, and let her quads scream. Rosin dust coated the floor. Pine garlands sagged from the barre, shedding needles onto the scuffed hardwood. Someone had taped a glitter-smeared poster to the door: MIRACLE #9: NINE LADIES DANCING—HOLLYGATE'S NIGHT TO SHINE.

Delayna's right knee cracked. She ignored it.

The door banged open. Bryant McKee stumbled through, clutching a clipboard like it might protect him from incoming fire. His Ministry tie—reindeer and candy canes, stained near the knot—hung crooked. Sweat gleamed on his forehead despite the December chill leaking through the community center's ancient windows.

"Miss Steele." He fumbled the clipboard. Caught it. Fumbled it again. "Thank God you're here."

Delayna straightened, rolled her shoulders back, and mentally calculated how many seconds it would take to sprint for the fire exit. "Bryant. You look like a man who's about to ruin my week."

"Not ruin." He laughed. High-pitched. Brittle. "Enhance. Definitely enhance."

She crossed her arms, planted her feet in second position. "That's what the Ministry said before the Four Calling Birds hotline cult. And the Seven Swans dating app disaster. And—"

"This is different." Bryant thrust the clipboard at her. "This is Miracle Number Nine. The dance-off. The charity ball. The—" He gulped air. "The livestreamed holiday event of the season."

Delayna stared at the clipboard. Eighty-two bullet points, single-spaced, in Ministry regulation font. Her eyes caught random phrases: mandatory costuming compliance, sponsored beverage integration, goose-approved finale choreography.

"No."

"You haven't read the—"

"Still no."

Bryant's eye twitched. The left one. It always did when he was about to deploy the guilt card. "The nine ladies are already signed up. Contracts notarized. The Ministry's committed full camera coverage, national livestream potential, and—" He paused for dramatic effect. Failed. "—a title sponsor."

"Who?" Delayna's stomach dropped. "Bryant. Who's the sponsor?"

The door crashed open again.

Nine women poured into the studio like a pastel avalanche. Sequins, velvet, tulle—one wore what appeared to be a full Christmas pudding costume, complete with sprig of holly pinned to her head. They talked over each other, voices layering into incomprehensible noise. Delayna caught fragments: spotlight solo, camera angle approval, she can't wear green if I'm wearing green.

Brianna Dekker swept to the front, metallic ribbons gleaming in her braids. She snapped her gum—peppermint, sharp enough to smell across the room—and smiled like a shark in dancewear. "Miss Steele. So glad you're directing. I assume we're discussing lead placement?"

"We're not discussing anything yet." Delayna's jaw locked. "I haven't agreed to—"

A woman in the back—short, round-faced, clutching a press pass—raised her hand. "Adeline Barnette, Hollygate Gazette. Can I get a quote about the competitive selection process?"

"There's no selection process," Delayna said.

"Yet," Brianna added. She twirled one of her ribbons. "I'm sure Miss Steele will implement a fair, merit-based system. Once she's reviewed our individual experience levels."

A tall woman in a dancer's bun—Delayna recognized her from the community center's Thursday yoga class—cracked her knuckles. Hard. "Merit-based sounds great. I've got twelve years of competitive ballroom."

"I've got fifteen," someone else called.

The Christmas pudding woman adjusted her holly. "Does community theater count?"

Chaos spiraled. Voices rose. Someone mentioned a fouetté. Someone else threatened chair-based choreography. Delayna's temples throbbed.

Bryant edged closer, clipboard trembling. "So that's a yes? You'll take the job?"

Delayna opened her mouth to tell him exactly where he could file his eighty-two-point checklist.

A honk cut through the noise.

Every voice died.

Toni the Goose stood in the doorway, white feathers immaculate, eyes sharper than any auditor had a right to possess. She wore a tutu. Pink tulle, slightly rumpled, secured with what looked like Ministry-issue elastic bands. A small conductor's baton dangled from a ribbon around her neck.

Toni surveyed the room. Her gaze landed on Brianna's gum-snapping jaw, moved to the Christmas pudding costume, lingered on the glitter poster, then settled on Delayna with the weight of institutional disappointment.

The goose honked once. Sharp. Final.

Bryant cleared his throat. "Ah. Yes. Toni will be serving as... quality assurance. For the duration of the event."

"Quality assurance," Delayna repeated.

"Choreographic oversight," Bryant corrected. "She'll monitor rehearsals, approve formations, and ensure all routines meet Ministry standards for holiday spirit and structural integrity."

Toni waddled to the center of the studio. She pecked at a scuff mark on the floor. Pecked again. Lifted her head and stared at Delayna.

The message was clear: Fix this. Or else.

Delayna's chest tightened. She looked at the nine women—half glaring at each other, half checking their reflections in the mirror. At Bryant, sweating through his festive tie. At Toni, tutu and all, radiating the calm certainty of someone who'd shut down better people for lesser infractions.

She looked at the eighty-two-point checklist.

"Fine," Delayna said. "But I'm doing this my way. No Ministry interference. No—"

The door opened a third time.

Two people entered: a woman with wild black curls and a pen behind her ear, carrying a tablet that blinked with error messages, and a man in a rumpled Ministry blazer, laptop bag slung over one shoulder, clutching a microphone like a lifeline.

"Neva Prevette, Ministry tech support," the woman said. Her sweater had a chocolate stain near the hem. "I'm here to prevent the livestream from becoming a criminal investigation."

The man stepped forward, smile bright enough to power the pine garland lights. "And I'm here to make sure it goes viral in all the right ways." He stuck out his hand. "Sherryn Pagano, PR liaison. We'll be coordinating media angles, sponsor integration, and post-event narrative shaping."

Delayna didn't shake his hand. "Sponsor integration."

"Oh!" Bryant fumbled through his clipboard pages. "Right. Yes. The title sponsor." He found the sheet, held it up like a shield. "Eggnog Prime. Official beverage partner of Miracle Number Nine."

Two workers in matching yellow coveralls appeared—Delayna hadn't even heard them come in—and began unfurling a banner across the studio's back wall. Bright yellow letters, three feet tall: EGGNOG PRIME: TASTE THE MIRACLE!

Below the text, a cartoon goose grinned maniacally while clutching a frothing glass of something that looked less like eggnog and more like radioactive custard.

Delayna's eye twitched. Her turn, apparently.

"Eggnog Prime," she said slowly, "is the sponsor."

"Exclusive sponsor," Sherryn clarified. "Full product integration across all rehearsals, promotional materials, and the live event itself. It's a very generous partnership."

Neva tapped her tablet. "Also possibly illegal in three counties, but that's not my department."

Brianna stepped forward, ribbons swaying. "Will there be samples? For the dancers? I'm very particular about my pre-performance hydration."

"Samples will be distributed at the first official rehearsal," Bryant said. He checked his clipboard. Checked it again. "Which is... now. This is the first official rehearsal."

Delayna turned to him. Slowly. "This is the first rehearsal."

"Contractually, yes."

"And you've brought cameras, PR reps, a tech specialist, a goose in a tutu, and nine women who look ready to commit aggravated assault over a dance solo."

"That's... accurate."

She pressed her fingertips to her temples. Counted to five. Gave up at three. "Everyone line up at the barre. We're starting with a basic warmup. No solos. No競—" She caught herself before saying competition. "No individual showcases. We're learning to move as a unit first."

"A unit?" Brianna's smile sharpened. "But surely there's room for individual expression within—"

"Barre. Now."

The nine ladies shuffled into position. Some grudgingly. Some with the overconfident bounce of people who'd never been publicly humiliated by a fouetté.

Delayna moved to the front of the studio. Toni waddled to the corner, settled onto a folded yoga mat, and watched with the stillness of a judge awaiting execution.

"Pliés," Delayna said. "First position. On my count."

She counted.

Three women bent their knees in something resembling a plié. Four did what might generously be called a squat. One lunged sideways. The Christmas pudding woman's holly sprig fell off.

Delayna's jaw hurt. She was clenching it too hard.

"Again," she said.

They tried again.

Worse.

Behind her, Neva muttered something that sounded like "sweet suffering Christ" while stabbing at her tablet. Sherryn scribbled notes—probably spin strategies for when someone inevitably got injured. Bryant's clipboard rattled.

Toni honked. Once. Soft. Almost pitying.

Delayna turned to the nine ladies. They stared back—sweating, panting, one actively hopping on one foot because she'd tried a split and gotten stuck halfway down.

"Okay," Delayna said. Her voice came out flat. Dead. "New plan. We're going to—"

The workers finished hanging the Eggnog Prime banner. One of them pulled a cord. The banner lit up. Actual lights, embedded in the fabric, blinking in sequence around the cartoon goose's manic grin.

The studio smelled like pine, rosin, sweat, and something faintly chemical that Delayna suspected was either the banner's electrical system or the Eggnog Prime formula itself.

She looked at Bryant. At the nine ladies. At Toni, tutu slightly askew, conductor's baton glinting in the fluorescent light.

"This is going to be the dance-off from hell," Delayna said.

No one disagreed.

Toni honked.

The lights on the banner blinked faster.

And somewhere in the back of the studio, someone's phone started playing a tinny, autotuned version of "The Twelve Days of Christmas."

Delayna closed her eyes.

One week until the livestream.

Eighty-two Ministry requirements.

Nine ladies who couldn't execute a basic plié.

And a goose in a tutu who looked like she was already writing the audit report.

She cracked her knuckles. "Right. From the top. First position. And this time, bend at the knees, not the spine. Unless you're auditioning for a medical documentary."

The Christmas pudding woman raised her hand. "Is that allowed? The medical documentary thing? Because I know a guy—"

"It's not allowed."

"Just checking."

Delayna pressed her palms together. Breathed in through her nose. Out through her mouth.

One week.

She could survive one week.

Probably.

The banner lights blinked in cheerful, relentless rhythm, and Toni's gaze never wavered, and somewhere in the Ministry's bowels, Delayna was certain, someone was already drafting the disaster report.

But that was a problem for Future Delayna.

Present Delayna had nine ladies to wrestle into formation before someone broke a hip.

"Barre positions," she
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