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Internal Memorandum #7-2024

TO: All Regional Coordinators, IT Division, PR Department 

FROM: Deputy Director McKee, Holiday Miracles Oversight 

RE: SwanMatch Holiday Matchmaking Initiative

The Ministry is pleased to announce the launch of SwanMatch, a cutting-edge digital solution to the ongoing crisis in holiday romance metrics. All singles within designated zones must be paired by Christmas Eve per Section 12(b) of the Festive Joy Compliance Act.

Key Requirements:

- 100% pairing rate by December 24, 11:59 PM

- Swan-themed branding to evoke grace, elegance, and lifelong partnership

- All matches subject to Ministry audit and approval

- CRITICAL: Live swans are prohibited from catfishing or otherwise interfering with the matchmaking process

Questions may be directed to IT Support (if operational) or your nearest goose liaison.

Merry Christmas, 

Bryant McKee 

"Making Miracles, One Form at a Time"
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Chapter 1: App Launch



[image: ]


The coffee had gone cold three hours ago, but Neva drank it anyway. Room temperature, bitter as regret, with a faint film on top that suggested it had been brewed sometime during the previous administration. She set the mug down next to the stack of Ministry spec sheets—each one stamped with increasingly urgent red ink—and rubbed her eyes hard enough to see stars.

The laptop screen swam back into focus. Lines of code scrolled past, white text on black, the digital bones of what was supposed to be a "holiday miracle." SwanMatch. Even the name made her want to throw something.

She'd lobbied for DateSync. Clean, professional, no waterfowl imagery required. But the Ministry's branding team had overruled her in a memo that used the phrase "romantic grace and avian elegance" four times in two paragraphs, and now she was stuck with swans. Metaphorical swans, she'd assumed. A cute logo. Maybe some clip art of intertwined necks forming a heart.

What she had not accounted for was the Ministry's pathological inability to keep anything metaphorical.

Her workstation was a disaster. Ministry-issued laptop, held together with optimism and duct tape. Sticky notes plastered across the monitor's bezel, each one a frantic reminder: Test user accounts, Check goose access logs, DO NOT PUSH LIVE BEFORE CHRISTMAS. The plush goose mascot someone had left on her desk stared at her with black button eyes that seemed judgmental even for inanimate waterfowl.

Outside the window, actual geese honked in the Ministry courtyard. The sound was constant, a low background hum of avian disapproval that had been her soundtrack for the past eleven hours.

Neva pulled up the launch checklist. Unchecked boxes stretched down the screen like an accusation. She hadn't tested the matching algorithm. Hadn't verified the user database. Hadn't done a security audit, or a stress test, or anything resembling due diligence. What she had done was code for eighteen straight hours on a deadline that would've been impossible even if the Ministry's servers weren't held together with Christmas wishes and expired SSL certificates.

A chat window popped up in the corner of her screen.

BDekker: Status update?

Neva's jaw tightened. Brianna Dekker. PR manager, professional pain in the neck, and the person currently responsible for Neva's impending nervous breakdown.

NPrevette: Still coding. Need another 48 hours minimum.

BDekker: You have 3 hours. Launch is midnight.

NPrevette: That's not how software development works.

BDekker: It's how Ministry miracles work. Midnight or Reindeer Logistics.

Neva stared at that last line. Reindeer Logistics. The threat that hung over every Ministry employee like a sword made of antlers and poor life choices. The department where they sent people who couldn't deliver miracles on time. Where the dress code included rubber boots and the smell never washed out.

She'd visited once. The reindeer had seemed friendly. The humans had all had the same thousand-yard stare.

Her fingers moved across the keyboard before her brain caught up. NPrevette: Fine. Midnight.

The chat window closed. Neva let her head drop forward until her forehead hit the desk. The plush goose toppled over. Outside, the honking intensified, as if the geese could smell weakness.

She sat up. Three hours. She could do this. She'd shipped code under worse conditions. That time the Christmas lights algorithm had set fire to downtown hadn't been her fault, technically. The servers had been overclocked. Someone should've checked the thermal management before—

No. Not thinking about that.

She pulled up the deployment checklist and started checking boxes. Most of them were lies, but the Ministry cared more about paperwork than reality. She could fix the bugs after launch. Patch them live. No one would notice if she was fast enough.

The matching algorithm was the biggest problem. She'd built it to pair users based on shared interests, compatible schedules, geographic proximity—all the normal dating app metrics. But the Ministry had insisted on adding a "miracle coefficient," which as far as Neva could tell was just random number generation with extra steps and a Christmas theme.

She ran a test. The algorithm spat out three matches, all flagged as "high compatibility."

User #1847 matched with User #1849. Fine.

User #1850 matched with User #1852. Also fine.

User #1851 matched with... SwanPrince07.

Neva frowned. She pulled up the user database. SwanPrince07 wasn't in the system. Or rather, it was in the system, but it shouldn't be. The account had been created three minutes ago by... her own admin credentials.

Which she hadn't used in the last hour.

A pop-up appeared in the corner of her screen, white text on Ministry blue: SUSPICIOUS GOOSE ACCESS DETECTED. INVESTIGATE Y/N?

Neva stared at it. Goose access. The Ministry's security logs tracked waterfowl interference the same way normal organizations tracked malware. She should investigate. She absolutely should investigate. But she had two hours and forty-seven minutes until midnight, and if she went down that rabbit hole she'd never make the deadline.

She clicked N.

The pop-up vanished. The test results remained. SwanPrince07, mysterious and probably fake, sitting in her database like a time bomb wearing a cravat.

She could delete it. Should delete it. But what if it was part of the "miracle coefficient"? What if the Ministry had seeded fake accounts to boost engagement metrics, and deleting it would flag her for sabotage?

Neva rubbed her temples. This was why she hated miracles. Nothing was ever straightforward. Everything was a trap wrapped in tinsel.

She left SwanPrince07 in the system and moved on.

The app icon loaded on her screen. A pair of swans, necks curved into a heart shape, white feathers gleaming against a soft pink background. It was tasteful. Romantic. Exactly what the branding team had requested.

Except the swans were moving.

Neva blinked. The animation was subtle—just a slight ripple of feathers, the suggestion of breathing. She didn't remember coding that. Didn't remember requesting it. The design team must've added it as a last-minute flourish without telling her, because of course they had.

She zoomed in on the swan in the foreground. Its eye was too detailed. Too black. Too intelligent. It looked less like clip art and more like someone had photographed an actual swan and pasted it over the original design.

A swan that looked, now that she was paying attention, distinctly annoyed.

Neva saved the file. Two hours, thirty-one minutes. She could worry about homicidal swan artwork later.

She initialized the deployment sequence. The progress bar crawled across her screen, green and slow, while her leg bounced under the desk. Outside, the geese had gone quiet. The office felt too still, like the moment before a car crash when time stretches thin and you know impact is coming but can't stop it.

The bar hit 100%. A confirmation dialog appeared: SWANMATCH IS NOW LIVE. SEND LAUNCH NOTIFICATIONS?

Neva's finger hovered over the trackpad. This was the point of no return. Once those notifications went out, every single person in the Ministry's database would get a push alert announcing their "perfect match." If the system was broken—and the system was definitely broken—she'd be blamed for whatever disaster followed.

But if she didn't launch, she'd be blamed for missing the deadline.

She clicked YES.

The screen flickered. For half a second, the swan icon's eye seemed to blink.

Then her laptop froze.

Neva's stomach dropped. She tapped the trackpad. Nothing. Pressed keys. Nothing. The screen stayed locked on that confirmation dialog, the cursor a spinning wheel of doom.

"No," she said out loud. "No, no, no—"

A new window opened. Not a normal window. This one had no close button, no minimize option, just white text on black appearing one line at a time like something out of a horror movie.

ALL IS LOVE. 

ALL IS SWAN. 

MATCHMAKING PROTOCOL ENGAGED. 

RESISTANCE IS FUTILE. 

HAVE A MERRY CHRISTMAS.

Neva stared. That wasn't her code. That wasn't anyone's code. That was—

Her phone buzzed. Then buzzed again. And again. A cascade of notifications, each one a push alert from SwanMatch.

She grabbed the phone. The screen was filled with messages:

Congratulations! You've been matched with SwanPrince07! 

Your miracle match awaits! 

Love is in the air—and on the water!

All sent to her test accounts. All sent to real user accounts. All sent before she'd approved the notification copy, before she'd checked the recipient list, before she'd done literally anything to prevent this exact scenario.

Neva lunged for the laptop's power button. Held it down. The screen went black.

Then immediately flickered back to life.

The swan icon filled the screen. Both swans now, necks intertwined, eyes too bright and too knowing. Underneath, in elegant script: Your match has been delivered. Enjoy your miracle.

Neva yanked the power cord out of the wall. The laptop died. Her phone kept buzzing. Across the office, someone else's phone chimed, then another, a chain reaction of notifications spreading through the building like a virus with a Christmas theme.

She sat very still, laptop dead in front of her, phone vibrating itself toward
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