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Chapter 1: The Holiday Recall
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The thud came at four-thirty in the morning.

Addison Qualey jerked awake, cocoa sloshing over the rim of her "Audit or Die" mug and onto the stack of half-finished performance assessments she'd fallen asleep reading. The liquid spread across Form 447-B like a slow-motion disaster, obliterating three columns of meticulously color-coded checkmarks.

She lunged for the papers, swearing under her breath. The mug tipped. More cocoa. Her desk lamp—a flickering Ministry-issued monstrosity shaped like a festive candle—chose that moment to give one pathetic sputter and die.

The thud came again.

Not a knock. Heavier. Metallic. The unmistakable sound of the Ministry's goose-shaped mail slot activating in the wall beside her door.

Addison froze, cocoa dripping from her fingertips onto the threadbare rug.

Nothing good ever came through that slot.

She set the mug down with shaking hands, pushed her glasses up her nose, and crossed the tiny flat in three steps. The envelope sat on the floor, cream-colored and official, with the Ministry's holiday seal embossed in gold foil. It was glowing faintly, which was new. Also terrifying.

She picked it up. Heavy paper. Expensive. The kind the Ministry used when they wanted you to know refusal wasn't an option.

Her name was printed across the front in precise calligraphy: Miss Addison Qualey, Junior Performance Auditor.

Below that, in smaller script: Summons: Miracle Symphony Participation—Attendance Compulsory.

"No," Addison said aloud. Then louder: "No."

The envelope didn't care.

She broke the seal with her thumbnail, unfolded the letter, and scanned the first paragraph.

Dear Miss Qualey,

You have been selected to serve as Lead Performance Auditor for Miracle #12: The Grand Holiday Symphony. This is a singular honor and reflects the Ministry's confidence in your organizational capabilities and commitment to festive excellence.

Her stomach dropped.

The Symphony will feature twelve percussionists, representatives from all prior Miracle campaigns, a full complement of animal performers, and conductor oversight by Senior Audit Liaison Toni. Rehearsals commence December 23rd at 0600 hours. Your presence is mandatory.

The letter went on. Three more paragraphs of bureaucratic doublespeak that boiled down to one thing: she was stuck.

Addison sank onto the edge of her narrow bed, letter clutched in both hands. The words blurred. She read them again, slower this time, searching for a loophole.

There wasn't one.

Failure to comply will result in festive reassignment and a permanent notation in your personnel file.

She knew what festive reassignment meant. Last year, a junior auditor had tried to dodge a snowman-monitoring gig. He'd been sent to the Reindeer Logistics Department. He still flinched at the sound of sleigh bells.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand.

Then again.

And again.

Addison grabbed it, thumbs fumbling over the screen. The Ministry group chat—Miracle Alumni Network—was exploding.

Nell Thistledown: Not again.

Neva Prevette: I quit. Officially. Someone tell Bryant I'm dead.

Keeva Stang: Do they know we have JOBS? Actual jobs that don't involve geese?

Fintan Tyree: If there's a cowbell solo, I'm in. Otherwise, hard pass.

Delayna Steele: I just got my summons. Who do I bribe to get out of this?

Jonetta Fern: Does anyone know if the eggnog sponsorship is still active? Asking for a friend.

Addison scrolled faster, heart hammering. Every past miracle lead was in the thread. All of them complaining. None of them suggesting an actual escape route.

She started typing a reply: Is there any way to appeal—

Deleted it.

Tried again: Has anyone successfully avoided—

Deleted that too.

Her phone buzzed with a new notification. Not the group chat. A direct message from the Ministry's automated compliance system.

MINISTRY ALERT: Failure to confirm participation within 12 hours will trigger immediate festive reassignment. Reply YES to acknowledge.

Addison stared at the screen. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard.

She typed: Can I at least get hazard pay?

The system replied instantly: Your inquiry has been logged. Reply YES to confirm participation.

"Of course," she muttered. She typed YES, hit send, and immediately regretted every life choice that had led her to this moment.

The phone buzzed again. Group chat.

Jeremy Doran: Just confirmed. Anyone know what a "percussion specialist" is? Asking because apparently I'm one now.

Rory Fern: I got matched with a goose last year. This can't be worse. Right?

Sherryn Pagano: If I have to spin one more Ministry disaster into a PR win, I'm becoming a nun.

Addison kept scrolling. The complaints were escalating. Someone—she thought it was Adeline Barnette—had started a running tally of Ministry violations. It was up to fourteen and climbing.

Then, buried halfway down the thread:

Delayna Steele: Does anyone know a drummer? Ours just quit.

Fintan Tyree: Elijah Draeger. Used to play professionally. Might still be in town.

Keeva Stang: Isn't he the guy who told the Ministry to shove their permits?

Fintan Tyree: That's the one.

Addison frowned, thumbs hovering over the screen. She didn't recognize the name. Probably a local. Probably someone with a grudge against the Ministry, which meant he'd be a nightmare to work with.

She made a mental note: Elijah Draeger—percussion candidate. Likely uncooperative.

Her phone buzzed again. Another alert, this one with an attachment.

MINISTRY ORIENTATION VIDEO—REQUIRED VIEWING BEFORE FIRST REHEARSAL.

Addison's stomach twisted. She clicked the link before she could talk herself out of it.

The video opened on a wide shot of an empty concert hall. Rows of chairs arranged in a semi-circle. Music stands. A podium at the center, draped in red velvet.

The camera zoomed in.

A goose stepped into frame.

Not just any goose. Toni. White feathers gleaming under stage lights, a tiny conductor's baton clutched in her beak, a Ministry sash draped across her back. She hopped onto the podium with the grace of someone—something—who had done this a thousand times before.

The Ministry's narrator spoke in the kind of soothing, corporate tone that made Addison want to throw her phone across the room.

"Welcome to the Grand Holiday Symphony. Under the expert guidance of Senior Audit Liaison Toni, you will participate in the most ambitious festive collaboration in Ministry history. Obedience is the path to holiday excellence. Cooperation is mandatory. Creativity will be monitored."

Toni lifted the baton. Tapped it once against the podium. The sound echoed through the empty hall.

The narrator continued. "Rehearsals begin promptly at 0600 hours. Tardiness will not be tolerated. Animal performers have seniority. All disputes will be adjudicated by Senior Liaison Toni. Her decisions are final."

The goose turned, looking directly into the camera. Her eyes were dark, unblinking, and deeply judgmental.

Addison's breath caught.

Toni honked once—sharp, commanding—and the video cut to black.

For a long moment, Addison just sat there, phone in hand, staring at the darkened screen.

This wasn't real. It couldn't be real.

She was a junior auditor. She filed paperwork. She assessed compliance. She did not manage symphonies conducted by geese.

Her phone buzzed.

Neva Prevette: Did anyone else just watch that video?

Rory Fern: I think I'm still dreaming.

Keeva Stang: If you're dreaming, I'm dreaming, and we're all in hell.

Addison set the phone face-down on the nightstand. She stood, paced to the window, stared out at the predawn darkness. Frost clung to the glass. Somewhere in the distance, church bells chimed the half-hour.

She should run. Pack a bag, leave town, change her name. The Ministry couldn't track everyone.

Except they could. They absolutely could.

She turned back to her desk. The cocoa-stained audit forms. The flickering desk lamp. The stack of color-coded pens she'd organized by urgency level because that was the kind of person she was—the kind who believed order could fix anything.

A second envelope slid through the mail slot.

Addison closed her eyes. Counted to three. Opened them.

The envelope was smaller this time. Ministry seal, same gold foil, same faint glow.

She picked it up, broke the seal, unfolded the single sheet of paper inside.

Percussion Section: Drummer Vacancy—Immediate Hire Required. Candidate recommendations due by 0900 hours.

Below that, in smaller print: Failure to secure a qualified percussionist will result in automatic reassignment of audit responsibilities to Senior Liaison Toni.

"Absolutely not," Addison said. She was not letting a goose take over her audit.

She grabbed her phone, scrolled back through the group chat, found Fintan's message. Elijah Draeger.

She opened a new search window, typed the name, hit enter.

The results loaded slowly. A few old concert listings. A news article from two years ago about a "disruptive public performance" that had resulted in fines and a formal apology. A grainy photo of a man with broad shoulders, messy hair, and drumsticks in one hand.

The caption read: Local musician Elijah Draeger argues with Ministry officials over permit violations.

Perfect. A troublemaker with a history.

Addison closed the browser, pulled up a blank email, and started typing.

Mr. Draeger,

You have been identified as a candidate for the Ministry's Grand Holiday Symphony. Your percussion expertise is required. Rehearsals begin December 23rd at 0600 hours. Participation is strongly encouraged.

She paused, deleted strongly encouraged, replaced it with mandatory.

Hit send.

Her phone buzzed immediately. Group chat again.

Fintan Tyree: Did someone just email Elijah? Because he's going to tell you to shove it.

Keeva Stang: I give it five minutes before he replies with a very creative refusal.

Addison ignored them. She reached for the bag of peppermint bark she kept in her desk drawer—emergency rations—and bit into a piece. The sugar hit her bloodstream like a tiny, inadequate lifeline.

She looked around her flat. Audit forms everywhere. A half-empty mug of cold cocoa. The glowing Ministry envelopes stacked on the counter like tiny bombs.

This was her life now. Running a symphony. Managing an ensemble of people who hated the Ministry. Answering to a goose.

She shoved another piece of peppermint bark into her mouth, grabbed a pen, and pulled a fresh sheet of paper toward her.

If she was doing this, she was doing it right.

She started a checklist. Performers. Schedule. Equipment. Contingency plans for when the animals inevitably rioted.

Her hand shook slightly as she wrote, but the motion was soothing. Familiar. She could control this. She had to.

The church bells chimed five o'clock.

Addison Qualey squared her shoulders, adjusted her glasses, and stared down at her color-coded disaster plan.

"If I survive this," she said aloud to the empty room, "I'm demanding hazard pay."

The mail slot clicked softly, as if in agreement.

Or warning.

She
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