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REGIONAL OFFICE – OSPREY COVE
MUSICAL MIRACLE #11: OPERATIONAL DIRECTIVE
All holiday bands to receive permits prior to public performance. Bagpipes limited to three (3) per city block. Sound complaints to be processed weekly via Form 47-C (Decibel Dispute). Geese authorized to monitor noise infractions and issue citations as warranted.

Compliance is festive. Non-compliance is footnoted.
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Chapter 1: The Band That Broke Christmas
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The Osprey Cove pub smelled like stale nog, wet wool, and the kind of ambition that had nowhere better to be on a Friday night.

Fintan Tyree adjusted his kilt—the tartan one, the good one without the rip near the hem—and surveyed his kingdom. Which was generous language for the corner stage. If it could be called a stage. Two feet of raised floor near the dartboard, sticky with spilled beer and optimism, barely large enough for five grown men with bagpipes.

His four bandmates crowded around him, various states of nervous energy radiating off them like heat. Aidan Prevette fumbled his chanter for the third time, fingers pale and unsteady. Jeremy Doran had managed to sling his bagpipe on backward, the drones pointing at the ceiling like confused antennae. Nicholas Valente kept adjusting his glasses with one hand while death-gripping his pipe bag with the other, looking like a man who'd rather be literally anywhere else. Chase Entler tuned with the grim focus of someone defusing a bomb, jaw tight, eyes fixed on his instrument like it might explode if he looked away.

Perfect.

Fintan clapped his hands twice, sharp enough to cut through the pub's noise. All four heads swiveled toward him.

"Right, lads." He pitched his voice low, conspiratorial. The kind of tone that made people lean in. "Tonight we make history."

Aidan's fingers stilled on his chanter, then resumed their anxious dance. "We make noise complaints," he muttered, not quite meeting Fintan's eyes.

"Same thing." Fintan grinned, wide and reckless, the kind of grin that had gotten him into trouble since childhood and probably always would.

The pub was packed—standing room only, bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder in holiday hats tilted at drunken angles. Mugs of "Nog on Tap" sloshed over rims, liquid courage and questionable life choices sloshing together. Laughter bounced off the low ceiling, punctuated by the crack of darts hitting board and the occasional curse when they didn't. A banner sagged over the bar, drooping in the middle like it had given up: MIRACLE MUSIC NIGHT – ALL BANDS WELCOME (MINISTRY APPROVED).

Ministry approved.

That was the poison in the cocoa, right there. The knife hidden in the Christmas pudding.

Fintan's jaw tightened. Every band in Osprey Cove had filed their permits, submitted their setlists, agreed to play the same twelve carols in the same twelve safe arrangements. Sleigh bells. Gentle harmonies. Nothing that might rattle a window or, heaven forbid, wake someone's inner desire to actually feel something.

He'd applied for a permit six weeks ago. Filed the forms in triplicate, crossed every t, dotted every i. Three days later, the rejection letter had arrived.

Bagpipes exceed recommended decibel threshold for enclosed public spaces. Reapply with acoustic adjustments.

Acoustic adjustments. On a bagpipe.

He'd crumpled the form, tossed it in the fire, and called every piper he knew who still had functioning lungs and a grudge against bureaucratic nonsense.

"Fintan." Jeremy leaned in, his mop of reddish-brown hair falling into his eyes. He pushed it back with one hand, the other still gripping his bagpipe like a life raft. "The Ministry poster says—"

"I can read, Jeremy." Fintan didn't look at him, too busy scanning the crowd. Gauging. Planning.

"It says permitted bands." Jeremy's voice climbed half an octave, worry bleeding through.

"And we're permitted to be here as paying customers." Fintan tapped the stage floor with his boot, the hollow thunk echoing up through his bones. "The landlord said we could play if we bought two rounds first. That's a verbal contract, that is."

Nicholas sighed, a sound of infinite patience tested. "That's not how permits work."

"Then how do they work, Professor?" Fintan shot back, turning to face him properly now. "You fill out forms, wait six weeks, get told your music's too Scottish, and then what? Sit quietly while the Approved Sleigh Bellers put everyone to sleep?"

Right on cue—timing so perfect it had to be divine comedy—the Sleigh Bellers took the main stage across the room. Three men in matching sweaters that looked hand-knit by someone's grandmother, holding hand bells and smiles so wide they looked taxidermied. Frozen. The kind of expression you got when someone told you to "look festive" and you'd forgotten how genuine human emotion worked.

They launched into a rendition of a familiar carol, their bells chiming with the passion of people reading tax law aloud. Technically competent. Perfectly in tune. Utterly, devastatingly boring.

The crowd clapped politely. Not enthusiastically. Not joyfully. Just... politely. The sound of people who'd been trained to respond on cue, pavlovian and hollow.

Fintan's jaw locked. His fingers drummed against his thigh—tap-tap-tap, the rhythm of a song trying to break free. This was what the Ministry wanted. Safe. Controlled. Harmless.

Lifeless.

He lifted his bagpipe, settled the bag under his arm, felt the familiar weight of it against his ribs. Home. Weapon. Voice.

"Lads," he said quietly, never taking his eyes off the Sleigh Bellers' performance. "We're the first to bring bagpipes to Miracle Music Night. So let's make sure they remember us."

Aidan went pale, his tan skin draining to something closer to parchment. "What song?"

Fintan turned, caught all four pairs of eyes—nervous, uncertain, waiting for direction. His grin returned, slower this time, sharp around the edges.

"One that reimagines a familiar tune," he said, deliberately vague. No point giving them time to panic. "Follow my lead. And lads?" He paused, let the weight of the moment settle. "Loud."

Chase's mouth twitched, not quite a smile. "That's not helpful."

"It's perfect."



The first note hit like a fist through a window.

Not metaphorically. Not poetically. The sound—one hundred and twelve decibels of pure, unfiltered noise—rattled the pint glasses on the bar hard enough to make them dance across the wood. The floorboards vibrated. A woman near the dartboard clutched her chest like she'd been struck by lightning, mouth open in shock.

Fintan didn't stop. Couldn't stop. Wouldn't stop.

He leaned into it, fingers flying over the chanter, muscle memory taking over where conscious thought would've hesitated. The drone pipes wailed beneath the melody like the ghost of Christmas past having a full breakdown in the corner. Behind him, Jeremy and Aidan joined in—off-tempo at first, fumbling, then finding their footing. Nicholas followed with surprising competence, his nervous energy channeling into something focused, precise. Chase played like a man who'd made peace with disaster and decided to enjoy the ride.

The Sleigh Bellers stopped mid-jingle, their bells falling silent, hands frozen mid-ring.

Half the pub turned toward the corner stage. Some faces lit up—finally, something with a pulse, something that made hearts beat instead of just marking time. Others looked horrified, scandalized, like Fintan had just set fire to the nativity scene and declared himself the angel Gabriel.

The song—if it could be called that, if anyone would be generous enough to grant it that designation—was part familiar melody, part structural chaos, and part something Fintan had invented in a fever dream after too much whisky and a long argument about what Christmas music should be. The melody lurched forward, staggered sideways, occasionally found its footing before careening off a cliff into beautiful, terrible noise.

It was glorious. It was terrible. It was alive.

One couple near the fireplace—older, gray-haired, wearing matching holiday scarves—actually started dancing. Not choreographed. Not practiced. Wild, uncoordinated movement that came from joy instead of instruction, from bodies remembering what it felt like to respond to music instead of endure it.

Fintan's chest swelled, ribs expanding against the bagpipe's pressure. This. This was what music was supposed to do. Wake people up. Shake them. Make them feel something beyond polite appreciation.

Then someone screamed.

Not a happy scream. Not a "this is amazing" scream. A noise complaint scream, high and sharp and indignant.

Three more people bolted for the door, hands clamped over their ears, faces twisted in offense. Outside, a dog started howling—not in pain, in harmony, its voice rising and falling with the pipes' drones. A stack of menus fell off the bar with a clatter, cards scattering across sticky floorboards.

The Sleigh Bellers stared, their hand bells dangling uselessly from limp fingers, their practiced smiles cracking into genuine shock.

Fintan hit the bridge—his solo, the moment he'd been practicing for a week in his flat until the neighbors had started leaving threatening notes under his door. He poured everything into it: defiance, pride, the sheer bloody-minded audacity of being heard in a world that wanted him quiet and compliant and safely tucked away where he wouldn't disturb anyone's evening.

His fingers flew over the chanter, the high notes screaming out above the drones that growled beneath like beasts waking up after a long, enforced hibernation. Sweat beaded at his temples despite the December cold. His shoulders burned. His lungs worked like bellows.

And then—

CRACK.

The sound of breaking glass cut through the music like
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