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MINISTRY OF FESTIVE AFFAIRS
OFFICIAL MEMORANDUM
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TO: All Participating Lords, Holiday Games Competitors
FROM: Office of Seasonal Athletic Programming
RE: First Annual Ministry Holiday Leaping Games – Compliance & Conduct
Gentlemen,

Welcome to the inaugural Ministry Holiday Leaping Games, hosted this year at the Osprey Cove Winter Assembly Grounds. As participants in this historic event, you represent the pinnacle of festive athleticism and noble commitment to seasonal tradition.

PLEASE NOTE:

	All leaping activities must conform to Ministry Standard Leap Protocol (Form 47-B, subsection iii).

	Performance enhancement substances are strictly prohibited, except those pre-approved by the Ministry's Department of Miraculous Interventions (see attached 16-page exemption list).

	Goose trainers have full authority to enforce warm-up compliance. Resistance will be noted in your permanent Ministry file.

	The press has been invited for "transparency purposes." Please conduct yourselves accordingly.

	Failure to complete the mandatory stretching routine may result in disqualification, public humiliation, or assignment to the Boxing Day Cleanup Committee.


We wish you a fair, competitive, and above all, compliant Holiday Games experience.

Festively yours,
Bryant McKee
Deputy Director, Seasonal Athletic Programming
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Chapter One
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Jeremy Doran had never considered himself an athletic man.

He'd once described his physique as "serviceable" during a supper party, which his cousin had corrected to "occasionally upright." His dancing was adequate. His fencing was passable. His ability to vault over hedgerows during fox hunts hovered somewhere between "enthusiastic" and "a danger to himself and the hounds."

But here he stood, in the frost-kissed morning air of Osprey Cove's Winter Assembly Grounds, wearing what the Ministry had deemed "appropriate athletic attire"—which meant buckskin breeches that were simultaneously too tight and too loose, a linen shirt that wouldn't stay tucked, and a crimson sash embroidered with his family crest, currently listing to the left like a ship taking on water.

The assembly grounds stretched before him in all its absurd glory. Canvas banners snapped in the wind, each proclaiming MINISTRY HOLIDAY GAMES in gilt lettering that had already begun to peel. A frozen pond glittered at the far end, ringed by hay bales and what appeared to be a judging platform constructed entirely from repurposed Yuletide decorations. The archway marking the main entrance bore a carved goose wearing a crown—because of course it did.

And the smell. God, the smell. Mulled wine from the refreshment pavilion, competing with roasted chestnuts, wet wool, and the unmistakable scent of waterfowl who'd been given far too much authority.

Jeremy adjusted his sash for the third time and surveyed his competition.

Five other lords occupied the warm-up area, each attempting to project athletic competence with varying degrees of success.

Fintan Tyree stood nearest, executing what Jeremy could only describe as "aggressive lunges" while maintaining eye contact with everyone in a ten-foot radius. His Ministry crest sat pinned to a waistcoat Jeremy was fairly certain had been borrowed from a traveling theatrical company. The fabric strained across Fintan's shoulders each time he stretched, and Jeremy added "wardrobe malfunction" to his mental list of possible advantages.

"Doran." Fintan straightened, not breathing hard despite his exertions. "Didn't expect to see you here."

"Wouldn't miss it." Jeremy bent to touch his boots, made it roughly to mid-shin, and pretended this was intentional. "First annual Holiday Games. Historic moment."

"Historic disaster, more like." Fintan dropped into another lunge, this one low enough to make Jeremy's knees ache in sympathy. "Half the Ministry's already laying wagers on who meets the ground first."

"Comforting."

Nicholas Valente chose that moment to glide past, moving with the fluid grace of someone who'd never experienced a moment's self-doubt in his privileged life. His dark hair gleamed with what had to be macassar oil—possibly the same substance coating his smile. A crystal flask dangled from one perfectly manicured hand.

"Gentlemen." Nicholas raised the flask in salute. "To fair competition and festive sportsmanship."

Jeremy eyed the flask's contents—thick, cream-colored, and faintly luminescent. "What is that?"

"Miracle eggnog." Nicholas took a delicate sip, then tucked the flask into his waistcoat pocket. "For recovery purposes. The Ministry's Department of Miraculous Interventions approved it personally."

"Recovery from what? We haven't commenced yet."

"Preventative recovery." Nicholas executed a casual stretch that showed off his shoulder flexibility. Show-off. "One must think ahead in competitive athletics, Doran. Surely you understand strategy?"

What he understood was that Nicholas had probably spent the last month training with an actual pugilist while Jeremy had been attempting to practice leaping in his library and had knocked over two bookshelves and a bust of some disapproving ancestor.

"Right. Strategy." Jeremy glanced toward the Ministry pavilion, where a harried-looking woman in a PR sash was sorting through baskets of pamphlets. "Is everyone receiving performance supplements, or just you?"

"Oh, everyone's welcome to the enhancements." Nicholas gestured broadly. "Perfectly legal. Mostly legal. The paperwork's very clear on the definitions."

Before Jeremy could ask which definitions, exactly, a sharp whistle cut through the morning air.

The geese had arrived.

Six of them waddled into the warm-up area in perfect formation, each wearing a striped vest that Jeremy desperately wished was a fever dream brought on by bad kipper. The lead goose—larger than the others, with a vest that bore an extra stripe and what might have been a tiny whistle on a lanyard—fixed the assembled lords with a stare that conveyed both judgment and the promise of future judgment.

"Is that—" Jeremy started.

"Toni," Fintan confirmed, grimacing. "Head goose trainer. Meanest bird in three counties."

Toni honked once. The other geese fanned out, one approaching each lord with the precision of military drill sergeants who happened to be waterfowl.

Jeremy's assigned goose stopped directly before him, tilted its head, and honked in what sounded distinctly like disapproval.

"I'm stretching," Jeremy said, then felt immediately ridiculous for defending himself to poultry.

The goose honked again, sharper this time, and pecked at Jeremy's left boot.

"What does that mean?"

Toni honked from the center of the area—two short bursts, one long. The geese responded immediately, spreading their wings and adopting what Jeremy could only describe as "demonstration posture."

Then they began to stretch.

The sight would haunt him. Six geese, performing synchronized warm-up exercises with the dedication of Prussian infantry. Wings extended, necks arcing, webbed feet planted in perfect alignment. One goose—the one supervising Aidan Prevette—appeared to be executing a lunge sequence that put Fintan's efforts to shame.

"You're joking," Jeremy muttered.

His goose pecked his boot again, harder, then demonstrated the same lunge. The message was clear: Do as I do, human, or face the consequences.

Jeremy dropped into a lunge. His right knee immediately protested. He held the position anyway, watching his goose from the corner of his eye for approval.

The goose honked, neutral. Apparently he'd achieved "adequate."

Across the warm-up area, Aidan Prevette was not faring as well. His face had gone chalk-white as his goose demonstrated a deep squat. Aidan attempted to follow, got halfway down, and his eyes rolled back in his head.

He met the ground with a thud that carried across the assembly grounds.

His goose honked in disgust and waddled over to Toni, presumably to lodge a formal complaint.

"Is he dead?" Nicholas called out, not pausing in his own stretch routine.

"Fainted," Fintan said. "Third time this week, according to the scandal sheets."

Jeremy watched two Ministry attendants rush over with smelling salts and a blanket. Aidan came around quickly enough, blinking up at the sky with the confused expression of a man questioning his recent choices.

"Right then." Chase Entler's voice carried from the far end of the warm-up area. "Who's ready for the real advantage?"

Jeremy turned to see Chase unpacking a leather case with the careful attention of someone handling either fine port or illegal contraband. Glass vials clinked together as Chase lifted them free, each filled with a murky green liquid that Jeremy instinctively distrusted.

"What," he said slowly, "is that?"

"Leaping tonic." Chase held up a vial, letting it catch the light. The liquid inside definitely moved of its own accord. "Guaranteed to improve vertical performance by at least thirty percent."

"Guaranteed by whom?"

"The label." Chase turned the vial. Sure enough, tiny print declared: 100% Ministry Compliant (Probably).

"That 'probably' is doing considerable work," Jeremy observed.

"The Ministry's exemption list runs sixteen pages. I'm certain it's on there somewhere." Chase uncorked a vial, sniffed it, and grimaced. "Smells like victory. And possibly turpentine."

"You're going to drink that?"

"Not all of it. The instructions say 'Apply liberally to joints'—which I'm interpreting as 'drink half, apply the rest externally.'"

"Those aren't remotely the same thing."

"They are if you're creative." Chase raised the vial in toast, then knocked back half the contents in one swallow.

His face went through several alarming color changes—green to red to an odd purple—before settling back to its normal pallor. He coughed once, violently, and thumped his chest.

"There we are." His voice came out slightly hoarse. "Feel stronger already."

"Feel mad already," Jeremy muttered, but Chase either didn't hear or didn't care.

Toni honked again—three short bursts.

The geese snapped to attention, then honked in unison. The sound carried across the assembly grounds, sharp and unmistakable. Every lord, every Ministry official, every scandal sheet reporter in attendance turned toward the warm-up area.

"What was that?" Jeremy asked his goose.

The goose pecked his boot, spun in a tight circle, and sprinted toward the frozen pond.

The other geese followed, honking as they ran.

"Oh God," Aidan said from his position on the ground. "That's the start signal."

"Already?" Jeremy stared after the retreating geese. "But we haven't—I'm not—"

"Move!" Fintan was already running, surprisingly fast for someone in a waistcoat two sizes too small.

Nicholas tucked his miracle eggnog flask away and took off with the effortless stride of someone who'd never experienced athletic anxiety.

Chase stumbled, caught himself, and lurched forward with the determined gait of someone whose tonic was definitely affecting his motor control.

Jeremy ran.

His sash immediately began slipping. He grabbed for it without
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