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MINISTRY OF FESTIVE AFFAIRS
Memo 47-B: Miracle #1 Authorization
TO: All Personnel, Noggins-on-Pear Division
FROM: Deputy Undersecretary of Poultry-Based Miracles
RE: Partridge Sanctuary Launch Protocol
The Ministry is pleased to announce the official opening of the Partridge-in-a-Pear-Tree Sanctuary, pending final inspection and participant compliance. All designated miracle participants must report by 15:00 hours on 21 December for mandatory photo documentation and signature verification.

Failure to comply will result in reclassification to "Non-Miraculous Holiday Observer" status and forfeiture of associated pear rations.

Weather conditions: Overcast, threat of snow.
Partridge temperament: Assessed as "cautiously cooperative."
Public enthusiasm: Mandatory.
******
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The carriage hit another rut, and Nell's head thunked against the window frame for the third time in as many minutes.

She'd stopped apologizing to herself after the first dozen jolts. The Ministry of Festive Affairs didn't do comfort. They did compliance, and apparently, potholes.

The recall letter crinkled in her coat pocket—she'd read it so many times the creases had gone soft. Your presence is required for Miracle #1. Authorized participation mandatory. Failure to appear will result in administrative penalties and potential reclassification of familial miracle eligibility.

Familial miracle eligibility. As if her family hadn't already stripped itself of miracles the day she'd signed the divorce papers.

"Nearly there, miss." The driver's voice carried through the partition, apologetic in that uniquely British way that suggested both regret and complete lack of responsibility. "Traffic was held up by an unsanctioned poultry protest. Geese, mostly. They're very organized this year."

Nell didn't respond. She pressed her forehead to the cold glass and watched the landscape shift from open countryside to the first scattered cottages of Noggins-on-Pear. The village name had always sounded like something from a children's book—whimsical, harmless, the sort of place where nothing particularly dreadful could happen.

Her life had taught her otherwise.

The Ministry bunting came into view first. Red and gold streamers drooped from every lamppost, limp in the damp air. Signs plastered across shop windows proclaimed: MIRACLE #1 – AUTHORIZED BY THE MINISTRY OF FESTIVE AFFAIRS. Smaller print beneath warned against unauthorized participation in festive activities without proper documentation.

The carriage slowed. Through the window, Nell could see the village green—or what remained of it. The recent snow melt had turned the ground into a churned-up mess of mud and trampled grass. A crowd had gathered near the center, bundled in coats and scarves, their breath misting in the cold. Behind them, the new partridge sanctuary rose like a bureaucratic fever dream: gleaming wire fencing, a pear orchard heavy with fruit, and a banner stretched across the entrance that read PARTRIDGE-IN-A-PEAR-TREE SANCTUARY: WHERE MIRACLES BEGIN (PERMIT #4472-A).

The smell hit her the moment the door opened—damp earth, overripe pears, and the distinct, aggressive scent of poultry.

"Right then." The driver hopped down, offering a hand she didn't take. "Best of luck with the miracle, miss."

Nell stepped onto the running board, her boot finding purchase on slick metal. She had one moment—one single, optimistic moment—where she thought she might make it to solid ground with dignity intact.

Then her heel caught the edge of the step.

She pitched forward. Her suitcase, balanced precariously on the seat behind her, tumbled after. The latch gave with a sound like a gunshot, and the contents exploded across the muddy road in a cascade of improbable disaster.

Nell landed on her knees in the muck. Around her, scattered like evidence of her life's poor choices: three flannel nightgowns, a dog-eared novel with a broken spine, two pairs of wool socks (unmatched), a half-empty tin of biscuits, and—because the universe had a sense of humor—six perfectly round pears that began rolling toward the crowd with the determination of fate itself.

Someone gasped. Several people laughed.

Nell stayed very still, her hands sinking into cold mud, and wished for a hole to open beneath her. The ground, unhelpfully, remained solid. This was exactly why she'd avoided Noggins-on-Pear for six months. Small towns had memories like elephants and gossip networks that would make the Foreign Office weep with envy. She'd known—known—that returning would mean spectacle. Public humiliation. The entire village watching her reunion with Marcus like it was dinner theater they'd paid admission for.

She just hadn't expected the opening act to involve quite this much mud.

"Nell Thistledown?" The voice sliced through the murmurs—sharp, delighted, lethal. "Is that you?"

She didn't have to look up to know. Mrs. Trill. Of course it was Mrs. Trill.

The woman materialized at Nell's side with the speed of someone who'd been monitoring the carriage's arrival from three streets away. She wore a hat that defied both gravity and taste—purple velvet, festooned with berries and what might have been a taxidermied sparrow—and her expression radiated the particular glee of someone about to ruin your day in public.

"Oh, dear." Mrs. Trill's hand fluttered to her chest, a gesture that fooled absolutely no one. "What a homecoming. And after such a difficult year, too. Didn't your ex-husband end up running this sanctuary?" She gestured toward the gleaming fences with one gloved finger. "I'm sure it won't be awkward at all."

Nell's jaw locked. She pushed herself upright, mud squelching beneath her palms. "Mrs. Trill. Lovely to see you."

"And you, dear. Though perhaps next time, try the door instead of the dramatic entrance?" Mrs. Trill's laugh tinkled like broken glass. She bent to retrieve one of the pears, turning it over with the air of someone examining evidence. "These are from the orchard, aren't they? Ministry property now. I do hope you have a receipt."

Before Nell could formulate a response that wouldn't result in assault charges, a new figure appeared. This one wore a Ministry lanyard, a clipboard, and an expression of aggressive cheerfulness that suggested either a recent promotion or a complete disconnection from reality.

"Miss Thistledown?" The staffer—young, male, with the sort of eager smile that made Nell's teeth ache—thrust the clipboard forward. "Welcome to Miracle Number One. I'm Trevor, your assigned Festive Compliance Officer. I'll need your signature here, here, and"—he flipped a page—"initial here confirming you understand the terms of authorized participation."

Nell stared at the clipboard. The forms were printed in triplicate, the text dense enough to qualify as a weapon. "I'm covered in mud."

"Yes." Trevor's smile didn't waver. "The Ministry appreciates your dedication to authenticity. Rural aesthetic is very in this year. Signature, please?"

A pear rolled past her boot. Nell watched it go, tracked its path toward the crowd, and saw—with the clarity of impending doom—exactly where it was heading.

The partridges had noticed.

Three of them, plump and brown with sharp little eyes, had waddled to the fence line. They pressed their beaks through the wire, focused with the intensity of prisoners planning an escape. One of them—the largest, with a distinctive rust-colored patch on its chest—fixed its gaze on Nell with what could only be described as accusation.

"The birds seem agitated," Nell said.

Trevor didn't look. "Oh, they're always like that before a miracle. Very method actors, partridges. Sign here?"

She signed. Her name came out as a muddy smear, which felt appropriate.

The moment the pen left the paper, the largest partridge let out a sound that fell somewhere between a honk and a battle cry. The others joined in—a cacophony of avian outrage that sent the crowd shuffling backward.

"Wonderful." Trevor made a notation on his clipboard. "Inter-species engagement. Very positive."

One of the partridges—not the large one, but a scrappier specimen with a bent tail feather—squeezed through a gap in the fence that definitely should not have existed. It made a beeline for Nell's scattered belongings, seized her wool scarf in its beak, and began dragging it back toward the sanctuary with the determination of a general claiming territory.

"That's mine," Nell said, more to herself than anyone else.

The partridge ignored her. So did Trevor, who was now writing furiously: Participant items successfully integrated into miracle ecosystem. Recommend commendation.

Mrs. Trill laughed again. "Oh, this is delightful. We should get a photograph."

Nell bent to gather her nightgowns, her novel, the biscuit tin that had somehow survived the fall. Around her, the crowd pressed closer—curious faces, whispers that carried too well in the cold air. Someone's child pointed at her mud-streaked coat. The town band, positioned near the sanctuary entrance, launched into "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen" with the sort of rhythmic uncertainty that suggested either very little practice or a coordinated act of protest.

She was shoving the last nightgown into her ruined suitcase when she felt it—that prickle at the back of her neck, the one that meant someone was watching.

Nell looked up.

Marcus stood on the far side of the green, half-hidden behind a Ministry banner. He wore the same waxed jacket he'd had for years, the one with the torn pocket she'd always meant to mend. His dark hair was longer than she remembered, curling over his collar in a way that would have driven him mad six months ago. He'd always hated when it got unruly.

Their eyes met. His widened—surprise, or maybe horror. Probably both.

Nell's stomach dropped. She'd known this moment was coming, had rehearsed seventeen different versions of what she'd say, how she'd stand, where she'd look. None of those versions involved her kneeling in mud surrounded by stolen pears and judgmental waterfowl. In none of them had the entire village been watching with the rapt attention of an audience at a particularly scandalous pantomime.

This was meant to be simple. One week. Get through the Ministry requirement. Avoid Marcus. Leave before Christmas Day, before the memories got too thick, before someone started asking when she'd "come to her senses" and move home for good.

The universe, clearly, had other plans.

Marcus started forward, then stopped. His mouth opened. Closed. He looked like a man drowning on dry land.

"Perfect timing!" Trevor appeared at Nell's elbow with the enthusiasm of someone who'd never read a room in his life. He waved Marcus over with broad, sweeping gestures. "Mr. Ashford! Excellent. We need the pre-miracle photo. Both authorized participants together, please."

"Oh, no—" Nell began.

"Ministry protocol," Trevor said, as if that explained everything. As if protocols were gravity and could not be defied. He positioned them together with the efficiency of someone arranging furniture, angling them toward the sanctuary gates. "Closer, please. We need to demonstrate collaborative miracle spirit."

Marcus moved like he was approaching a particularly unstable explosive. "Nell. I didn't—I mean, I thought you weren't—"

"Smile!" Trevor lifted an official-looking camera.

The flash went off. Nell's eyes watered. In her peripheral vision, she could see Marcus's hand hovering near her elbow, not quite touching, his face locked in an expression that might have been a smile if observed from a significant distance while squinting.

"Lovely," Trevor declared. "That'll go in the Ministry newsletter. Real festive synergy."

Marcus cleared his throat. "Nell, I wanted to—that is, we should probably—"

The words wouldn't come. Nell could see them jamming up behind his teeth, a pile-up of half-formed apologies and explanations that would help exactly nothing. Her own throat had gone tight. This was worse than she'd imagined. Worse than the mud, the suitcase, the public humiliation.

This was Marcus, looking at her like she was a problem he didn't know how to solve anymore.

"I should go." The words came out strangled. She grabbed for her suitcase, which chose that moment to split along the bottom seam, spilling her belongings back into the mud. "I need to—the partridges—"

It wasn't an excuse. It wasn't even a sentence. She fled anyway.

Behind her, she heard Trevor's voice: "Excellent improvisation! The spontaneity really sells the miracle narrative."

The sanctuary entrance loomed ahead—a wooden gate decorated with Ministry-approved holly and a sign warning that UNAUTHORIZED POULTRY INTERACTION MAY RESULT IN FINES AND/OR TEMPORARY SUSPENSION OF FESTIVE PRIVILEGES. A clerk in a Ministry vest stood guard, checking paperwork with the grim determination of someone defending a fortress.

Nell didn't slow down. She shoved her signed forms at the clerk, who glanced at them, at her mud-covered coat, and nodded her through with the weary recognition of someone who'd seen worse today.

The noise hit her first—not just the partridges, but geese, chickens, and what sounded like a very angry duck. The sanctuary spread out before her: rows of wooden coops, the pear orchard heavy with fruit, and in the center, a fenced enclosure where at least thirty partridges milled about with the restless energy of a crowd waiting for something to happen.

Or for something to go wrong.

The largest partridge—the one with the rust patch—stood at the fence line. It tracked her movement as she passed, head tilting with each step. Its eyes were black, bright, and deeply unsettling.

From somewhere behind it, a low honking sound rose and fell. Not partridges. Something else.

The clerk made a notation on his clipboard without looking up. "Miracle Number One opening—status: Proceeding."

Nell stood in the center of the path, mud-soaked and exhausted, and watched the partridge watch her back. It didn't blink. Didn't move. Just stared with the flat, patient gaze of something that knew exactly what was about to happen and had already judged her for it.

Somewhere in the orchard, a branch creaked. A pear thudded to the ground.

The partridge's head swiveled toward the sound, then back to Nell.

"This is fine," she muttered. "Everything is fine."

The partridge—because the universe wasn't done with her yet—opened its beak and let out a sound that was definitely, unmistakably, a laugh.
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