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  Chapter One


Hero Joiglee squinted at the massive wooden sign carved with the gold embossed words Snake Moon Hill Orchard – Established 1873 and let out a long breath that puffed visibly in the crisp winter air. Behind him, boxes of holiday decorations, crates of beer, and a suspiciously quiet partridge in a gilded cage waited in his rented truck. Snow blanketed the sloping orchard, the delicate white layer contrasting with the dark, leafless pear trees stretching into the distance.
“Okay, Joiglee,” he muttered to himself, clapping his gloved hands together. “This is it. First gig for The Ultimate Christmas Experience. All I have to do is not screw it up.”
The idea of moving to Auroraquest had been simple: leave behind the testosterone-soaked, protein bar-fueled gym life, start fresh, and indulge in his long-time love of Christmas by helping others create the kind of magical holiday moments he remembered from his childhood. And yet, staring at the ornery orchard owner, Myrtle Barris, stomping toward him with her hands firmly planted on her hips, Hero wondered if he'd underestimated what "magical holiday moments" might entail.
“You’re late,” Myrtle barked, her voice carrying across the snow-packed ground. She was a wiry woman in her sixties, with cheeks as red as the plaid scarf she wore over a heavy coat. “The gala starts in three hours, and my heirloom tree is just sitting there, looking lonely.”
Hero forced a smile. “Don’t worry, Ms. Barris. By the time the guests arrive, your pear tree will be the centrepiece of a winter wonderland. And, uh...” He gestured to the cage in his truck bed. “There’s a partridge. For the tree. You know, to really drive the theme home.”
Myrtle squinted at the cage, unimpressed. “Is it gonna poop everywhere?”
“Nope! Well-trained. Totally professional. Not a feather out of place,” Hero lied, hoping the bird’s eerie stillness wasn’t a bad omen.
Myrtle grunted and gestured toward the barn, where a small, haphazardly assembled stage waited next to the historic pear tree. “Get it done. And don’t go messing with the tree. That thing’s been here since my great-grandpappy planted it. You break it, you’re buying a replacement—and those don’t come cheap.”
Hero gave her a thumbs-up, swallowing hard. “Got it! One magical orchard extravaganza coming right up.”

      [image: ]The partridge, Hero quickly realized, was not on board with his plans.
As he carried its cage to the pear tree, the bird flapped wildly, its wings banging against the bars. Hero set the cage down on a snow-dusted table and fiddled with the latch, muttering soothing words. “Alright, buddy, calm down. We’re just gonna—hey, hey, no biting!”
The partridge shot him a baleful glare before lunging at his gloved hand. Hero jerked back, toppling a nearby crate of Snake Moon Hill’s signature pear liquor bottles.
One bottle rolled free, its gold-and-green label catching the sunlight. Before Hero could retrieve it, the partridge let out a triumphant squawk, escaped the cage, and pecked the cork loose.
“Whoa, whoa, stop that!” Hero lunged for the bottle, but the partridge had already tipped it over, sloshing pear-scented liquor onto the stage. The bird hopped down, pecked at the puddle, and let out what Hero could only describe as a hiccup.
“Oh, no.”
He lunged for the bird, but it hopped out of his reach and his foot slipped in the puddle of liquor. Arms flailing, Hero crashed to the stage, landing heavily. The wood of the stage, made from old boards on liquor crates, cracked beneath him. Hero groaned and rolled to his side, rubbing his back. The partridge returned and began pecking the liquor again.
Hero glared at the bird, but spotted the leash the bird wrangler had promised to tie around its leg so it couldn’t fly away. Carefully, so as not to spook the uncooperative feathered fiend, Hero reached out and grabbed the leash.
“Ah ha! Now I’ve got you.” Hero tied the loose end of the leash to a crate and left the bird to finish setting up.
By the time Hero set up the stage and began decorating the pear tree, the partridge had escalated from "mischievous" to "fully inebriated." It squawked, stumbled across the stage, and flapped haphazardly at the ornaments Hero had hung as it tried to fly.
“Stay on the ground, you little menace!” Hero hissed as the partridge climbed the ladder he’d left leaning against the tree.
It was too late. The partridge, teetering like a drunken sailor, reached a particularly shiny ornament near the top of the tree and yanked it free. The next moments unfolded in slow motion: the ornament tumbled, bouncing from limb to limb, knocking into a string of fairy lights, which tugged at the fragile tree branches. The ladder wobbled, and with a sickening creak, the century-and-a-half-old pear tree leaned precariously before toppling into a pile of decorations with a crash and tinkle of broken glass ornaments, beer and pear liquor bottles.
Hero stood frozen, mouth agape, as the partridge squawked triumphantly from the top of the collapsed tree and stuck its beak in a broken beer bottle.
“WHAT IN THE NAME OF HOLLY JOLLY HELL JUST HAPPENED?” Myrtle’s screech made Hero wince.

      [image: ]Just as Hero was about to try (and fail) to explain the utter disaster, a new voice cut through the scene.
“Dixie Hellyah, Animal Control. Someone reported a disturbance.”
Hero turned to see a woman walking towards him, a green pickup truck with “Town of Auroraquest” emblazoned on the side behind her. She was tall and athletic, her fire-red hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail. A khaki jacket with a badge made her look official, but the amused smirk tugging at her lips said she’d seen worse than a drunk bird.
“Did I miss a barnyard brawl?” she asked, taking in the toppled pear tree, the broken ornaments, and the squawking partridge now attempting to fight a tangled strand of fairy lights that ensnared it.
Hero sighed. “You missed the part where the partridge got drunk and destroyed Christmas.”
Dixie Hellyah raised an eyebrow. “Christmas and the town’s most prized heirloom tree? That’s an impressive combo. Are you on a mission to get banned from Auroraquest?”
“Not intentionally,” Hero muttered.
Dixie strode toward the partridge, pulling on a pair of gloves. “Let me guess. You thought a wild bird would make a great decoration for your little holiday gig.”
Hero bristled. “It’s not a wild bird. It’s, uh, semi-domesticated. A real professional.”
Dixie snorted as she expertly snatched the partridge out of the mess of fairy lights. “Sure. Professional enough to chug booze like a frat boy.”
Hero looked at the drunk bird. “Well, there is that,” he agreed glumly.






  
  Chapter Two


Hero rubbed the back of his neck, feeling Myrtle’s glare boring into him like an angry drill sergeant assessing a failed recruit. Dixie, meanwhile, held the partridge at arm’s length, inspecting it with the same detached professionalism she might have for a rogue raccoon. 
“Well?” Myrtle demanded, gesturing wildly at the wreckage. “What have you got to say for yourself?”
“I—uh—well, you see,” Hero stammered, gesturing weakly at the partridge now blinking woozily in Dixie’s hands. “The partridge... it... wasn’t supposed to get drunk?”
“WASN’T SUPPOSED TO?” Myrtle shrieked. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? That tree was—was—” She choked on the words, waving a trembling hand at the toppled pear tree like it was a dearly departed loved one. “It was a part of the family!”
“Look,” Hero said, holding up his hands defensively. “I can fix this. I’ll, uh, buy a new tree! We’ll make it a—”
“Don’t you dare finish that sentence with ‘a Christmas miracle,’” Myrtle snapped. “Do you have any idea how rare that tree was? It was the heart of Snake Moon Hill Orchard! The first pear tree ever planted here. Historical significance, Mr. Joiglee!”
Hero winced and glanced at Dixie, hoping for an ally. She raised one eyebrow in a way that somehow managed to be both amused and pitying.
“Well,” Dixie drawled, inspecting the partridge’s beak, “at least the bird seems to have survived its little bender. Though I wouldn’t recommend letting it near liquor again unless you want to add ‘animal cruelty’ to your list of charges today.”
Hero blanched. “Charges?”
“Relax,” Dixie said with a smirk. “You’ll get off with a warning... this time. But if this bird’s got alcohol poisoning, it’s coming out of your Christmas Experience budget.”
“It’s fine,” Hero muttered, crossing his arms defensively. “Just a little tipsy. Happens to the best of us.”
“Yeah?” Dixie tilted her head. “And do the best of us also try to fight Christmas decorations?”
Hero opened his mouth, then shut it again. There wasn’t really a good comeback to that. Anything he could say would only make things worse.

      [image: ]As Dixie moved toward her truck, the partridge still squawking indignantly in her grip, Myrtle let out another growl of frustration. “This gala is ruined! You hear me? Ruined!”
Before Hero could respond, Dixie turned back, her expression suddenly thoughtful. “Hold on a second,” she said, gesturing to the fallen pear tree. “That spot there—on the trunk. That doesn’t look right.”
Hero and Myrtle followed her gaze. At the base of the tree, where the trunk had splintered from the fall, was a patch of bark that looked oddly mottled and discoloured. Dixie crouched to get a closer look, carefully setting the partridge in the small carrying crate it had come with.
“That’s strange,” Dixie murmured, running her gloved fingers over the exposed wood. “Could be... fungal rot? Or maybe a pest infestation. Hard to tell without a closer inspection.”
Myrtle leaned in, her scowl fading into a look of concern. “Fungal rot? But that tree’s been healthy for decades!”
“Until it wasn’t,” Dixie said matter-of-factly. She straightened and dusted off her gloves. “You’re lucky it fell. If whatever this is had spread to your other trees, you’d be looking at an orchard-wide disaster.”
Hero seized on this opportunity like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver. “See? Maybe this isn’t a total disaster after all! I mean, sure, the tree’s down, but—”
“Don’t even try to spin this as a good thing, Joiglee,” Myrtle interrupted. But her voice was less sharp now, tinged with a reluctant acknowledgment. She straightened and sighed. “I guess I’d better call in my arborist. She’s on holidays, but at least she’ll know what to do when she gets back. If there’s a disease in my orchard, we’ll need to act fast.”
Dixie gave Hero a sly look. “Looks like your little fiasco might’ve saved the day. Or the orchard, at least.”
Hero blinked. “Wait, really?”
“Don’t get too excited,” Dixie said, smirking. “You’re still on the hook for that tree. But hey—glass half full, right?”
Myrtle muttered something about “newfangled party planners” and stomped off toward the barn, pulling out her phone to make the necessary calls.

      [image: ]Hero turned back to Dixie, who was carefully securing the partridge crate in her truck bed. “So, uh... thanks,” he said awkwardly. “For, you know, not writing me up or whatever.”
Dixie glanced at him over her shoulder. “Don’t thank me yet. I’ll be keeping an eye on you, Joiglee. This isn’t the first time a well-meaning newbie’s caused chaos in Auroraquest.”
“Hey, I’m not just a newbie,” Hero said, trying for a grin. “I’m an innovator. A creative genius. A—”
“A man who thought a drunk partridge was a good idea,” Dixie interrupted, laughing. 
“For the record, I thought a partridge in a pear tree was a good idea, not a drunken bird on a rampage,” he smiled at her.
She climbed into the truck and started the engine. “Try not to burn the town down before Christmas, alright?”
Hero watched her go, torn between frustration at her sarcasm and an undeniable admiration for the way she handled the situation.
“Well,” he muttered to himself, turning back to the mess. “At least she smiled at me.”
“Joiglee! Get your buns of steel over here and clean up this mess!” Myrtle, back from the barn yelled at him. “We still have an anniversary gala to put on!”
“Yes, Ma’am!” Hero replied, wondering if they could move things inside the barn and salvage the event and his reputation






  
  Chapter Three


Hero took a deep breath, scanning the wreckage of toppled decorations, broken liquor bottles, booze staining the stage and making slush of the surrounding snow and the splintered pear tree. Snow had begun falling again, dusting the chaos with a deceptive layer of pristine beauty, hiding the damage. 
“Okay, Joiglee,” he muttered to himself, rubbing his hands together for warmth. “Time to channel some holiday magic and save the day.”
He turned to Myrtle, who was pacing in front of the barn, barking into her phone. Every few steps, she shot him a glare that could freeze molten lava.
“No, Carol, we can’t cancel the gala,” Myrtle snapped. “If we do, we’ll lose the sponsors for next year! I don’t care if the tree’s toast. I’ve got a barn full of lights, a caterer on the way, and a hundred guests expecting mulled cider, seasonal cheer and a jolly good time!” She paused, listening to the voice on the other end of the line, before throwing her free hand in the air. “Then call Frank and tell him to get over here with his chainsaw. We’ll cut up what’s left of the tree and make firewood.”
Hero flinched at the venom in her tone and decided it was best to approach cautiously. “Uh, Ms. Barris? About the gala...”
“What?” Myrtle snapped, her eyes narrowing.
“I was thinking,” Hero began, his voice deliberately calm, “since a gathering around the tree’s, um, no longer an option, maybe we could move everything into the barn? I can set up the decorations there. It’ll be cozy, festive, and—best of all—protected from any more partridge-related mishaps.”
Myrtle tapped her foot, considering. “And how exactly do you plan to make it ‘festive’ without my tree? I didn’t get a traditional pine tree for this event. That pear tree was the centrepiece of the whole event!”
Hero hesitated, racking his brain for an idea. Then he spotted a stack of old wooden crates piled against the barn wall, their worn surfaces embossed with Snake Moon Hill’s signature pear logo.
“What if,” he said, pointing at the crates, “we built a tree? You know, out of those.”
Myrtle raised an eyebrow. “A tree made of crates?”
“Sure,” Hero nodded, warming to the idea. “We could stack them in a pyramid, wrap them in fairy lights, I mean the ones the partridge didn’t destroy and decorate them with ornaments. It’d be rustic, unique, and—it’ll highlight the history of the orchard. Plus, no one else will have anything like it.” He gave her a sly glance. “Especially not the competition in the next town.”
Myrtle pursed her lips, clearly torn between skepticism and the desperate need for a solution. “Fine,” she said finally. “But if it looks stupid, I’m telling everyone it was your idea.”
“Deal!” Hero grinned, already pulling his gloves back on.

      [image: ]An hour later, Hero stood back to admire the makeshift tree. The pyramid of crates had come together surprisingly well, thanks in part to Myrtle’s detailed knowledge of their history. Each aged wooden crate had been carefully chosen to feature the orchard’s vintage logos, with the oldest crate placed at the top like the Christmas Star on a traditional tree. Strings of twinkling fairy lights wound around the structure, casting a warm glow that reflected off the ornaments salvaged from the wreckage. Hero had draped the remaining lights along the barn beams above them.
The trestle tables were arranged along one wall and covered with rustic tablecloths. Hero finished setting them up just as the caterers arrived. He and Myrtle worked feverishly to bring the straw bale seating inside from where it had originally been arranged around the pear tree. They brushed the thin layer of snow off, and Myrtle found some antique burlap feed sacks to cover the bales to keep anyone sitting on them dry.
Finally, just as the first guests arrived, everything was ready.
Myrtle crossed her arms, nodding grudgingly. “It’s not half bad.”
“Thanks,” Hero said, admiring their work. “And I added a few bottles of your pear liquor as ornaments, you know, to tie it all together.” He pointed out where he had tied bottles to the rafters and the crates of the makeshift Christmas tree.
Myrtle snorted. “Just make sure no one drinks them. I don’t need any more drunk wildlife tonight. Feathered or otherwise.”

      [image: ]As more guests began arriving and marvelling at the wonderland the orchard’s barn had become, Hero felt the tension in his chest slowly start to ease. The barn’s cozy atmosphere, combined with the glowing crate tree, charmed the crowd, and the caterers had transformed one corner into a tempting spread of pear-themed treats.
“Nice save,” Myrtle muttered as she brought him a warm mug of cider. “But you’d better hope this goodwill lasts, Joiglee. Auroraquest folks have long memories, and I’d hate for your Christmas Experience to be remembered as the ‘partridge disaster.’”
Hero chuckled nervously, but before he could respond, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out to find a text from an unknown number.
Dixie Hellyah:
 Your bird’s sobered up. Thought you’d like to know.


Hero blinked, caught off guard by the unexpected message. Before he could think of a reply, another text appeared.
P.S. Your idea for the crate tree? Not bad. Almost makes up for the whole ‘destroying the orchard’s legacy’ thing.


Hero grinned, typing back a quick response.
Hero Joiglee:
 Glad you approve. Just let me know if you need tips for future galas.


He looked around, hoping to spot the flame-haired Animal Control officer, but didn’t see her.
Hero Joiglee:

You here?


Dixie  Hellyah:

No, but a friend sent me a picture. Congrats on the save. Myrtle isn’t easy to please once you make her mad, but you’ve done it!


He stared at the screen for a moment, then slipped the phone back into his pocket, a warm feeling spreading through his chest.
For the first time all day, he felt like maybe—just maybe—this whole Christmas Experience thing might actually work out.






  
  Chapter Four


By the time the gala reached full swing, the barn was alive with laughter and music. Guests sipped mulled cider, what beer and pear liquor was left after the partridge fiasco and nibbled on pear tarts, their conversations punctuated by the occasional appreciative comment about the unusual crate tree. Myrtle, for all her initial skepticism, seemed to revel in the event’s success, holding court near the cider station as she regaled guests with tales of Snake Moon Hill’s storied past. 
Hero lingered near the barn’s entrance, taking a moment to catch his breath. His arms ached from hauling decorations, and he was pretty sure he still smelled faintly of pear liquor, but the sight of the guests enjoying themselves made it all worth it.
“Well,” Myrtle said, appearing at his side, “you didn’t burn the place down. That’s something.”
“High praise,” Hero replied with a tired smile.
Myrtle smirked. “Don’t let it go to your head. But... I’ll admit, the crate tree was a nice touch. Not what I wanted, but it worked.”
“Thanks, Ms. Barris,” Hero said, genuinely touched. “I appreciate that.”
“Just don’t expect me to call you for the next event,” she added with a wink. “I think I’ve had my fill of drama for one season.”
Hero chuckled as Myrtle wandered off to join a group of guests, her laughter ringing out above the music.

      [image: ]As the evening wound down, Hero found himself sweeping the barn floor, the guests having slowly trickled out into the snowy night. The makeshift tree still stood proudly in the center of the room, its lights casting soft shadows across the walls.
His phone buzzed again, and he pulled it out, smiling when he saw the now-familiar number.
Dixie Hellyah:
 Heard the gala wasn’t a total disaster. Congrats. Guess I won’t need to bail you out of jail this time.


Hero laughed, shaking his head as he typed back.
Hero Joiglee:
 Glad to keep my streak alive. Next time, I promise no drunk birds. Maybe.


Her response came almost instantly.
Dixie Hellyah:

Looking forward to seeing how you mess up next time.


He stared at the message for a moment, the playful tone making his grin widen.
“Next time, huh?” he murmured to himself, feeling pleased at the prospect and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

      [image: ]As he locked up the barn and stepped into the cold night air, Hero took a deep breath, the scent of snow and pine filling his lungs. The stars glittered above, and the distant sound of carolers drifted through the town.
Sure, his first event hadn’t gone as planned. But it had worked out in its own chaotic way. And maybe, just maybe, he would find his place here in Auroraquest.
Hero glanced toward the darkened streets, imagining Dixie out there somewhere, probably dealing with some equally ridiculous animal-related crisis. He chuckled to himself.
“Here’s to surviving the next one,” he said, pulling his coat tighter and heading toward his truck.
Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but tonight? Tonight felt like a win.
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  Chapter One


Hero Joiglee gripped the steering wheel of his new to him used van, squinting through the frosted windshield as he pulled into the gravel driveway of a small, ramshackle farm just outside Auroraquest. A hand-painted sign nailed to the fence read: BIRDS ‘R’ US—UNIQUE AVIAN EXPERIENCES AND RENTALS. Below it, a smaller sign had been added in scrawled black marker: NO RETURNS—ALL SALES FINAL.
“This still does not inspire confidence,” Hero muttered, shutting off the engine.
He stepped out into the biting December wind, pulling his coat tighter and hunching his neck into his coat like a turtle. It was colder out here surrounded by fields where the wind could pick up speed than it had been back in town. The farm looked like a Christmas card someone had doodled over in crayon—picturesque snow-covered fields dotted with rusted machinery, sagging fences, and a variety of clucking, squawking, and honking birds. A trio of geese strutted past, eyeing Hero with disdain.
“Hero Joiglee!” A voice boomed from the barn. “The man with the Christmas plan! Good to see you again.”
Hero turned to see a tall, wiry man with a bushy mustache and a wide grin approaching, his hand extended in greeting. He wore a tattered coat and a wool hat with furry ear flaps, and Hero recognized him immediately as Roy, the bird wrangler who’d supplied the now-infamous partridge with a serious drinking problem.
“Roy,” Hero said, shaking the man’s hand. “Thanks for agreeing to this last-minute rental.”
“No problem,” Roy replied, his grin widening. “Heard all about the partridge incident from Dixie Hellyah when she brought him back. Gotta say, I ain’t laughed that hard in years!”
Hero winced. “Yeah, about that. Turns out your bird has a thing for booze.”
Roy let out a booming laugh. “Old Thumpy? Oh yeah, he’s got a beak for the sauce, that one. Should’ve warned you to keep the liquor locked up, but hey—live and learn, right?”
“Right,” Hero muttered, silently vowing to never trust Roy’s judgment again.
“Anyway,” Roy continued, clapping Hero on the shoulder, “you’re here for the turtle doves. Got ’em all ready for you. Real beauties, these two. Symbol of love, devotion and all that jazz. Perfect for a wedding.”
Hero followed Roy to a small coop near the barn, where two innocent-looking white doves perched on a wooden roost, their feathers gleaming like freshly fallen snow. They cooed softly, tilting their heads as Hero approached.
“They’re... calm,” Hero said cautiously, remembering Thumpy’s erratic behaviour.
“Oh, these guys are tame as can be,” Roy assured him. “Wings are clipped, too, so no flying off and causing trouble.”
Hero frowned. “And no weird habits I should know about? No drinking, fighting, or... partridge-level mischief?”
Roy chuckled. “Nah, they’re perfect angels. Well, except for a little curiosity. They like shiny things. But that’s normal for birds.”
Hero nodded, deciding not to overthink it. “Alright. Let’s get them packed up.”
Roy handed Hero a small travel cage with the doves inside, then leaned in conspiratorially. “So, you attaching the wedding rings to them, huh? Fancy.”
“That’s the plan,” Hero said, holding the cage carefully. “They’re supposed to fly—well, walk now—down the aisle and deliver the rings to the couple. The bride said she saw it in a dream when she was a little girl and she just knew she would always have doves deliver the rings at her wedding.”
“Romantic!” Roy declared. “You’ll knock their socks off, Joiglee. You got the rings?”
Hero took the ring box from his pocket. “Yup. How are we going to attach them?”
Roy opened the cage and took one of the birds out. “Give me a ring.” 
Hero fumbled the box open. Roy smiled as he gazed down at the rings. 
“They are nice.” He took a ring and using a small, padded twist tie, soon had the ring attached to the bird. It shook its leg at the unfamiliar sensation but settled down almost immediately. Roy repeated the procedure with the second ring and bird.
“There you go. Nothing to it. They are dressed and ready for the big event.”
“Thanks again,” Hero said as he carried them to the van, setting them on the backseat and strapping the cage in.
“No problem. Just remember: don’t let the little one out of your sight. She’s sneaky.”
Hero froze. “Which one’s the little one?” As far as he could tell before Roy unceremoniously loaded them into the crate, they were the same size.
Roy just grinned, giving Hero a cheerful wave as he climbed into the van.

      [image: ]The drive back to Auroraquest was uneventful, but Hero couldn’t shake the feeling that he was hurtling toward another disaster. Roy’s last grin had seemed more than a little shifty and the memory of it was making him nervous. Still, he was determined to make this wedding perfect and prove that he wasn’t just a walking disaster. After the partridge fiasco, he needed a win—not just for his reputation, but for himself.
By the time he arrived at the Town Hall set squarely in the centre of Auroraquest, it had been transformed into a winter wonderland. Sparkling lights framed the windows, snowflake garlands hung from the ceiling, and an enormous Christmas tree stood in one corner, its branches glittering with ornaments. Fake snowscapes adorned every last window.
Hero parked the rattly old van in the back of the building. He jumped out of the driver’s seat and grabbed the cage to head inside. In his hurry, he slipped on a patch of black ice. His feet skittered and as he tried to regain his balance, his arms flailed, sending the doves slamming around inside the cage as the cage banged into the side of the van. 
The instant he had his balance back, he hugged the cage close to peer inside. The doves stared back at him, but didn’t seem to be injured, just a little ruffled. The rings were still securely attached to their legs and everything, as far as he could tell anyway, looked fine.
He glanced around quickly to make sure no one had noticed his near miss. With a sigh, relieved no one was in the parking lot to witness his rough handling of the delicate birds, he carefully hurried the rest of the way to the back door and inside the Town Hall.
Hero set the doves’ cage on a table near the altar, glad he wouldn’t have to attach the rings later. Right now, there was still decorating to do—and everything needed to be flawless.
He turned to grab a box of ribbons to tie to the chairs, but before he could take a step, a small, mischievous laugh caught his attention.
“Whatcha doin’, mister?”
Hero turned to see a boy of about five years old standing by the table, his eyes wide with curiosity. He had a mop of curly hair and a grin that suggested trouble was his middle name and possibly his first.
“Hi there,” Hero said cautiously. “You must be the groom’s son.”
The boy nodded. “I’m Timmy. Are those birds for the wedding?” The boy climbed up on a chair next to the table so he could see into the cage better.
“They are,” Hero said, smiling. “They’re very special, so we have to be gentle with them, okay?”
Timmy’s eyes lit up. “Can I see them?”
Hero hesitated. “Well, maybe later—“
But Timmy had already unlatched the cage.
“Wait, no—!” Hero lunged, but it was too late.
With a flutter of wings and a chorus of startled coos, the turtle doves burst from the cage, soaring into the rafters and disappearing among the decorations.
Hero stared in horror as Timmy giggled. “Oops.”






  
  Chapter Two


Hero froze for a split second, staring up at the rafters where the two doves perched, their white feathers nearly blending in with the snowflake garlands strung between the beams. His heart thudded as one of them hopped along a garland, cooing softly, the glittering wedding ring on its leg catching the light. 
“Oh, no, no, no,” Hero muttered.
Timmy, still standing on the chair, leaned back and folded his arms. “You’re not very good at keeping birds in cages, mister.”
Hero shot him a look. “Not helping, Timmy.”
He glanced around the hall, searching for something—anything—that could help him corral the birds. A broom leaned against the wall near the kitchen door, and Hero grabbed it, wielding it like a makeshift shepherd’s crook.
“Okay,” he muttered to himself. “I’ve got this. Just nudge them down gently. No sudden movements.”
He climbed onto the same chair Timmy had been using, wobbling slightly as he extended the broom toward the nearest dove. The bird cocked its head at him, unimpressed, before hopping to another beam just out of reach.
“Seriously?” Hero muttered, shifting his weight and stretching further.
The second dove fluttered its wings and took off, swooping low over the altar before landing on the Christmas tree in the corner. Ornaments jingled and swung dangerously as the bird settled onto a branch. 
Hero groaned as he had visions of the partridge and the pear tree. He did not want a repeat of that fiasco. His grip tightened on the broom and wished it was a net.
Timmy giggled. “You’re not very good at this either, mister.”
“Timmy,” Hero said through gritted teeth, “why don’t you go find your mom or dad and tell them the birds are loose?”
Timmy shrugged. “Okay.” He hopped down from the chair and trotted off, humming “Jingle Bells” under his breath.
“Great,” Hero muttered. “I’ll just handle this myself. I’m a problem solver, it’s what I do. I solve problems. Nothing to it. How hard can it be to catch a couple of little birds.”

      [image: ]Over the next ten minutes, Hero’s attempts to catch the doves went from bad to worse, and he discovered just how hard it was to catch two little birds.
First, he tried shaking the broom at the bird perched on the Christmas tree. Instead of flying down, it climbed higher, jostling a glittery angel topper that toppled and shattered on the floor. Hero swore the dang thing laughed at him.
“Perfect,” Hero muttered, wincing at the sound of crunching glass as he stepped closer.
Next, he tried luring the birds with a handful of breadcrumbs from the caterer’s supply table. The doves, apparently unimpressed by his offering, remained firmly out of reach. Hero’s frustration mounted as crumbs spilled across the pristine white tablecloth.
Finally, in a moment of desperation, he grabbed a decorative snowflake garland and fashioned it into a makeshift lasso. He climbed onto a table for better reach, swinging the garland overhead like a cowboy.
“Alright, you little troublemakers,” he muttered, narrowing his eyes at the birds. “Time to—whoa!”
The table wobbled under his weight, and Hero toppled backward, landing in a heap of ribbon and cans of fake snow. The top popped off one can and sprayed fake snow all over his face, in his mouth and up his nose, making him choke and sputter as he tried to get back on his feet.

      [image: ]“WHAT on earth is going on in here?”
Hero looked up from the floor to see the bride, a tall woman with perfectly coiffed blonde hair and a dress straight out of a Victorian fairytale, standing in the doorway. Her eyes widened as she took in the mess—crumbs on the table, broken ornaments on the floor, The Christmas tree listing dangerously to one side on the verge of collapse and Hero sprawled among the wreckage with a snowflake garland tangled around his shoulders covered in fake snow.
“Uh...” Hero struggled to his feet, brushing fake snow off his coat and wiping it from his eyes. He had to resist the urge to spit out the fake snow. It would be a bad idea to spit on the floor in front of the bride. “Small hiccup. Nothing to worry about.”
The bride’s eyes narrowed. “Where are the doves?”
Hero hesitated, pointing toward the rafters where one bird still perched. The other was now nestled comfortably on the altar, its beady eyes fixed on Hero as if daring him to try again.
“And... the rings?” the bride asked, her voice dangerously calm.
Hero winced. “Still attached. I’ve got it under control, I swear.”
The bride pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’d better. If my doves don’t deliver those rings on time, you’re going to wish you’d never set foot in Auroraquest.”
She turned on her heel and marched back out, leaving Hero to mutter under his breath as he glared at the dove tantalizingly close on the altar, “I’m already starting to feel that way.”

      [image: ]A door creaked open at the back of the hall, and Hero turned just in time to see one of the caterers step inside, balancing a towering tray of hors d’oeuvres.
“Wait—don’t—!” Hero’s warning came too late.
The second dove, startled by the noise, took off from the altar and swooped low over the caterer’s head. The poor man ducked instinctively, sending the tray of mini quiches flying. Hors d’oeuvres rained down in every direction, splattering the floor and narrowly missing Hero’s boots.
Hero was glad that it was only a single tray of hors d’oeuvres that had been lost and not the wedding cake.
The caterer looked up, horrified. “What was that?”
“A dove,” Hero said grimly. “A very expensive dove. Whatever you do, keep the wedding cake safe.”
The caterer saluted and retreated back into the kitchen to spread the word.
The bird circled the hall once before landing on the chandelier above the dance floor.
Hero sighed, rubbing his temples. “Okay, Joiglee. Time for Plan D.”
As he reached for his phone to call Dixie, he muttered to himself, “Why couldn’t it have been pigeons? No one cares if you lose a couple of pigeons.”






  
  Chapter Three


Hero’s fingers hovered over the phone’s screen, hesitating. Calling Dixie felt like admitting defeat. After the partridge incident, he could already imagine the smirk on her face when she saw the state of things—and he wasn’t sure he could handle another round of her sarcastic commentary. 
But the chandelier bird shifted slightly, causing the light fixture to sway precariously, and Hero knew he didn’t have a choice.
With a resigned sigh, he tapped her number.
The phone barely rang once before Dixie answered. “Dixie Hellyah, Animal Control. Who’s terrorizing the local wildlife now?”
“Uh, hi, Dixie. It’s Hero, Hero Joiglee,” he said, cringing at how pathetic he sounded. “I need... help.”
There was a pause, and then a laugh. “Oh, this oughta be good. Let me guess: more drunken birds?”
“Not exactly,” Hero muttered, glancing at the doves. One was preening itself on the chandelier while the other cooed smugly from its perch on a rafter. “They’re sober. Just... uncooperative.”
“I’m intrigued. Where are you?”
“Town Hall. And, uh... you might want to bring a net.” Hero felt something plop onto his shoulder. He looked and groaned. He glared up at the dove on the chandelier and he swore it was laughing about pooping on him. “And a tranquillizer gun.”
Dixie laughed. “I’m sure it’s not that bad. I’ll be there in five.”

      [image: ]It didn’t take long for Dixie to arrive. Hero was crouched on the floor

      [image: ]
      [image: ]
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