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Internal Memorandum—RESTRICTED
From: Edwina Pottle, Senior HR Compliance Officer, Hollygate Regional Office
To: All Staff
Re: Operation Amour Avian—Mandatory Participation Notice
Date: Monday, Week One of Festive Season Preparedness
Pursuant to Ministry Directive 447-B (Holiday Morale Enhancement Through Romantic Engagement), all staff are hereby required to participate in the Secret Admirer Letter Programme. Each employee will compose and submit one (1) anonymous love letter to be delivered via Ministry-approved Turtle Dove.

Non-compliance will be noted in your permanent file.

Doves will be distributed Monday morning. Letters must be deposited in the Official Dove Housing Unit by 10:00 hours. Delivery will commence at midday meal break.

This initiative has shown a 17% increase in workplace morale in trial regions. Romance is not optional.

—E. Pottle
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Chapter 1 – The Love Letter Mandate
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Sabrina Alder had seen a lot of terrible ideas come out of the Ministry's Hollygate regional office, but this one was going to make the highlight reel.

She pushed through the heavy double doors into the admin bullpen, arms loaded with file boxes that should have been digitized in 2003, and stopped dead. The smell hit first—burnt coffee, ancient copier toner, and something distinctly organic. Birdseed, maybe. Or bird-related consequences.

The bullpen looked the same as always: dingy beige walls, motivational posters about teamwork that nobody read, desk fans wrapped in sad tinsel, and windows so drafty they fogged on the inside. But today, someone had added a massive brass cage to the center of the room, right next to the copy machine. A hand-lettered sign hung from the top:

OFFICIAL TURTLE DOVE HOUSING (PROPERTY OF MINISTRY)

Inside the cage, at least a dozen white doves huddled on perches, cooing softly and eyeing the room with what looked like strategic intent.

"Oh no."

Sabrina set the boxes on her desk and stared. Her workspace—already cramped, already buried under half-finished requisition forms—had sprouted a new decoration overnight. A stack of pink Ministry envelopes sat squarely in the middle of her keyboard. And underneath the bottom envelope, glistening faintly in the fluorescent light, was a fresh smear of dove droppings.

She closed her eyes. Took a breath. The organic smell was stronger here.

"Good morning, Sabrina!"

The voice came from directly behind her, bright and relentless. Sabrina turned.

Edwina Pottle stood there, clipboard in hand, wearing a sweater embroidered with candy canes and an expression of maniacal cheer. She was short, round-faced, and had the kind of smile that made you check your pockets for missing items. Her hair was pulled into a bun so tight it looked like it hurt, and her Ministry ID badge gleamed like a tiny shield.

"Exciting day, isn't it?" Edwina tapped her pen against the clipboard. "Operation Amour Avian is officially underway."

Sabrina glanced at the doves. One of them had tilted its head and was watching her. "That's what we're calling it?"

"Ministry branding." Edwina's smile didn't waver. "We workshopped it for two weeks. 'Amour' tested very well with focus groups."

"Did the doves test well?"

"Wonderfully! Doves symbolize peace, love, and—" Edwina consulted her clipboard, "—'accessible holiday cheer for all income brackets.' Much more cost-effective than email."

Sabrina picked up one of the pink envelopes, holding it by the corner. "And these?"

"Love Letter Starter Kits. Each employee gets one. You'll write an anonymous note to a colleague of your choosing, seal it, and deposit it in the cage." Edwina gestured toward the brass monstrosity. "The doves will deliver them during lunch. It's very romantic."

"It's very unhygienic."

Edwina made a note on her clipboard. "I'll add that to your feedback file."

Sabrina set the envelope down. Carefully. "What if someone has allergies?"

"To love?"

"To birds."

Edwina's pen paused mid-tap. She looked at Sabrina with the kind of pity usually reserved for people who didn't understand tax forms. "The Ministry conducted a full health and safety review. Doves are hypoallergenic."

"That's not true."

"It's true enough." Edwina flipped a page on her clipboard and held it out. "Now, I need you to sign the Mandatory Participation Acknowledgment Form. Just here, at the bottom."

Sabrina scanned the form. It was single-spaced, printed in font so small it qualified as a vision test, and the heading read: I hereby agree to engage in romantic correspondence as mandated by Ministry policy and accept full responsibility for any avian-related incidents.

She looked up. "Avian-related incidents?"

"Standard liability clause." Edwina's smile brightened. "Nothing to worry about. Now, signature, please."

Sabrina stared at the form. At the doves. At the pink envelopes on her desk, one of which was definitely contaminated. Around the bullpen, other staff were arriving, each one pausing at the sight of the cage and then shuffling toward their desks with the resigned expressions of people who'd stopped asking questions years ago.

"What if I don't sign?"

Edwina's pen tapped twice, sharp and precise. "Non-compliance will be noted in your permanent file. That's a Ministry black mark, Sabrina. It affects your pension."

"My pension?"

"And your parking spot."

Sabrina's jaw tightened. She'd fought for three months to get the parking spot next to the side entrance. It was the only one that didn't flood when it rained.

She took the pen. Signed.

"Wonderful!" Edwina whisked the clipboard away and produced a small pamphlet from her cardigan pocket. "Here's your Love Letter Writing Guide. Tips include: 'Keep it light,' 'Avoid specifics that could identify you,' and 'Remember, workplace romance is a team sport.'"

Sabrina accepted the pamphlet. It had clip art of a dove holding an envelope in its beak. The dove looked smug.

"Letters must be deposited by ten o'clock," Edwina continued. "That gives you—" she checked her watch, "—forty-three minutes. Better get writing!"

She swept away, clipboard swinging, and descended on Stanley Bix, who was attempting to hide behind the water cooler.

Sabrina dropped into her desk chair and stared at the pink envelope. The birdseed smell was worse here. She could hear cooing from the cage, low and persistent, like the doves were plotting.

She opened the Love Letter Starter Kit.

Inside: one pink envelope (pre-smudged), one sheet of Ministry stationery with a border of tiny hearts, and a list of "Suggested Romantic Phrases." The first phrase on the list was: Your filing system makes my heart race.

She set the paper down. Rubbed her temples.

This was going to be a long week.

The next forty minutes passed in a blur of grudging compliance. Sabrina stared at the blank Ministry stationery, pen hovering, while around her the bullpen filled with the scratching of reluctant romance. Someone two desks over kept sighing like they were composing poetry. Stanley had his head down, scribbling furiously, which was concerning on multiple levels.

Sabrina wrote three sentences. None of them romantic. She addressed the envelope to "Occupant" and sealed it before she could second-guess the decision.

Edwina Pottle reappeared in the center of the bullpen and clapped her hands three times. The sound echoed off the beige walls. Everyone looked up.

"Attention, staff! It's time to release the doves!"

A murmur ran through the room. Sabrina glanced at Stanley, who was clutching his coffee mug like a lifeline. He mouthed, What?

She mouthed back, Just go with it.

Edwina climbed down from her perch—she'd been standing on a chair, apparently—and marched to the brass cage. She produced a key from her sweater pocket and unlocked the door with a flourish. "Let love take flight!"

She swung the door open.

For a moment, nothing happened. The doves sat on their perches, blinking. Then, as if someone had fired a starter pistol, they exploded out of the cage in a flurry of white feathers and panicked cooing.

Chaos erupted.

Two doves shot straight up and collided with the ceiling tiles. One veered left and knocked over a potted fern. Another landed on top of the copy machine, flapped its wings, and sent a spray of toner across the nearest desk. Someone screamed. Someone else laughed, high and slightly hysterical.

Stanley bolted for the copy room. A dove followed him.

Sabrina stayed in her chair, hands flat on her desk, and watched a dove land on her monitor. It cocked its head, looked directly at her, and cooed.

"I know," she said.

The dove blinked. Then it lifted its tail.

"No—"

Too late.

The next few minutes were a study in controlled disaster. Three doves remained loose, circling the room in lazy loops, while Edwina herded the rest back into the cage with a broom and what Sabrina could only describe as unhinged optimism. The copy machine now bore a dusting of white feathers and something wet. The fern was overturned. Stanley had locked himself in the copy room.

Edwina declared it "acceptable losses" and moved on to the next phase: letter collection.

She stood beside the brass cage, now half-full again, and waved people forward. "Confidential deposit! No peeking! Romance thrives on mystery!"

Sabrina approached with her envelope, sealed and unmarked. She dropped it into the cage.

Edwina beamed. "Excellent! The doves will deliver during lunch. Isn't this thrilling?"

"That's one word for it."

"I prefer 'festive.'" Edwina made a note on her clipboard. "Now, I need a volunteer to monitor the doves until delivery time. Someone responsible. Someone with attention to detail."

She looked directly at Sabrina.

"No."

"Perfect! Follow me."

Before Sabrina could protest, Edwina grabbed her elbow and steered her toward the copy room. The door was ajar, and inside, Stanley was crouched beside the copy machine, wielding a ruler like a sword. A dove sat on top of the paper tray, glaring at him.

"It won't move," Stanley said. "I tried everything. It just stares."

Edwina nudged Sabrina forward. "Sabrina will handle it. She's very good
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