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Interdepartmental Memo #CC-08
RE: Cocoa Miracle Authorization & Market Compliance
To: All Dairy Operations, Festival Coordinators, Beverage Inspectors
From: Deputy Under-Secretary for Hot Chocolate Oversight
Cocoa Miracle #8: All dairy production to be maximized for holiday cheer. Market manipulation strictly forbidden. All incidents to be reported via cowbell. Audit Division watching.

Compliance is mandatory. Joy is encouraged. Geese are en route.
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Chapter 1 – The Milk Shortage
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The whiteboard looked innocent enough from across the barn—just another scheduling grid covered in columns and abbreviations. Keeva Stang stepped closer, tugging the end of her braid over one shoulder as she scanned the rows. Tuesday's deliveries showed three "accidental" truck reassignments. Wednesday had a carefully timed cream spill at the bottling house. Thursday—the day before the Cocoa Festival—featured what she'd labeled in neat block letters as "Emergency Announcement (Fake)."

She tapped the marker against her palm. The plan was sound. Airtight, even. A little chaos, a little scarcity, and cocoa prices would do what they always did when milk got tight: shoot straight through the barn roof.

Behind her, the dairy hummed with its usual morning rhythm. Warm milk scent layered over hay and the faint tang of cocoa powder someone had spilled near the loading dock last week. The bottling house clanked and whirred. Eight maids moved through the yard in matching aprons—Ministry-issued, because of course the Ministry had shoved temps into her family business this year—prepping crates, checking inventory sheets, and generally making themselves useful in that forced, bureaucratic way that set Keeva's teeth on edge.

One of them was actually competent, which was the only reason this whole operation hadn't collapsed yet.

Keeva capped the marker and turned as Brianna Dekker appeared in the barn doorway, clipboard in hand, her expression set to "professional martyrdom." Brianna was tall, sharp-eyed, and clearly still processing the horror of her reassignment from Ministry event planning to dairy supervision. The metallic ribbons woven through her braids caught the early light as she stepped inside, and she was already chewing gum with the slow, deliberate rhythm of someone plotting revenge on her supervisor.

"Morning," Keeva said.

Brianna snapped the gum once. "We're rehearsing the speech, right? Because if I have to stand in front of the entire town and lie about milk shortages, I'm doing it with conviction."

"That's the spirit."

"I hate you."

"You'll hate the Ministry more when they dock your bonus for poor festival outcomes." Keeva crossed her arms, leaning one hip against the workbench. "How are the others doing?"

Brianna flipped a page on her clipboard. "Three are competent. Two are passable. One keeps putting the caps on backward, and the last two are—" She paused, her jaw working around the gum. "Let's say they're learning."

"Good enough." Keeva glanced at the whiteboard again. The first mishap was scheduled for this afternoon: a tanker rollover on the access road leading to the bakery district. No cows would be harmed. No actual milk would be lost. Just a very dramatic, very visible "accident" that would send the rumor mill into overdrive and the bakery owners into panic mode.

She'd already arranged for the truck to be in position. The driver knew his role. All that remained was the performance.

Brianna cleared her throat. "You want to run through the speech now, or are we waiting until I've had more coffee and developed a soul?"

"Now's fine."

They moved to the side office—a cramped room with a desk, two chairs, and a window overlooking the pasture where the cows grazed in blissful ignorance. Brianna set the clipboard down and pulled a folded paper from her pocket. Keeva recognized her own handwriting: the official statement she'd drafted last night over three cups of coffee and a growing sense of gleeful ambition.

Brianna unfolded it, skimmed the first line, and sighed. "You really wrote, 'We're doing everything we can to meet demand during this difficult time'?"

"It's perfect."

"It's shameless."

"Same thing." Keeva planted her hands on her hips. "Read it like you mean it. Concerned but professional. We're the victims here, not the masterminds."

Brianna's mouth twitched, almost a smile, and she straightened her posture. When she spoke, her voice shifted—smooth, earnest, with just enough tremor to sound genuinely distressed. "Ladies and gentlemen of the community, we at Stang Family Dairy want to assure you that we're doing everything we can to meet demand during this difficult time. Unfortunately, due to unforeseen complications in our supply chain—"

"Good. Keep going."

"—we're experiencing temporary shortages. We ask for your patience and understanding as we work around the clock to restore normal operations."

Keeva nodded. "Slower on 'around the clock.' Make them feel it."

Brianna repeated the line, dragging out each word like she was personally bearing the weight of the entire town's cocoa dreams. It was beautiful. Keeva could already see the headlines: Dairy Heiress Battles Crisis. Milk Shortage Threatens Festival. The Ministry would scramble, the bakery owners would panic, and cocoa prices would climb like they had wings.

"Perfect," Keeva said. "We'll release that tomorrow, right after the tanker incident."

Brianna folded the paper and tucked it back into her pocket. "You know this is going to backfire spectacularly, right?"

"Probably."

"And you're doing it anyway."

"Obviously." Keeva turned toward the window, watching the cows meander across the pasture. One of them—a large Holstein with a distinctive heart-shaped spot on her left flank—lifted her head and stared directly at the office. Miracle Molly. The herd's unofficial leader and the closest thing the dairy had to a union organizer.

Keeva tapped the glass. "Think the cows will care?"

"The cows," Brianna said flatly, "are going to unionize the second they figure out what you're doing."

"They're cows. They'll be fine."

Brianna snapped her gum again, louder this time, and left without another word.
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The tanker went over at two-thirty in the afternoon, right on schedule.

Keeva wasn't there to see it—plausible deniability and all—but she heard about it within fifteen minutes. The driver called first, breathless and only slightly apologetic, to confirm the truck was on its side and milk was "everywhere." Then Julie Penn from the bakery called, her voice climbing toward hysteria as she explained that her entire morning delivery was now decorating the access road and she had three hundred cocoa orders to fill by tomorrow.

Keeva put on her best concerned-citizen voice. "Oh no. Julie, I'm so sorry. We'll get another truck out as soon as—"

"There isn't time!" Julie's voice cracked. "The festival's in three days! Do you know how much cocoa I need? Do you know how many customers are going to show up expecting hot chocolate and gingerbread and—"

"We're doing everything we can," Keeva said, echoing the script she'd written for Brianna. "I promise, we'll figure this out."

She hung up and allowed herself a small, satisfied smile.

By three o'clock, the market was buzzing. Keeva made a point of wandering through the stalls, her flannel shirt sleeves rolled up, her boots crunching over gravel as she listened to the gossip spiral outward like ripples on a pond.

"Did you hear? Tanker overturned."

"All that milk, just gone."

"Julie's bakery's out of stock."

"Stock up now, before it's too late."

Keeva paused at the vegetable stand, pretending to inspect a bundle of carrots while the vendor's wife leaned in close to her friend.

"I heard the cows are next," the woman whispered. "Flu or something. Ministry's covering it up."

Keeva bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. She hadn't planted that rumor, but she wasn't about to correct it either.

By four o'clock, the bakery district was in full meltdown.

Keeva walked past Julie's shop and caught a glimpse through the window: customers three deep at the counter, Julie's face pale and flour-dusted as she tried to explain that no, she didn't have any milk, and no, she didn't know when the next delivery was coming. Someone in the back shouted about cocoa rationing, and a woman near the door clutched a bag of chocolate chips like they were gold bars.

Keeva kept walking. Her boots carried her past the bakery, past the small café where more people were gathered in tight, anxious clusters, and back toward the dairy. The sun was already sinking low, casting long shadows across the yard as she approached the bottling house.

Brianna was waiting by the door, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised. "Ministry's here."

"Already?"

"Lila Penn. She's inside doing inventory."

Keeva groaned. "Is every Penn in this town either kneading dough or kneading paperwork?"

"Apparently." Brianna pushed off the wall and fell into step beside her. "She's got forms. Lots of forms."

They found Lila in the cold storage room, surrounded by crates and clipboards, her oversized sweater dusted with what looked like cocoa powder. She didn't look up when they entered, just kept scribbling notes with one hand while adjusting her glasses with the other.

"Ms. Stang," Lila said, still writing. "We need to talk about your supply chain."

Keeva leaned against the doorframe. "What about it?"

"It's broken." Lila finally looked up, her expression flat. "One overturned tanker shouldn't cause a town-wide milk crisis, but here we are. So either your logistics are a disaster, or—" She paused, her pen tapping against the clipboard. "—someone's playing games."

Keeva kept











[image: ]





































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
"-EIGHT MAIDS -
" A-MILKING - -

i (the SYSTEM) s

A\ )/
- r
¢ 12 DISASTERs %
By F CHRISTMAS -

'VERITY FARCETT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





