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      It’s hard being the PA for the Holiday Spirit. Julian is more dedicated than most and knows the job inside and out. But that doesn’t mean he’ll still have a job when the new Holiday Spirit is elected. It also doesn't mean he’s immune to the—cough—charms of the office, but that's a whole other problem.
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      “It’s happening. It’s happening!”

      White puffs of smoke chugged heart-shaped from the candy-striped chimney of the Council building. The sky filled with them quickly, thick as meringue.

      “Oh my God.” Rowan’s voice was breathy, awed. “They’ve chosen.” Her black-painted lips twitched at the corners, a slick almost-smile.

      Julian only stared out his office window as the first of the celebratory snowflakes began to fall. Cheers rose from the spectators who’d held vigil down in the main courtyard; a fanfare broke loose from somewhere, and drums rose to match it.

      A new Holiday Spirit had been selected.

      Celebration erupted around the North Pole. Streamers flew from high windows. Song broke out. Laughter rang. Tonight, there’d be fireworks. Julian knew, because he’d arranged for them. And the ball. And the banquet. And pretty much everything else, right down to choosing the color scheme for the new Spirit’s quarters and—

      Crap. He’d forgotten to stock the Spirit’s fridge. He made a mental note to send a memo to the office gnomes.

      “Aw, lighten up, Jules.”

      Julian blinked up at Biff and shook his head. “Oh! No, no. I didn’t mean about…” He flailed a little at the festivities down in the courtyard.

      “Sure, sure.” Biff knocked Julian on the shoulder and gave him a bright grin full of disgustingly straight white teeth, complete with an almost subaudible ding when the light sparked off an incisor. He even smelled like pumpkin spice. Then again, so did everything this time of year.

      But still.

      Everyone had a scent, one that seeped out and spread like pheromones during high emotion. Biff was pumpkin spice, because of course he was. Rowan was brimstone, because she was dramatic like that.

      Julian’s scent, clichéd as it was, was cinnamon. He hoped neither Rowan nor Biff would notice there wasn’t a whiff of it at the moment. Rowan rarely smelled of brimstone because she was Rowan, and she didn’t do excited, except in ways Julian wanted nothing to do with. Biff’s excitement at the selection of the new Holiday Spirit, on the other hand, was, quite literally, palpable. Julian’s should be too.

      What was wrong with him? He used to have so much Holiday Spirit, Rowan would tell him he smelled like a tart, and he was never really sure if she meant the pastry kind. Now, though… Well. Julian hadn’t smelled of cinnamon in quite a long time.

      “Don’t look so glum.” Biff flashed another of his perfect grins and clapped Julian on the back so hard he almost went through the window. “This guy’s gotta be better than the last Spirit, right?”

      Well. That was true.

      Not that Julian would speak ill or anything. But being the PA—and babysitter, and general dogsbody—for the last Holiday Spirit had been rather… Um. Exhausting was probably a good word. Disappointing. Depressing. And really, the North Pole didn’t do depressing.

      “Kringle on a crutch, I hope so.” Rowan rolled her eyes and turned from the window. “All the gods and goddesses spare us from another PR nightmare like the last Spirit.”

      As the Director of PR and Marketing, Rowan had intimate insight into just how difficult the last Spirit had made it on holidays in general.

      “Oh, you didn’t make out so bad.” Biff helped himself to a cup of cocoa from the hot plate on the corner of Julian’s desk. He stirred it with a peppermint stick and said, “It got your Witches’ Council recognized as full contributors, didn’t it? All your little ghouls and things can run about all year long now, not just in October.”

      “They’re not things,” Rowan snapped, protective of her minions, as always. “They have names, you know, and ghoul is only one among many. Goblins are now the majority, for your information, and the zombies have made great strides in their nonviolence stance since Julian put in the ‘no biting’ policy.” She huffed. “Not that your cis Elf privilege looks beyond the colors red and green.”

      “Hey, just because I was born Elf doesn’t mean I’m some kind of chauvinist. I marched for trolls’ rights!” Biff straightened his shoulders and sniffed, haughty. “I just don’t appreciate it when some little imp gets loose and starts wreaking havoc on my toy-manufacturing schedule. I’ve got a Board to answer to too, y’know.”

      How these two had made it through over a hundred years of marriage so far was beyond Julian.

      “Gets loose?” Rowan’s black eyes flashed, and the air started to fill with the ominous scent of brimstone, though not the kind that made Julian twitchy, so he wasn’t worried. Yet. “What does that mean, gets loose? They’re not animals, you know. I don’t keep them in some kind of—”

      “Guys.” Julian sighed and finally turned from the spectacle going on outside the window. “Can we please not make this into an argument on political correctness?”

      Biff deflated and gave his peppermint stick a quick lick. “Little blighter bit me,” he muttered into his mug. “Still have the scar.”

      “Oh, shut it.” Rowan quirked another not-really-smile and gave Julian’s hair a fond ruffle. Julian waited until she turned to glare at Biff before he started trying to put it all back where it belonged. Drat it all, he’d even used product this morning!

      “We’re all just a little nervous to meet the new Spirit, I guess.” Rowan shot Julian one of her piercing looks that used to send shivers down his spine, until he got to know her and realized she was just nearsighted and too vain to wear glasses. “Julian, love, what do you know about the new guy?”

      Julian shrugged and stole Biff’s peppermint stick. “What does anyone know?” He bit off the end and crunched it between his molars. “I mean, I’ve read all the files on all the candidates, but I won’t know until just before the banquet who they chose.”

      He tried not to sound too dejected. He was the Spirit’s PA. He should know, shouldn’t he? And with the variety of ages and backgrounds and experience of each candidate, he needed some kind of clue as to how to prepare for the briefing to come. Would the new Spirit approve of all the changes Julian had implemented when the last Spirit had… gotten distracted? Or would Julian find himself out in the snow with a one-way ticket back to the normal world, magic stripped and his spirit once again mortal?

      “I heard one of them’s mortal-born,” Biff put in with an eyebrow waggle at Julian.

      Julian pursed his lips and didn’t comment. As if the Council would ever choose anyone who hadn’t been born into Holiday Magic in one way or another. To organize the files and wrangle the hundreds of sets of formal holiday regalia, sure, but to lead the entire community in influencing various celebrations worldwide? Giving the one mortal on the candidate’s list due consideration—or at least pretending to—was the Council’s effort to look enlightened and open-minded, nothing more.

      “Feh, that guy’s from America,” Rowan said in a tone that soundlessly tacked the words “you idiot” onto the end of the statement.

      Biff bristled, presumably on behalf of Americans everywhere. “Hey, it could happen. A lot of the best Lesser Spirits are from Maine.” He ticked off on his fingers. “You’ve got old Ben from the Mermaids’ Association, and Edwina’s been keeping the unicorn population on a steady rise for—”

      “Oh please,” Rowan cut in. “They’re too commercial over there, and you know it. It’s probably Father Christmas again.” She said it with a curl to her lip. “Anyway, it should’ve been Julian. Honestly, pulling the Witches’ Council in was his doing, and we all know it. So were all the other progressive policies put in while the Spirit wasn’t paying attention.”

      Too right, though Julian tried not to think about it too much or puff up a bit. Still, it was true. Julian had been just as bright-eyed and full of the magic of the Holiday Spirit as any Elf born to it, way back when he’d been recruited from his Podunk little village in northern Canada. One of the Fairies had approached him first, and then a representative of the Council itself had convinced him that his skills in organizing and running the local Post Office—along with his diligent research into and cheerful embrace of every holiday known to man—would translate easily into running the headquarters for the Holiday Spirit.

      Which wasn’t, as many assumed, merely the winter holidays. There was Beltane for the Pagans, Setsubun for the Shinto, Rosh Hashanah, Lailat al Miraj, Kwanzaa—the list went on. The Holiday Spirit was responsible
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