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Chapter One




Who runs an update the night before Christmas Eve? Travis Ketchall scowled at his computer screen, fighting the urge to push it off his desk. The Library (with a capital L to designate the upper echelon who oversaw the branch libraries, not capitalized) had run an update on the platform that handled e-checkouts. The update had been successful, so it claimed, yet there were snags in the platform now, specifically centered around the e-magazines.

It was just a code problem, but the issue was figuring out where the code was messing up. He'd gotten the call around 8:00 a.m. from his supervisor, Dave, whose official title was Director of Institutional User Support and Information Technology, asking Travis to look through the code and spot the glitch. Travis didn't have the power to actually fix the code, but he had the power to see the code. There was another guy looking too, the Travis of another library branch.

He didn't mind. This was the kind of thing he enjoyed, problem solving. His degree had been in computer science, and he'd taken this job two years ago, right after finishing said degree. It was meant to be a temporary job, a break from school before he went back for his masters. And here he was, two years later, with a kickass job title of his own: Branch Supervisor of Information Technologies and User Support.

Travis was a glorified IT guy.

But apparently "IT Guy" didn't fit the image the Library wanted to present.

He supervised exactly nobody. His own supervisor had an office at the downtown branch with the rest of the upper echelon, which meant Travis only interacted with him via email and phone.

Much to his surprise, he actually liked his coworkers at this branch, mostly because they seemed to understand that he wasn't a chatty, social guy. Most of the people out front, on the floor, were what his mom would call "social butterflies." Travis was definitely not a social butterfly. He didn't mind talking to his coworkers, but standing around idly chattering for too long made his head tighten inside, as if the system was overloading. The fact that he could slip back to his office without anyone rolling their eyes at him was the main reason he was still here two years later.

Just as he spotted the junk code, there was a knock on his door.

"Hey, Travis?"

Travis threw his hand up, saying, "Hang on," and quickly copied and pasted the garbled code into an email to Dave. He typed a short message, hit Send, then looked up at the person at his door.

Holy shit. It was Connor.

Connor Richards was a page, although if Travis could, he'd replace "page" with "Associate Shelver of Returned and Misplaced Literature." Everyone deserved a fancy-ass title.

Travis figured Connor was about his age, so probably twenty-five-ish, and he had floppy brown hair, a goofy smile, and looked damned good in the Library's T-shirts. Today, he was wearing a Christmas tee that said, "Joy to the World…the books have come."

Travis hadn't really interacted with Connor much, since Connor typically came in at three p.m., and Travis was usually in his office until six. There'd been maybe a half-dozen times that he and Connor had spoken with others around, and he had to admit that Connor exuded charm.

He always found himself glancing around for Connor on his way out the door via the main library area, and hopefully as nonchalantly as he was aiming to be. Connor was one of those people persons, chatty and laughing with everyone on the floor, so it was never too hard to spot him. Magnetic personalities and all that. He would see Connor talking to patrons or the other library staff with ease.

Damn people who could do that. Travis had a hard-enough time interacting with people as it was. To be that easygoing around people. All the fucking time.

And not get headaches from the constant chatter.

Travis was not one of those People Persons with a magnetic personality. But he could still admire the cute page from afar. And now Connor was standing in his office doorway with that energetic grin on his face, the epitome of "cute boy."

Not that it matters anyway. Guys like Connor don't go for guys like Travis. Not that he even had a fucking clue which way Connor swung.

"Yeah, whatcha need?"

"Cindy sent me to get you. One of the computers has frozen."

He glanced at the reply from Dave and on autopilot said, "Did you reboot it?" When he returned his gaze from the monitor back to Connor, he saw a twinkle in Connor's eyes and a smirk on his mouth.

Connor looked over his shoulder into the hallway, then turned back to him. "I would have, but you know, that's not in my job description. The last time I ventured out of my job description, I nearly got written up."

Travis frowned. "What did you do?"

Connor gave him a conspiratorial look as he glanced over his shoulder again, as if looking to see if someone was listening. Then he crossed over to Travis's desk and leaned over the monitor. "One of the audio drawers was stuck," he said in a low, serious voice. "I got it closed, but it was wonky."

Travis raised an eyebrow. "Wonky?"

"Yeah, wonky. So I pulled it all the way out, you know, and then reset it back onto its tracks." He stared at Travis intently with light-brown eyes.

Travis blinked at him. And focused for a moment on the scruff on Connor's face. And quickly looked back to his eyes. "And?"

"It was still wonky. So I pulled the drawer out again and was going to check the tracks to see if something was bent or whatever. And Teresa suddenly showed up, telling me that I was not to do that, that was a job for maintenance, and she basically let me have it. The only reason I didn't get written up is because it was my second week on the job, and she said it was a good learning experience." Connor straightened up, and somehow he smacked the purple rabbit's-foot keychain that had been taped to the top of the monitor by the key ring. It went flying into the wall, sliding down behind some boxes. "Oh, man. Oops!" Connor hopped over to the wall and began peering behind the boxes.

Travis shook his head. "Leave it, it's fine. And as for the drawer… I believe that story one hundred percent." In the two years here, Travis had come to understand that the Library was a stickler for job separation, for lack of a better term. You do what you are supposed to do, per your job description, and let others do their jobs, and no one shall infringe upon another's duties. No stepping on toes. No usurping another's territory.

In other words, "teamwork" wasn't really the Library's motto.

And before he could stop his mouth from rambling, he said to Connor's contorted backside as he bent over to grab the rabbit's foot, "It's a fucking caste system up here, and you, Connor the Page, are at the bottom. Of course you can't reboot the computer. I know that. I've known that for two years now. My sincerest apologies for even suggesting such a ludicrous thing."

Truth was that Connor probably could have just rebooted the computer without anyone knowing, but he obviously shared the snarky attitude of Cindy regarding The Rules.

Connor straightened back up. "Ha! Got it. What is… wait, is this a rabbit's foot? Like, for real? You have a rabbit's foot?"

Travis mumbled an affirmative with a slight nod.

"No, that's cool. I mean, who has these things these days? Like, I know people used to carry them around, but I don't know that I've ever actually held one. Do you rub it and make a wish?"

"No?" Travis held his hand out for it.

Connor instead attempted to affix it to the monitor with the tape. It promptly fell onto the desk. "Oh, but that's what it's for. You're supposed to rub its fur and make a wish." He reached to pick it up again.

"It's not a magic lamp." Travis snatched the rabbit's foot from Connor and reached for the tape. "And you're supposed to rub it for luck, not for frickin' wishes."

Connor grabbed the thing from his hand. Travis rolled his eyes but then watched as Connor massaged the purple rabbit's foot. Watching that stirred something in Travis's own gut.

"So it'll help me get lucky?"

"Get lucky?"

"Be lucky," Connor amended with a wicked smile. Something flashed in Connor's eyes, and just for a second… not even a full second… Travis felt something stir again down there.

Is he… flirting?

Connor once again tried to secure the key ring with the tape on the monitor. It promptly fell off again. Travis groaned.

"It's always falling. Just throw it away. I hate it anyway. Here, give it."

Travis plucked the rabbit's foot up and tossed it in the trashcan.

Connor gasped. "You can't do that." He fished it out and held it to his chest. "Like, they're sacred or something. Charms and stuff. You'll have bad luck. Whatever. You can't throw it away."

"I don't know why it's still here. Take it, then. I don't want it. There, I've gifted it to you. Merry Christmas. Fat lot of good it did me anyway. Fucking Tamagotchi."

Connor blinked at him. "Did you just say 'Tamagotchi'?"

Travis scowled at his own social awkwardness. "Yes."

"Are you twelve?"

"Nevermind. Where is the frozen computer?"

"Do you still have yours?"

"What?"

"Your Tamagotchi," Connor said in a patient yet get-with-the-program voice.

Travis shoved up from his desk, shaking his head. "No," he said with mild exasperation. "My nephew wants one. They came out with a special edition one last month. I thought I'd get one for him, but I can't find one anywhere, so it's not going to happen. Show me the computer."

"Hmm, I'm not sure I'm buying the whole nephew story, but whatever. Mine got taken away from me in fourth grade when it started barking to get fed. It was in my pocket, so I sat on it to keep it quieter, but the teacher heard it barking anyway. Pretty sure it died a sad death in the teacher's desk. Come
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