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The smell of coffee and Scott's blueberry pancakes greeted me as I stumbled into our kitchen, still half-asleep despite the March sunshine streaming through the windows of my Victorian cottage. Living together had taken some adjustment—Scott was a morning person who actually whistled while making breakfast, while I preferred to ease into consciousness gradually with multiple cups of coffee and minimal conversation until at least nine o'clock.

"Morning, sleepyhead," Scott said, flipping a pancake with the kind of precision that probably served him well in police work. "You've got that meeting with the IT director this morning, right?"

"Kevin Ashbrook, yes." I accepted the steaming mug he handed me and inhaled deeply. "He's supposed to show me the new database management system for the digital archive project."

"Sounds thrilling." Scott's tone was teasing, but his smile was warm. After eight months of living together, he'd learned to appreciate my enthusiasm for what he called my "library adventures," even when they involved learning technical skills that made his eyes glaze over.

"It actually is exciting," I protested, settling into my usual chair at the small kitchen table. "We're finally going to digitize the rare manuscript collection and create a searchable database that connects to archives at other colleges. Kevin says it'll revolutionize how researchers access historical documents."

Scott set a plate of perfectly golden pancakes in front of me. "Your face lights up when you talk about this stuff. It's one of the things I love about you—how you can find something fascinating in the most unexpected places."

The casual way he said "love" still made my heart skip a little. We'd been together for over a year now, but the domestic comfort of shared breakfast conversations and his genuine interest in my work felt like a gift I was still getting used to.

"Kevin's been working incredible hours getting all the systems ready," I continued, drowning my pancakes in the real maple syrup Scott insisted on buying despite the price. "Emma says the lights in the server room are on until past midnight most nights. He's really dedicated to making this work."

"Just don't let him work you that hard. You've got enough on your plate without becoming a computer expert too."

I laughed. "I'm hardly becoming an expert. I'm just learning enough to understand how to organize and search the digital collections effectively. Kevin's doing all the complicated technical work."

The truth was, I was more excited about this project than I'd been about anything library-related in years. The idea of making centuries-old manuscripts accessible to researchers worldwide felt like exactly the kind of meaningful work I'd hoped to do when I became a librarian. And Kevin Ashbrook had been the perfect teacher—patient, enthusiastic, and genuinely excited about showing me how modern technology could serve traditional scholarship.

"Speaking of Emma," Scott said, refilling my coffee mug, "is she still planning to help with the digitization?"

"She's essential to the whole project. Her database skills are already better than mine, and she understands the social media side of making the archives discoverable online." I checked my watch—seven-thirty, which meant I had plenty of time to walk to campus and review my notes before meeting Kevin at nine. "She's been working on a fraud detection system for authentication too. Apparently, there's a whole world of digital forgeries and manipulated documents that we need to protect against."

"Fraud detection?" Scott's detective instincts perked up. "That sounds more complicated than organizing old books."

"Everything's more complicated in the digital age," I said, surprising myself with how natural the phrase sounded. Six months ago, I would have felt intimidated by terms like "fraud detection" and "authentication systems." Now, thanks to Kevin's patient teaching and Emma's enthusiasm for the technical aspects, I was actually starting to feel confident about navigating the intersection of traditional library science and modern information technology.

The phone rang, interrupting my thoughts. Scott answered with his usual crisp "Erickson," then listened for a moment before frowning.

"Okay, I'll be right there." He hung up and reached for his jacket. "Minor fender-bender on College Street. Nothing serious, but I need to file a report."

"Drive carefully," I said automatically, then smiled at how domestic we'd become. A year ago, I'd been living alone, eating cereal for breakfast, and wondering if I'd ever feel comfortable sharing my space with someone again. Now, worrying about Scott's safety and kissing him goodbye felt as natural as breathing.

After he left, I finished my coffee in the peaceful quiet of the cottage, reviewing my notes about database organization and digital preservation techniques. Kevin had given me several articles about best practices for academic archives, and I wanted to be prepared with intelligent questions about metadata standards and search functionality.

The walk to campus took me past the familiar landmarks of Moonridge's morning routine—students hurrying to eight o'clock classes with coffee cups in hand, Professor Roth walking his ancient golden retriever, Mrs. Patterson opening the flower shop that had been in her family for three generations. Spring semester always had a different energy than fall—less anxious anticipation, more steady purpose as everyone settled into familiar rhythms.

The library felt different too, humming with an almost tangible sense of technological transformation. Kevin had been upgrading systems throughout the building, installing new computer workstations, rewiring network connections, and preparing the climate-controlled rare books vault for the specialized scanning equipment that would arrive next month.

Emma was already at her desk in the main reference area, surrounded by the usual chaos of research materials, coffee cups, and sticky notes that marked her as a kindred spirit in information organization.

"Morning, Diana! Are you ready for your big database lesson?"

"As ready as I'll ever be. How late was Kevin here last night?"

Emma glanced toward the basement stairs that led to the server room. "I left around ten, and he was still working on some kind of data recovery project. He mentioned something about wanting to finish it before your meeting this morning."

"Data recovery?"

"Something about archived email systems and old institutional records. He seemed really focused on it—you know how he gets when he's trying to solve a technical problem."

I did know. Kevin approached computer challenges the same way I approached research questions—with methodical persistence and genuine intellectual curiosity. It was one of the reasons we'd worked so well together on the digital archive project.

"Well, I should head upstairs and review the manuscript inventory before we start," I said. "If Kevin's been up half the night working on data recovery, he might need an extra few minutes to get ready."

But as I reached my office, I noticed something odd. The lights in the building seemed dimmer than usual, and my computer was taking longer than normal to start up. I was still puzzling over this when Emma called from downstairs.

"Diana? Are you having computer problems up there?"

"A little. Why?"

"My workstation just crashed, and the network seems really slow."

I was about to respond when every light in the building flickered once, twice, then went out completely. Emergency lighting kicked in a moment later, casting everything in an eerie blue-white glow.

Through the windows, I could see that the outage wasn't limited to the library. The entire campus had gone dark.
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The emergency lighting cast long shadows down the library's main staircase as I made my way to the first floor, where Emma was standing by the circulation desk with her phone's flashlight activated.

"Campus-wide outage," she reported, holding up her phone. "I'm getting texts from friends across campus. Even the dorms are dark."

"This seems like more than a simple power failure," I said, noting how the emergency systems were struggling to maintain consistent lighting. "Have you heard from Kevin? He was supposed to meet me at nine."

"I tried calling the server room extension, but the phones are down too." Emma gestured toward the basement stairs. "Should we check on him? If he was working on electrical systems when this happened..."

The thought hadn't occurred to me, but Emma was right to be concerned. Kevin had mentioned working late on server maintenance, and if something had gone wrong with the electrical systems while he was down there, he could be in real trouble.

"Let's go check," I said, grabbing the heavy-duty flashlight we kept behind the circulation desk for emergencies. "The server room has battery backup systems, so there should be some light down there."

The basement level felt different in the emergency lighting—more maze-like and somehow threatening. The server room was at the far end of the corridor, past the storage areas and mechanical rooms that most people never saw. As we approached, I could hear the low hum of backup power systems and see a faint glow coming from under the server room door.

"Kevin?" I called, knocking on the heavy metal door. "Are you in there?"

No answer.

Emma tried the door handle. "It's locked. But that's normal, right? Security protocol?"

I pulled out my key ring, finding the server room key Kevin had given me the week before so I could access the digital archive equipment. "He said I might need to check on the scanning systems if anything went wrong with the power."

The lock turned easily, but when I pushed the door open, the scene inside stopped me cold.

Kevin was lying motionless on the floor between two server racks, his body partially hidden by cables and computer equipment. The smell of burnt electronics hung heavy in the air, and I could see scorch marks on the server panel nearest to where he lay.

"Oh no," Emma whispered behind me. "Diana, don't—"

But I was already moving toward Kevin, though some part of my mind was cataloging the details even as I prayed we weren't too late. His work clothes looked singed, and there was a strange, acrid smell that made my stomach turn. The server equipment around him showed obvious signs of electrical damage—blackened panels, melted plastic components, and cables that looked like they'd been subjected to far more current than they were designed to handle.

I knelt beside Kevin, careful not to touch any of the damaged equipment, and checked for a pulse at his wrist. Nothing. His skin was cool to the touch, and the stillness of his body told me what I already knew but didn't want to accept.

"Emma, call 911," I said, surprised by how steady my voice sounded. "Tell them we need police and an ambulance at the library. And then call Scott—his direct number is in my phone."

Emma fumbled with her phone, her hands shaking as she tried to dial. "Is he...?"

"Yes." I stood up carefully, making sure not to disturb anything else in the room. Years of working with Scott on investigations had taught me the importance of preserving a scene, even when every instinct wanted to do something, anything, to help.

But as I looked around the server room more carefully, I began to notice things that didn't quite make sense. The electrical damage seemed concentrated in one specific area, almost as if it had been deliberately focused. And while Kevin's body showed clear signs of electrical shock, the pattern of burn marks on the equipment suggested something more complex than a simple power surge or equipment failure.

"The 911 operator wants to know if we can see any obvious electrical hazards," Emma said, her voice tight with controlled panic.

I looked around again, noting the damaged server panels and the exposed wiring that had clearly been subjected to massive electrical overload. "Tell them there's significant electrical damage to computer equipment and they'll need to shut off power to this section of the building before anyone else comes down here."
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