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The first thing I noticed about winter session at Moonridge College wasn't the blessed quiet in the library stacks or the way my footsteps echoed through empty hallways. It was how the old radiators seemed to breathe differently, settling into a rhythm that matched the gentle snowfall beyond my office windows. After three years of solving murders on this campus, I'd learned to appreciate the peaceful moments between crises.

"Diana, you're humming again." Victoria Sterling's voice carried a hint of amusement as she looked up from the medieval manuscript spread across my desk. "That's either a very good sign or a very bad one."

I paused in my examination of the illuminated psalter, realizing I had indeed been humming—something Scott always teased me about when I was completely absorbed in research. "Good sign. This piece is fascinating, even if it's not what the donor claimed."

Victoria adjusted her reading glasses and leaned forward, her perfectly styled silver hair catching the warm lamplight. At fifty-five, she'd been Moonridge College's Vice President for Development and Alumni Relations for nearly a decade, and her reputation for extracting donations from even the most reluctant alumni was legendary. What surprised me was discovering she had a genuine passion for the historical pieces that often came with those donations.

"So it's definitely not fifteenth century?" she asked, her pen poised over her notepad.

"More like nineteenth century, made to look fifteenth century." I pointed to a section where the gold leaf caught the light. "The binding technique is all wrong for the period, and this pigment wasn't available until the 1800s. It's beautiful work—just not medieval."

Victoria made a note with the kind of precise penmanship that belonged to someone who'd been taking donor meetings for years. "The Hendricks family is going to be disappointed. They were hoping for a significant tax deduction."

"They'll still get one, just not quite as significant." I stretched, realizing we'd been hunched over the manuscript for nearly two hours. Outside, the snow had picked up, fat flakes drifting past the library windows in the early evening darkness. "Though I have to ask—how did you develop such expertise in manuscript authentication? This is pretty specialized stuff."

Something flickered across Victoria's expression, gone so quickly I almost missed it. "You pick things up in this job. Donors love to tell stories about their treasures, and I've learned it pays to know enough to ask the right questions."

She closed her notepad with a decisive snap, but instead of packing up, she sat back in her chair and fixed me with the same calculating look I'd seen her use on potential donors. "Diana, can I ask you something? Strictly off the record?"

The shift in her tone made me set down my magnifying glass. "Of course."

"In your... investigations... have you ever come across financial irregularities? Things that didn't quite add up in institutional records?"

I studied her face, noting the careful way she'd phrased the question. "Are we talking hypothetically, or is there something specific you're concerned about?"

Victoria glanced toward my office door, then back at me. "Let's say hypothetically. If someone discovered discrepancies in donation processing, endowment management, that sort of thing... what would be the appropriate next steps?"

"Hypothetically? Document everything thoroughly, maintain a clear chain of evidence, and report concerns through proper channels." I paused. "Though 'proper channels' can be complicated when the irregularities might involve people in positions of authority."

"Exactly." Victoria's smile held no warmth. "And if those irregularities weren't isolated incidents but part of a larger pattern?"

Before I could answer, my phone buzzed with a text from Scott: Blizzard warning issued. Roads closing at 10 PM. Want me to pick you up?

I showed Victoria the message. "Looks like we might be wrapping up early tonight."

She nodded, but her expression remained troubled. "Diana, I want you to know how much I appreciate your help with these authentications. Your expertise has been invaluable." She hesitated. "I may need to call on that expertise again soon. For other... research projects."

"Of course. Anytime."

Victoria gathered her papers, but as she reached the door, she turned back. "Be careful driving home in this weather. And Diana? If anything happens to me, remember what we talked about tonight."

I laughed, trying to lighten the suddenly serious mood. "Victoria, you make it sound like you're planning to disappear into the storm."

"In my line of work, you learn to be prepared for anything." Her smile returned, but it didn't reach her eyes. "Have a good evening, Diana. Stay warm."

After she left, I sat in the quiet of my office, listening to the old building settle around me and the wind pick up outside. Victoria's questions about financial irregularities nagged at me, but I pushed the concern aside as I locked the authenticated manuscript in my secure drawer. Whatever was troubling her could wait until after the storm.

I texted Scott back: Just finishing up. Pick me up at main entrance in 20?

His response was immediate: Already on my way. This storm's moving faster than predicted.

I smiled as I packed up my desk. After Christmas with his extended family in Boston—where I'd been welcomed with the kind of warmth that still made my heart flutter—we'd been talking more seriously about our future together. Moving in together was no longer a distant possibility but a topic that came up over morning coffee and late-night conversations. The idea of coming home to Scott every evening, of building something permanent together, felt both thrilling and terrifyingly real.

The library's security system beeped as I made my final rounds, checking that all the rare materials were properly secured. The medieval manuscript collection was safely locked in the climate-controlled vault, the reading room windows were latched against the storm, and the main circulation desk was powered down for the night.

As I waited by the main entrance, watching Scott's headlights cut through the swirling snow, I felt the familiar satisfaction of a day's work well done. Tomorrow I'd continue reviewing Victoria's authentication requests, help Emma with her graduate research project, and maybe make some headway on the spring semester acquisitions.

The storm could rage all it wanted tonight. Inside these old stone walls, surrounded by books and the people I'd come to love, I was exactly where I belonged.

Scott's truck pulled up to the entrance, and I hurried out into the wind and snow, already looking forward to a quiet evening by his fireplace, hot chocolate, and the continuation of our conversation about shared tomorrows.

I had no way of knowing that by morning, Victoria Sterling would be dead, and the security system I'd just set would be showing an overnight breach in the rare books vault that would change everything.

The storm was just beginning.
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The security system's insistent beeping greeted me before I'd even shed my snow-covered coat. I fumbled for my keys in the pre-dawn darkness of the library's main entrance, my breath forming white clouds in the frigid air. The blizzard had dumped nearly two feet of snow overnight, and the college's skeleton winter session crew was still hours away from clearing the paths.

I'd been looking forward to a peaceful morning of catching up on cataloging work, maybe reviewing more of Victoria's authentication requests over coffee in my quiet office. Instead, the security panel's red warning light blinked urgently: RARE BOOKS VAULT - BREACH DETECTED - 2:47 AM.

My stomach dropped. In three years of working at Moonridge, I'd never seen a security breach in the climate-controlled vault that housed our most valuable manuscripts and first editions. The system was state-of-the-art, installed after a spate of rare book thefts at New England colleges five years ago.

I disabled the alarm and made my way through the darkened library, my footsteps echoing in the unusual silence. Even during winter session, there were usually a few dedicated graduate students camped out in the study carrels by now. This morning, the storm had apparently kept everyone away.

The rare books vault was located in the library's basement level, behind two sets of locked doors and down a corridor lined with older stacks. As I descended the stairs, the building's heating system seemed to wheeze more than usual, and I made a mental note to mention it to facilities management. The last thing we needed was a heating failure during a blizzard.

The outer door to the rare books area stood slightly ajar.

I stopped, my hand on the doorframe, and called out, "Hello? Is someone here?"

Silence, except for the building's mechanical sounds and the muffled whistle of wind through the old window frames upstairs.

I pushed the door open wider and stepped into the corridor. The inner vault door—the one that required both a key card and a numeric code—was also open, revealing the soft glow of the vault's interior lighting.

"Victoria?" I called, remembering her work with the manuscript authentication. Maybe she'd come in early to examine more pieces. "Tom? Is that you?"

Still no answer.

I approached the vault entrance and peered inside. The climate-controlled room, normally kept at precisely sixty-eight degrees with forty-five percent humidity, felt oddly cold. My breath was visible again, which should have been impossible with the environmental controls running.

That's when I saw her.

Victoria Sterling lay crumpled beside the central reading table, surrounded by scattered medieval manuscripts. One illuminated psalter—different from the one we'd examined last night—rested near her head, its gold leaf catching the vault's carefully positioned lighting. The book's leather binding was dark with what looked like blood.

I fumbled for my phone with shaking hands, my training from previous campus emergencies overriding my shock. Don't touch anything. Call for help. Preserve the scene.

"Scott? It's Diana. I need you at the library immediately." My voice sounded steadier than I felt. "There's been... Victoria Sterling is dead."

"On my way. Don't touch anything and don't let anyone else in." Scott's professional tone cut through my rising panic. "Are you sure she's dead?"

I forced myself to look more carefully at Victoria's still form, noting the unnatural angle of her head, the complete absence of movement. "Yes. I'm sure."

"Fifteen minutes. The roads are barely passable, but I'm coming."

I ended the call and stood in the vault entrance, fighting the urge to check Victoria for a pulse I knew I wouldn't find. Instead, I focused on details, trying to see the scene the way Scott would when he arrived.

Victoria wore the same navy wool suit she'd had on yesterday, but her usually immaculate appearance was disheveled. Her silver hair was matted with blood, and her reading glasses lay broken on the floor several feet away. The manuscripts around her body were from our medieval collection—pieces worth thousands of dollars each, now scattered like fallen leaves.

The murder weapon appeared to be a fourteenth-century psalter, its heavy wooden covers and metal clasps making it substantial enough to cause serious damage. I recognized it as one of our most valuable pieces, worth at least fifty thousand dollars and usually kept in a locked display case within the vault.

But what struck me most was the cold. The vault's climate control system hummed in the background, but it was clearly struggling
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