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November in Vermont carried the scent of wood smoke and the promise of snow, though the sky couldn't quite decide whether to deliver on that threat or save it for another day. The maple trees around Moonridge College had shed their brilliant autumn colors, leaving behind the stark beauty of bare branches against gray clouds. From my office window in the main library, I could see students hurrying across the quad with that particular energy that comes right before Thanksgiving break—equal parts relief at surviving midterms and panic about final projects.

"You're doing that thing again," Scott Erickson observed from the doorway, carrying two steaming cups from Brew & Tell. My boyfriend had developed an uncanny ability to appear whenever I was lost in contemplation, usually bearing coffee as a peace offering for whatever crime scene or campus mystery I was about to drag him into.

"What thing?" I asked, accepting the cup gratefully. The warmth felt good against my hands, and the familiar ritual of our morning coffee had become one of my favorite parts of living together.

"That librarian stare where you're cataloguing the entire world," he said, settling into the chair beside my desk that had become his unofficial spot over the past few months. "I can practically see you organizing students by classification number."

"I was actually thinking about how peaceful it is," I admitted, taking a sip of perfectly prepared coffee—strong enough to wake the dead, with just enough cream to make it civilized. "Everyone's focused on getting through the next two weeks before break. No crises, no drama, just students actually doing research and faculty catching up on grading."

Scott raised an eyebrow. "Diana Foster, head librarian of Moonridge College, appreciating a lack of drama? I should mark this date on the calendar."

"Very funny." I nudged his shoulder with mine, enjoying the easy domesticity that had developed since we'd started sharing my little Victorian cottage. "I'm allowed to appreciate quiet moments."

"You are. I'm just saying that quiet moments around here tend to be temporary."

Before I could protest that our small Vermont college town was perfectly normal and definitely not a magnet for mysterious deaths, Emma Fielding appeared in my doorway with the stealth of someone who'd perfected the art of eavesdropping on interesting conversations.

"Are we talking about how suspiciously peaceful things have been lately?" my twenty-one-year-old research assistant asked, perching on the edge of my desk with the confidence of someone who knew she was indispensable. "Because I've been thinking the same thing. It's like the calm before the storm in a really predictable movie."

"Emma," I said with the patience of someone who'd learned to appreciate her assistant's dramatic tendencies, "not everything is foreshadowing. Sometimes life is just normal."

"Normal people don't solve murders by cross-referencing historical documents," she pointed out, not unreasonably. "But I suppose you're right. Maybe we can have one semester where the most exciting thing is helping freshmen figure out the difference between peer-reviewed articles and Wikipedia."

"From your mouth to whatever deities govern small college towns," Scott muttered, then straightened as his radio crackled to life with a burst of static.

The evening shift was just beginning, that quiet transition time when day staff headed home and the skeleton crew took over. Most students were either in the dining hall or holed up in their rooms working on projects, leaving the library in that peaceful lull I'd come to appreciate over my years as head librarian.

"I should do my security rounds," I said, checking my watch. "Kate will be here in about twenty minutes for the evening shift."

Kate Williams was our part-time evening librarian, a reliable forty-two-year-old who worked three nights a week and had become an essential part of our small staff. She had the kind of steady competence that made my job easier and the warm personality that made students comfortable approaching the reference desk even during the intimidating evening hours.

"I'll walk with you," Scott offered, but his radio chose that moment to remind him that he had actual police work to attend to.

"Unit 12, we have a report of suspicious activity near the Moonridge Market," the dispatcher's voice crackled through the static. "Possible vandalism in progress."

Scott sighed and stood, downing the rest of his coffee in one gulp. "Duty calls. Try not to discover any bodies while I'm gone."

"That's not funny," I called after him as he headed for the door, though I was smiling despite myself. The truth was, Scott's dark humor had become one of the ways we dealt with the reality that our small town had proven more eventful than either of us had expected when we'd first started dating.

Emma gathered up her things as the library settled into its evening rhythm. "I'm heading to the student center to meet some friends for dinner. You'll be okay until Kate gets here?"

"I've been managing libraries for longer than you've been in college," I reminded her. "I think I can handle twenty minutes of solitude."

"Famous last words," she said cheerfully, shouldering her backpack. "See you tomorrow, assuming the suspicious peace holds until then."

After Emma left, the library felt larger somehow, the way buildings do when most of their regular occupants have departed for the day. I loved this time of evening—the soft lighting, the whisper of turning pages from the few dedicated students still at work, the sense of knowledge waiting patiently in all directions.

I started my security rounds on the third floor, checking the study rooms and making sure no one had left personal belongings behind. The history section was particularly quiet, its tall shelves creating intimate alcoves where serious researchers could disappear for hours. The American History aisle, where we kept everything from colonial documents to contemporary political analysis, was completely empty except for a few books that needed to be reshelved.

The second floor housed our literature collection and was equally peaceful. A couple of graduate students were working at corner tables, surrounded by the controlled chaos that seemed to follow thesis research wherever it went. They looked up and nodded as I passed, the kind of acknowledgment that said they were regulars who knew the routines.

By the time I made it back to the main floor, Kate was coming through the front entrance, pulling off her wool coat and unwinding a scarf that looked hand-knitted. She moved with the unhurried efficiency of someone who knew exactly what her evening would hold—checking in the few remaining day students, helping with research questions, and maintaining the peaceful atmosphere that made our library a refuge for night owls and procrastinators.

"Evening, Diana," she said with a smile that reached her eyes. Kate had the kind of face that inspired confidence, with laugh lines that spoke of someone who genuinely enjoyed helping people. "How was your day?"

"Blissfully uneventful," I said, and meant it. "A few reference questions, some database training for the new work-study students, and the usual pre-break rush of students suddenly remembering they have research papers due."

"The best kind of day," Kate agreed, hanging her coat in the small staff closet behind the circulation desk. "Any particular issues I should know about for tonight?"

"Nothing special. Dr. Harper from the History department said he might be in later to work on his Civil War research, and there are a few graduate students who tend to camp out in the literature section until we close. Other than that, it should be quiet."

Kate nodded, already settling into the evening routine we'd developed over the two years she'd been working here. She had a gift for making the library feel welcoming even during the more isolated evening hours, when the building could feel cavernous and intimidating to students working alone.

"I'll see you tomorrow," I said, gathering my things. "Have a peaceful evening."

"You too," Kate replied, already turning her attention to the stack of returned books that needed to be processed. "Give my regards to Scott."

I left the library with that satisfied feeling that comes from a day well-spent and the prospect of a quiet evening at home. The campus was settling into its evening rhythm, with lights beginning to twinkle in dorm windows and the distant sounds of students enjoying their Tuesday night freedom.

The walk home took me past Midnight Pages, Owen Hawthorne's rare bookshop, where warm light spilled onto the sidewalk and I could see him through the window helping a customer with what looked like a particularly old volume. He caught sight of me and raised a hand in greeting, that small acknowledgment that had become part of our comfortable friendship.

Scott's car was already in our driveway when I arrived at the cottage, which meant his vandalism call had been resolved quickly—probably teenagers with too much time and too little supervision, the kind of minor mischief that represented the most serious crime Moonridge usually had to offer.

I was looking forward to an evening of domestic normalcy: dinner together, maybe a movie, and the kind of quiet companionship that had made living together feel natural rather than complicated. November in Vermont was perfect for staying indoors, and I had every intention of appreciating the peaceful predictability of small-town life.

The irony of that thought wouldn't occur to me until much later, when quiet Tuesday evening had become something else entirely.
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The call came at seven-fifteen on Wednesday morning, just as I was pouring my second cup of coffee and contemplating whether the gray November sky was actually going to deliver on its threat of snow. Scott had already left for the station—something about following up on the previous night's vandalism report—and I was enjoying the rare luxury of a leisurely morning when my phone shattered the peaceful silence.

"Diana?" The voice was tight with stress, barely recognizable as Tom Wilton, our facilities director. "We have a situation at the library. You need to get here right away."

My coffee mug hit the counter harder than I'd intended. "What kind of situation?"

"It's Kate," he said, and something in his tone made my stomach drop. "She's... Diana, just come. Please."

The walk to campus had never felt longer, though I probably covered the distance in record time. My mind raced through possibilities, none of them good. Kate was the most reliable person on our staff—punctual, conscientious, the kind of employee who would call if she was going to be even ten minutes late. For Tom to sound that shaken, something had gone very wrong.

The main library looked normal from the outside, its Georgian revival architecture as stately and welcoming as always. But I could see Tom pacing in front of the main entrance, his usually neat maintenance uniform wrinkled as if he'd thrown it on in a hurry. His face, when he spotted me hurrying across the
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