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The March wind carried promises of spring through the tall windows of Moonridge College's main library, though the Vermont weather couldn't quite decide if it wanted to keep its winter coat on or shed it for something lighter. I stood behind the reference desk, watching students hurry past with that particular energy that comes with a new semester—equal parts optimism and dread, depending on how many classes they'd already skipped.

"You're smiling at nothing again," Emma Fielding observed, appearing at my elbow with her usual ninja-like stealth. My twenty-year-old assistant had an uncanny ability to materialize whenever I was lost in thought, which happened more often than I cared to admit these days.

"I'm appreciating the return of academic ambition," I said, straightening a stack of reference requests. "Look at them all, marching toward enlightenment."

Emma snorted. "Half of them are marching toward the coffee cart. Speaking of which—" She nodded toward the main entrance where Detective Scott Erickson was pushing through the heavy oak doors, carrying two steaming cups from Brew & Tell, the campus coffee shop that had become our unofficial meeting spot.

My heart did that little skip it had been doing for the past few months whenever I saw him. Scott moved with the easy confidence of someone who'd learned to read situations quickly, but his smile when he spotted me was pure warmth. At thirty-five, he still had the lean build of the Boston cop he'd been before trading city crime for small-town mysteries, though Moonridge had proven more eventful than either of us had expected when he'd first walked into my library six months ago.

"Morning coffee delivery," he announced, setting a cup on my desk. "Extra shot of espresso, because Emma warned me you stayed up late cataloguing again."

"I did not stay up late," I protested, then caught Emma's raised eyebrow. "Fine, I may have lost track of time reorganizing the local history section. Again."

"Diana," Scott said with the patient tone he probably used on jaywalkers, "normal people don't reorganize entire library sections for fun."

"Normal people don't solve murders by cross-referencing newspaper archives either," Emma pointed out. "But here we are."

She had a point. Our little corner of Vermont had proven surprisingly conducive to both academic research and amateur detecting, much to my surprise and Scott's professional resignation. The previous semester's events had established an unlikely partnership between the head librarian and the local detective—a partnership that had recently begun including morning coffee and the occasional dinner that wasn't related to interviewing suspects.

"Any exciting police business today?" I asked, accepting the coffee gratefully. Scott had learned exactly how I liked it: strong enough to wake the dead, with just enough cream to make it palatable.

"Define exciting," he said, settling into the chair beside my desk that he'd claimed as his own. "Mrs. Patterson's cat got stuck in her chimney again, and there's an ongoing dispute about parking spaces outside the Moonridge Market that may require international arbitration."

"Ah, the glamorous life of small-town law enforcement."

"I'm not complaining." His eyes met mine over his coffee cup. "I like the quiet. Makes the coffee taste better."

Emma made a gagging sound. "You two are disgustingly cute. I'm going to go help actual students with actual research needs before I develop diabetes from all this sweetness."

She was heading toward the circulation desk when a young woman approached the reference area with the purposeful stride of someone on a mission. I recognized her immediately—Rebecca Edgerton, a sophomore psychology major who'd been making waves in student government and campus activism. She was the kind of student professors remembered: engaged, articulate, and passionate about making things better.

"Ms. Foster?" Becca's voice carried that slight tension of someone trying to sound more confident than they felt. "Emma said you might be able to help me with some specialized research?"

"Of course," I said, gesturing to the chair across from my desk. "What kind of project are you working on?"

Scott started to rise, but Becca shook her head quickly. "It's fine, Detective Erickson. This is just academic stuff." She settled into the chair, pulling out a worn notebook and a laptop covered in stickers promoting various social causes. "I'm doing an independent study on campus mental health resources—specifically how well they're working and where the gaps are."

"That sounds like important work," I said, meaning it. Mental health had become an increasingly visible issue on college campuses, and students like Becca were often the ones pushing for real change. "What kind of research support do you need?"

"I want to compare our services to other schools of similar size, look at usage statistics, maybe survey students about their experiences." She opened her notebook, revealing pages of neat handwriting interspersed with highlighted passages and sticky notes. "The thing is, some of the information I need access to is... complicated."

"Complicated how?"

Becca glanced around the library, then leaned forward slightly. "Budget allocations for counseling services, staffing numbers, response times for crisis interventions. The kind of data that's technically public but not exactly advertised, you know?"

I did know. Academic institutions, like most organizations, had layers of information—some openly available, some requiring the right questions asked of the right people, and some buried in committee reports and budget documents that needed a professional researcher to excavate.

"That's exactly the kind of research I can help with," I assured her. "We'll start with publicly available data and see what additional sources we can identify. When do you need this by?"

"End of the semester, but I'd like to present preliminary findings to the student wellness committee next month." Becca's enthusiasm was infectious, but I caught something else in her expression—a tightness around her eyes that suggested this wasn't purely academic curiosity.

Scott, who'd been listening quietly, leaned forward. "Is there a particular reason you're interested in this topic? Sometimes personal experience drives the best research."

For a moment, Becca's carefully maintained composure slipped. "Let's just say I've seen what happens when students don't get the help they need fast enough. And I think we can do better."

"We definitely can," Emma said, returning to our circle with an armload of reference books. "I've been telling Diana for months that the counseling center is overbooked. My roommate waited three weeks just to get an initial appointment last semester."

"Three weeks," Becca repeated, making a note. "That's exactly the kind of thing I want to document. If we can show patterns like that across different services, maybe we can push for better funding."

I found myself liking this young woman more by the minute. She had the combination of idealism and pragmatism that could actually create change, plus the research instincts to back up her arguments with solid data.

"Let's set up a research consultation for later this week," I suggested. "I'll put together some database access and show you how to navigate the more obscure institutional reports. Fair warning—some of this stuff is mind-numbingly boring."

"Boring is fine," Becca said with a laugh. "I'm pretty good with boring if it leads to something useful."

She was packing up her materials when my desk phone rang with the particular urgency that meant campus security rather than a routine library call. I recognized the number on the caller ID and felt that familiar twist of apprehension that had become too common over the past few months.

"Diana Foster," I answered, watching Scott's posture shift into professional alertness.

"Ms. Foster, this is Officer Martinez with campus security." The voice was tight with stress. "We have a situation in Whitman Hall. Detective Erickson mentioned you might be available to... consult... if we had any unusual circumstances?"

My coffee suddenly tasted like ash. "What kind of circumstances?"

"There's been a death in the dorms. We're not sure yet if it's suspicious, but given your experience with..." He paused, clearly struggling with how to phrase it. "Well, given recent events, Detective Erickson requested we call you if anything seemed off."

I looked at Scott, who was already standing and reaching for his jacket. Becca had frozen in her chair, notebook clutched against her chest.

"We'll be right there," I said into the phone, then hung up and looked at the young woman whose research into campus mental health resources had suddenly taken on a much more urgent dimension.

Spring semester had definitely arrived in Moonridge, bringing with it all the promise and peril that seemed to follow me wherever I went.
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Whitman Hall looked deceptively normal from the outside, its red brick facade and ivy-covered walls giving no hint of the tragedy that had unfolded inside. Students moved along the sidewalks between classes, their conversations a mix of weekend plans and midterm anxieties, blissfully unaware that their Tuesday morning was about to become something they'd remember for years.

Scott's hand found the small of my back as we approached the main entrance, a gesture that had become natural over the past few months. The familiar weight of his touch was steadying, especially since my experience with crime scenes was still limited to exactly one previous investigation—an experience I'd hoped wouldn't need repeating quite so soon.

Officer Martinez met us in the lobby, his usually composed demeanor cracked around the edges. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, and had the look of someone trying very hard to handle a situation beyond his normal scope of campus parking violations and noise complaints.

"Third floor," he said without preamble. "Room 314. The RA found her about an hour ago during a wellness check." He gestured toward the elevator with a hand that trembled slightly. "Jessica Waverly was supposed to meet with her yesterday evening about some student government issue, but the victim never showed up. When she missed her morning classes too, Jessica got worried."

The elevator ride to the third floor felt interminable, filled only with the mechanical hum of machinery and the weight of what we were about to see. I found myself thinking about Becca's enthusiasm just twenty minutes earlier, her passion for improving campus mental health resources, and the cruel irony that now seemed to hang over our morning conversation.

"Diana," Scott said quietly as the elevator doors opened, "you don't have to do this. This isn't your job."

"Neither was the last one," I replied, stepping out into the hallway. "But if there's something here that doesn't fit, you'll need someone who understands how this place works."

Room 314 was at the far end of the corridor, its door propped open with a wooden wedge. Yellow tape had been strung across the entrance in a way that looked almost apologetic—as if the campus security officers weren't quite sure they had the authority to create a proper crime scene but felt they should make some effort at official procedure.

Inside, I could see a young woman sitting on a chair in the hallway, her face buried in her hands. Her brown hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and she wore the kind of comfortable clothes that suggested she'd been woken up early and hadn't had time to think about appearances.

"That's Jessica," Martinez explained. "The RA. She's pretty shaken up."

Scott approached her with the gentle manner he used for witnesses who were more traumatized than suspicious. "Jessica? I'm Detective Erickson. I know this is difficult, but I need to ask you a few questions."

She looked up with red-rimmed eyes, her face pale and drawn. "I should have
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