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      Mimi woke up with the sense of someone holding her tight and watching her from close up. She opened bleary eyes, wheezing in attempt to breathe. The first thing she saw was the face of her pug, and his round brown eyes with golden speckles.

      “Baxter,” she croaked, realizing where the heavy sensation of being squeezed came from. “You’re sitting on my chest. Get off.” 

      Baxter blinked and shuffled from paw to paw. 

      “Hungry?”

      The pug’s little tail hit the bed cover.

      “Oh, okay,” Mimi mumbled. “But let’s just double check. Do you want to go out?”

      The pug’s face froze.

      “That’s settles it then,” Mimi concluded, letting her head fall back on the pillow. She needed a few more minutes... just a few more and she’d be fine. But instead, more paw-shuffling pressed on her chest. 

      “All right, Baxter,” she said reluctantly, and sat up. Baxter slid to the side, but he didn’t take his eyes off her.

      “You’re not dying of hunger,” she moaned. “I’m sure you can wait a little bit.”

      More staring, definitely geared to make her feel guilty. And that little tight gnaw at the back of her stomach—that was it—the guilt.

      “All right already,” she said and sighed. “Sorry, I’m getting up right now.” Mimi pushed the covers away. “I had a long day yesterday, you know. My head still hurts.” She picked her pug up from the bed and put him on the floor. 

      “Mrs. Parsons is a lovely woman, but boy, she can be exhausting!” Mimi continued, heaving herself off the bed and shuffling her feet to the kitchen. “You should have seen her at the police station. I honestly thought we’d have to call the ambulance she was so flustered.”

      Baxter gave a low growl. 

      Mimi glanced at him. “What? Ah, yes, you did see her. Wasn’t she just a bundle of nerves? All that hand flapping and feet shuffling, and the endless cups of water she drank. I think it was that fur making her too hot. I bet she didn’t sleep well last night, not only because of all that nervous energy, but also because of all the trips to the bathroom she’d she probably had to make,” Mimi rambled, searching the dishwasher for a bowl. She found it and put it on the floor by Baxter’s water container. 

      “Imagine what would have happened if Chief Thompson had arrested her. She’d have died on the spot. Death by flustering,” Mimi said and paused. “Poor Judith. And poor Daniel. I still can’t believe it. I wonder if Chief Thompson found out what happened.” Her thoughts wandered back to the policeman’s broad shoulders and deep blue eyes. He was annoyingly slow to act, but he was certainly interested to look at.

      Mimi reached into the cupboard and took out a pouch. 

      “I just hope what Chief Thompson told her has calmed her down. She’s clearly not a suspect in the case, and all she needs to do is to stay in town until the police close the case. It’s not that hard.”

      She bent over Baxter’s bowl and pulled the pouch open.

      “Oh, snickerdoodle!” she moaned, jerking backward a little too late. Some soup from the pouch splashed onto her pajama top and her bare feet. “I got the wrong thing! I so need coffee.”

      Mimi rushed to get a towel, as Baxter watched her from a safe distance. Mimi tried not to look at him, but felt his careful, if not slightly disapproving, gaze on her back. 

      “Here you go, my furry friend,” she said, finally putting a clean bowl full of dog food on the floor. “Enjoy. I need to clean myself up, too,” she added, heading for the bathroom. She’d have to wash her hair—she could see pieces of carrot on her bangs. 

      By the time the wrong pouch disaster was over and Mimi felt ready to face the world, it was almost too late for a walk. Mimi grabbed Baxter and, zipping her coat up with her free hand, ran downstairs. Her shop was on the ground floor, but Baxter needed walking. Plus, there was no way she could face the day without a decent cup of coffee in her system. 

      But when she arrived at the Wickrock Bay Café, of course it was closed. The windows were dark and the door shade was drawn. A strip of yellow tape that said ‘Police Line’ fluttered in the wind. 

      “Bother, Baxter,” she sighed and shivered. Daniel George was gone for good, and his unexpected death was still mysterious. “I’ll miss him and his coffee, for sure,” she whispered, hugging her coat. Baxter gave a short, sharp bark. “Fancy a longer walk? Just three blocks to that coffee shop on the corner?” she asked.

      Baxter’s face took on the same frozen expression Mimi noticed earlier this morning.

      “You’re a strange dog. You don’t like doggy treats or walks in the park. Crazy. Come on,” she said, tugging on the leash. 

      But her dog stayed stubbornly planted by a hedge separating the tiny front lawn of the café from the sidewalk, looking at something in the distance.

      “Baxter, can you hear me?”

      A sharp raspy ‘caw’ cut through the silence behind her. Baxter barked in response. Mimi jumped.

      “What’s that?” she said, turning around. A large black crow glided off the tree and landed on the sidewalk a few steps away from them. 

      Baxter pulled on the leash as if trying to run forward.

      “Leave the bird alone,” Mimi said, holding onto the lead firmly. “Baxter?”

      But the little dog didn’t even bother looking at her, obviously too busy having a staring match with the dang bird!

      The crow approached them in a few jerky hops. It cawed again.

      Baxter growled. His ears moved back, and the hackles rose on his back. 

      The crow made a strange, low noise and tapped its beak on the concrete tile. 

      Baxter tapped his tail several times. 

      Mimi shifted her gaze between the two animals, intrigued. Were they having a conversation? 

      The crow gave one more screeching caw and flew away. Baxter shivered.

      “Are you all right, boy?” Mimi squatted beside her pug and patted his back. Surprisingly, he let her do it without any protest. He must have really been scared.

      “Don’t worry, Baxter. That bizarre encounter is over. I didn’t realize you were scared of birds.”

      Baxter huffed. 

      “Whatever.” Mimi sighed and shrugged. “It’s time to go.” She pulled the leash again, and Baxter followed reluctantly. “We’d better hurry up. Our shop is due to open in five minutes. I suppose instant coffee will have to do for now.”

      She crossed the few yards leading to the main entrance to Surprises. She put the key into the keyhole and jumped at an unexpected sound. 

      “Hey, you, with the green hair. It’s all your fault!” A yell pierced the cool, quiet air. 

      Mimi’s hands flew to her ears. She hunched down. 

      “The police are searching every nook and cranny, and raising all kinds of commotion, and it’s all because of you,” the voice continued. “It brings bad luck, and nothing but onlookers. It’s bad for business.”

      Mimi gulped and straightened her back. She didn’t have to turn around to know the source of those words. Drew Honeycomb, the owner of the bookstore on the other side of Daniel’s café. He was well known for his love of peace and quiet. He must have been really upset by the events of yesterday, and even in the best of times he’d never taken to her. Mimi ignored her tingling cheeks and suppressed the angry reply that was ready to fly from her mouth.

      “It’ll all be okay, Mr. Honeycomb, just keep yourself safe,” she called back without looking at him. She quickly sneaked into the warm, comfy confines of her shop. “And keep your antisocial comments to yourself,” she muttered. “If you were a little more sociable, people would buy from you more often. Wouldn’t they, Baxter?”

      Baxter, already on his way toward the green velour chair, didn’t even stop.

      “Well,” Mimi said and grunted. “I’d better mind my own business, too. Where did I leave it yesterday before Judith Parsons invaded?” She looked at the shelves, half empty after her recent stocking survey and rearrangement exercise. “Over there, I believe. Moving those Irish cups and saucers around. The middle looks a bit too empty now.” She paused, staring at the shelf with the china. The cups shook gently—and moved toward the middle of the shelf. 

      Mimi’s heart broke into a gallop. A bead of cold sweat formed at the nape of her neck. 

      Baxter barked. 

      Mimi gulped. 

      “At least you saw it this time, didn’t you, Baxter?” she said to her pug, her voice trembling. 

      Baxter tilted his head. He was surprisingly awake and definitely interested in the situation. His eyes shone brightly, and the tip of his tail was twitching. 

      “I’m a freak, aren’t I?” Mimi said, her voice hoarse. 

      Baxter shifted his weight from one side to the other and jerked his head up and down a couple of times as if inviting her to look at the shelves. 

      “I wish I could understand what you’re saying,” Mimi sighed, as she glanced at the shelf again. Her heart hammered in her chest. “On the other hand, if I could move objects using only the power of my mind, then no more dusty hands! A little more to the left then,” she said.

      With a gentle tinkling, the cups and the saucers shifted themselves and settled into the spots Mimi imagined for them. 

      Mimi’s mouth dropped open.

      Baxter barked again. 

      Was he cheering her on? Mimi gave Baxter a scrutinizing look. He tilted his head and stuck out his little pink tongue. There was a sparkle of approval in his brown eyes. 

      Mimi took a deep breath. Did that really happen? Did she just make something move with her mind? She quite liked the idea of having a sort of special power. Excited and somewhat in disbelief, she trotted toward an old cupboard in a corner of her back room. The shelves were covered in a layer of dust so thick that spiders got stuck in there. In fact, there were so many bits and pieces of unknown origins, suspected dead insects, and who knows what else, she’d never mustered enough courage to clean the thing.

      Wouldn’t it be nice to do it without having to touch anything?

      Mimi dropped the duster on her desk and looked at it.

      Could she make it work just by staring at it?

      The duster wobbled, but stayed put. 

      Mimi crossed her arms on her chest. That was a start, at least.

      “Go on, mooove!” she mumbled. 

      Something brushed against her ankles. 

      Baxter?

      “What are you doing here?” Mimi bent to pat the dog’s back. He looped between her legs much like a cat?

      “Are you hungry? Need to go outside?”

      Baxter sat by her right foot and stared at the desk. 

      Mimi opened her mouth to fire off a snarky comment about his staring not being of much use, but then the front door opened with a thud.

      “Hello, is anyone there?” a deep, male voice echoed.

      Mimi tensed, and stepped back into the shop. 

      Chief Thompson stood in the open door, his right hand at his hat, the left one behind his back.

      “Hi, Miss Knotley, I wonder if you could answer a few more questions for me,” he said and smiled.

      Even his smile crept onto his face slowly, as if he had to think through every step. 

      But, he also had a dimple in his left cheek! How sweet.

      “Miss Knotley?” This time, there was a note of urgency in his voice. “Are you able to talk now?”

      “It’s Mimi,” she said. “And yes, I’d be happy to help. But if it has to do with Daniel’s death, as I told you, I’ve got nothing to do with it other than the fact that he happened to die outside my door.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Chief Thompson ran his hand over his forehead, tilting his hat back a bit. 

      “I’m afraid that may not be the case,” he replied, the smile slowly disappearing from his face. “Unless you have a perfectly innocent explanation for how the murder weapon ended up in Mr. George’s hands.”

      Mimi glared at him, hoping it conveyed an utter dismissal of his ridiculous supposition.

      “A murder weapon?” she said. “You never even told me what it was,” she added, trying to keep calm and polite. Her mouth was itching to add something about having to drag every word from him, as if it was her job to guess what he wanted to know. But she kept that to herself—she didn’t want to end up in trouble for insulting a police officer. 

      “Ah yes, sorry, of course,” Chief Thompson muttered and as if in slow motion, moved his left arm forward revealing... an electric lightsaber. A toy she’d bought on one of her earlier trips, sometime last spring. 

      Mimi’s heart dropped into her winter boots. Her jaw followed. 

      “Do you recognize this instrument, Miss Knotley? Mimi?” Chief Thompson asked.

      Mimi ran her tongue around her mouth, which was not completely dry.

      “I do, Officer,” she croaked. “Yes.”

      He nodded. “We need to talk then.”
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      Mimi pulled out a chair for Chief Thompson and she sat by her desk.

      She couldn’t help noticing that Baxter, who somehow had appeared in the room as well, sat by Rob Thompson’s feet.

      The top policeman of Wickrock Bay settled into the seat offered, still wearing his peaked hat and holding the saber on his lap.

      Mimi shifted in her chair while simultaneously trying to find something to fiddle with.

      A few long moments went by as she waited. He wasn’t going to start talking, was he?

      “So, Officer, what are your questions?” Mimi twisted the button on her cardigan. Her cheeks tingled. This was going to be a lo-o-ong conversation. 

      Chief Thompson took his hat off at last, and set his jaw.

      “Can you tell me what this device is, your connection with it, and how it ended up burning the victim’s hands?” he said, after what felt like at least ten minutes.

      “It’s just a toy lightsaber,” Mimi jumped in, almost before Chief Thompson even finished his sentence. “I brought it back from one of my treasure hunting trips. I’ve kept it,” she turned to the right and pointed at a large trunk across the room. “Over there.”

      “Inside?”

      “Yes. Lately, anyway. I used to have it out on display on one of the shelves, but it was quite hard to place. Too long and clunky. I decided to put it away in the trunk until I found a better spot to show it off.”

      Chief Thompson listened, nodding. His jaw worked slowly back and forth.

      “When did you last see it?”

      Mimi thought for a moment. “Probably a couple of weeks ago, when putting away another artifact.”

      “Is this trunk locked?”

      ‘No. Not normally. I sometimes show my customers what I keep there and need easy access.”

      “Your customers can open the trunk and have a look?”

      “Sure.”

      Chief Thompson’s jaw froze. A vertical line appeared on his forehead. 

      “Do you have any idea who could have been interested in the thing recently?”

      Mimi looked away. It could have been anyone who had come into her shop recently. 

      “I don’t normally follow my customers around as they browse, unless they ask for something specific or for help. I let them explore the shelves and the other nooks and crannies. Many of my regulars come here to browse and don’t always buy something.”

      “I see,” Chief Thompson’s face darkened. “I’ll need a list of your customers in the past, let’s say three weeks. Are you able to do that?”

      Mimi nodded. “It will only be the people who have bought from me though, I must warn you,” she added. 

      “What about the browsers?”

      Mimi hesitated. This was a little like tattling on her best customers, who were like friends, but on the other hand, if the person who had stolen the saber killed Daniel—

      “I can try to recall who’s been here lately for a browse, but I can’t promise I’ll list everyone.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So it was the murder weapon then?” she asked. If so, she wasn’t sure how that would have been possible given what she knew of the toy.

      Chief Thompson ran his hand through his brown hair. “We are still investigating. Can you tell me how this thing works?”

      “It’s electric, but safe. Completely safe, I was told,” Mimi replied. She twisted and pulled on the button again. Chief Thompson hadn’t quite answered her question. But she wasn’t going to let him get away with it. “I don’t understand how Daniel could have been killed with it,” Mimi said. “How did he die?”

      “Electric shock. Cardiac arrest. Someone must have tampered with this... toy so that it delivered an electric shock somehow, which caused the burns and, more importantly, caused his heart to stop.”

      “Oh no,” Mimi whimpered, twisting the button harder. That was the longest uninterrupted speech she’d ever heard from Chief Thompson’s mouth. 

      “Did he... did he die immediately, or was he in pain?” she asked, her voice revealing her trembling.

      “I suspect he realized this thing, whatever you call it—”

      “Lightsaber.”

      “So maybe he realized it wasn’t working properly and decided to come and check with you. In the meantime, the... saber must have delivered the shock that stopped his heart.”

      Mimi gulped, squeezing the button. Chief Thompson wasn’t very good at delivering straightforward answers.

      “Immediately?” She added a note of reproach and urgency to her tone. She didn’t like people who tried to wiggle out of answering her perfectly simple questions.

      Chief Thompson furrowed his eyebrows. 

      “This is a perfectly simple question, Chief Thompson. With three possible answers,” she fired off, her nose tingling. “Yes. No. I’m not sure. We’re still investigating. Can’t you just—”

      “Four. You’ve given four examples.”

      A wave like that of hot lava hit her jaw and spread all over her face. She grabbed the arms of the chair. One more exchange like that and she may end up with a criminal charge on her file. 

      “Oh, for goodness sake, Chief. Let it be four. Can’t you just tell me?”

      His eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. His square jaw worked back and forth a couple of times.

      Baxter brushed against her legs again, but Mimi ignored him, holding her glare where it rightly should be focused—on the chief’s face.

      “We think it took a minute or two,” he said quietly. “And it’s Rob.”

      Mimi blinked. 

      “What’s Rob?”

      “Me. Rob. Please call me Rob,” he explained. 

      “I’ll do that,” she fired back. “But going back to poor George... er, Daniel, I mean. How did you find out it was the lightsaber that killed him?”

      “The postmortem exam showed the cause of death. You saw his hands, didn’t you? The burns were quite interesting and unusual. We just needed to find the weapon.”

      “And where did you find it?”

      He hesitated before saying, “In the dumpster behind the café.”

      Mimi called up the image of the gray metal dumpster. If she stretched her neck, she could see it from her back porch, but it was still a good thirty yards away. She pulled on her bangs. 

      “Hang on. That means someone must have removed the saber after Daniel’s death, right?” she asked. 

      “Unless he put it there himself before turning up on your doorstep.”

      “Was that possible?”

      “Unlikely.”

      Tense silence filled the room. 

      “That means someone must have done it on purpose,” Mimi said eventually. That thought made her lightheaded. “Who would have done something like that?”

      Chief Thompson, Rob for short, shook his head. “No idea, Mimi. Do you know of anyone who might have wanted him dead?”

      “Obviously, you know about Judith,” she said hesitantly.

      “Someone more serious, sinister...”

      Mimi hunched. “Daniel George might not have been everyone’s friend, but he was a decent guy. And a professional. He kept good relationships with neighbors and, of course, his customers. It must have been someone crazy. And smart enough to know how these things work.”

      “Good point,” he replied, and gave her a curious look that sent a brief surge of warmth around her heart.

      “It’s not me though. I’m an antiques dealer, not an electrician. And I can’t think of anyone with this kind of knowledge.”

      Rob gazed at her for a moment and then nodded as if satisfied. “Will you please let me know if you see or hear anything that can be of help in the investigation?”

      “I will of course. One more burning question, Chief, I mean Rob.” Her heart was hammering in her chest.

      “Yes?” he said slowly, his brows furrowing again. 

      “Am I a suspect?”

      “No. Not at this point.”

      “Didn’t you find any fingerprints on the saber?”

      Another look with a glint in his eyes. 

      “No. The whole device must have been wiped before being dumped,” he explained, still looking at her in a way that made her heart beat a little faster than she’d like to admit. “I see you have some understanding of police investigations,” he added.

      Mimi wriggled in her chair. “Just a little, from TV shows, books and all.”

      Rob slapped his hands on his thighs. “Well, I’d better be going then.” He climbed to his feet. Baxter followed suit. He even wagged his tail. Okay, it was only once, but still. Mimi gave her pug what she hoped was a suspicious look. 

      Rob put on his hat and took a step toward the door, holding the saber in his hand.

      “Wait,” Mimi called out. “What about the lightsaber? Can I have it back?”

      “No, sorry, Mimi,” he stopped and looked at her. “It’s evidence. I mean, a murder weapon most likely. I can’t give it back to you. Not yet.”

      She knew that, but it didn’t hurt to ask anyway. 

      “Oh well,” she said, following him to the door. “Whatever I can do to help find Daniel’s killer. He was a good neighbor, and a customer. A decent man. He deserves justice.”

      Once the door closed after Rob Thompson, Mimi dropped onto the nearest chair. 

      “Imagine that! Daniel killed with an artifact from my own shop! And I’m a suspect,” she uttered at Baxter, who sat at her feet looking at her intently. Mimi shook her head so hard, her bangs hit her in the eye.

      “Ouch!” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “Even though Chief Thompson said I’m not a suspect, I’d like to see evidence of it.”

      Baxter’s eyelids dropped slightly. The ‘Honestly?’ look.

      “What? Do you trust him?”

      The pug tilted his head.

      “Why would you trust someone who is so slow to act? It’s the action of a person that proves who he or she really is, words... are just words.” She blew out a breath. Baxter growled and a second later something heavy and warm landed on her lap.

      “Baxter!” she gasped. “I wasn’t planning on sitting here all day. I’ve got work to do.”

      But the pug had already curled in a ball. 

      “You’re a weird dog,” Mimi said. “I’d swear you behave more like a cat.”

      Baxter’s back tensed, and he gave a sharp bark. 

      “All right, doggy. Fine, you’re a dog. Just a bit unusual,” she murmured, stroking his back gently. “Let’s call it unique, even. Nonetheless, we won’t be sitting here all day. I’ve got work to do.”

      She looked at the half-empty shelves. Actually, she needed to start planning her trip because there was no work without new stock.

      Three more strokes and two scratches behind the ears, and then she’d get on with the shelves.

      Wait, no. First, she’d better check the list of sales over the past couple of weeks. For Chief Thompson. For Rob.
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      At noon, Mimi closed her shop and headed for Clive’s Cantina, her favorite little restaurant up the road. The food was decent, and the coffee quite good, but the best thing about the place was the atmosphere—peace and quiet. The decor was a little outdated, and the owner, apparently of Finnish origin, and certainly an introvert, banned music and loud conversations, which, in turn, attracted a similar crowd. That was just the place Mimi needed for now—somewhere to collect her thoughts. Her head was twirling like dry leaves blowing about in the park. 

      She walked in and ordered a burger and a coffee at the bar, letting Baxter settle under her barstool. The place was busy, with all the tables being used (mainly by people sitting by themselves), but knowing Clive’s Cantina she was sure she would be undisturbed, even at the bar. As soon as her food arrived, she attacked it with gusto. She was starving.

      Somewhere halfway through her third mouthful, a soft, melodic voice cut through the silence.

      “Do you mind if I sit by you? There’s really no other place.”

      Mimi lifted her head to face a timid smile on a thin, friendly face.

      “Hello, Professor, of course you can,” she greeted Chester Brown, dean of the local college and a customer of her shop. “It’s busy here today.”

      “Busier than usual,” the dean agreed, settling in the stool beside Mimi. “The cafeteria on the campus is teeming with gossip. I was hoping to escape it.”

      “Gossip?” Mimi’s ears pricked up, mindful to keep her voice down. Even though not strictly forbidden, chitchats with anyone but the person you came to eat with were not encouraged at Clive’s Cantina. 

      “Anything interesting happen in our town lately?” she asked, trying for the most innocent tone and look she could muster. 

      Chester Brown gave her a curious look. “Well yes, the murder of, course. I thought you’d know that. Isn’t that café not by your shop?”

      So it was about Daniel’s death...what else? 

      Mimi nodded. “Yes, but why would your students be interested? I didn’t think they were Daniel’s typical patrons.”

      “You’re right, they’re not. I don’t think Mr. George  liked the new generation. He told me proudly, no less than three times, that he serves good old coffee with honest milk. None of that avocado and almond milk nonsense.”

      Mimi took another bite of her burger. She had her own opinion on Daniel George’s view of some of the current fads, but she decided to keep it to herself. Was there a trail to follow? “So how come they’re interested? Is anyone happy to see him dead?”

      Dean Brown’s eyes widened as if he were surprised by her bluntness. Then he moved closer and lowered his head. 

      “Mr. George complained to me about one of our professors holding his classes on the green.”

      “You mean across the street from Daniel’s café?”

      “That’s right,” the dean said and sighed. “He even wrote a letter to me, arguing that the ‘noisy hordes’ as he called them, scared customers from local businesses away.”

      “That sounds like Daniel George,” Mimi said. “He often said our little shops and restaurants should stick together like a community and support one another.”

      “I know. And I can see his point,” Dean Brown said heavily. “But the thing is, you see...” his voice lowered to a barely audible whisper. 

      Mimi inched her head closer and watched his lips intently. 

      “The professor Daniel George complained about, Connor, was livid. Just beside himself with rage. He said he’s been putting all his heart and soul into making his classes interesting and engaging for the youth. Many of our students come with a belief that history is best left behind, they want to live in the here and now and talk about the future. But Connor is so passionate about his subject, he really makes his classes come alive.”

      “Connor Hewitt?” Mimi interrupted.

      “Yes, that’s him.”

      “I’ve heard that he’s great!”

      “He is.” A smile appeared on the dean’s face for a second and was wiped off again. “But obviously not according to Mr. George’s standards.”

      “It doesn’t matter now, Daniel George is dead,” Mimi blurted, taking another bite of burger and following it with a couple of French fries. At least that kept her from saying something she might regret later. 

      “He is, poor Daniel. May he rest in peace.” A wince crossed the dean’s face, which took on a grayish shade. “I don’t think anyone would celebrate his death though. He was a great member of our little community, despite his quirks.”

      Mimi blinked. A sudden realization hit her. Since the police were treating Daniel’s death as a murder—she couldn’t remember if Rob Thompson had actually used the ‘M’ word, but it was clear from the context at least—then someone would be celebrating Daniel’s demise. It looked like her neighbor had at least one true enemy. Someone furious at him enough to make some threats anyway. 

      That was a piece of information that needed to reach Chief Thompson, Rob, ASAP.
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      Mimi finished her lunch as quickly as she could and slipped off the stool.

      “Enjoy the rest of your day,” she said to Dean Brown, who just nodded in acknowledgment, not only because his mouth was full of delicious-looking chicken salad, but also because Clive was glancing at them. 

      Mimi beckoned to Baxter, who rose to his four little paws as slowly as Rob Thompson would.

      Once they were out the door though, Baxter sprang off into a bush of hydrangeas beside the entrance, pulling the lead out of her hand.

      “Baxter, you silly boy, don’t do it there. That’s not where good dogs do their business,” Mimi called after him. “That’s what the park is for.”

      She pushed aside the old, dried flowers and the remaining leaves. They pricked her hands. 

      “Where are you, Baxter?”

      She didn’t have to look long. There he was, having obviously done what he needed to do, he was now swiping his paws back and forth on the ground as if... burying something?

      Mimi eyed his small, chunky body. Yeah, he definitely looked like a dog. Maybe he’d just grown up with a bunch of cats?

      A sharp caw cut in. Baxter squeaked, and Mimi’s head jerked upward.

      “Oh, another one,” she said, and waved at the crow sitting on a branch above her head. The bird flew off. “Creepy, that thing, isn’t it? Has it been following you?”

      But Baxter wasn’t there anymore. With a heavy sigh, Mimi returned to the sidewalk where her pug was waiting for her, wagging his tail and holding the end of the lead in his mouth. 

      The lead holding was unusual, in fact Baxter had never done that before. But Mimi welcomed the change in his behavior. He was a dog, wasn’t he?

      She picked up the lead and just then saw a familiar tall, hunched silhouette on the other side of the street. 

      Connor Hewitt himself, out walking his poodle!

      That was an opportunity not to miss. 

      “Let’s do a little sleuthing,” Mimi said, and waved at Baxter, who surprisingly broke into a trot, heading for the exact spot she had in mind. Mimi hurried after him. 

      “Good afternoon, Professor Hewitt,” she said cheerfully, once she was sure he was close enough to hear her. “What a day for a dog walk.” She didn’t have the time to come up with a better opening line.

      “At least it’s not raining,” the man replied, pushing his round glasses up his nose. 

      “I’m new to this dog walking business and finding it difficult to get my pug to go for walks in the park. Has it to do with winter, do you think?” 

      Thank goodness for dogs—such a great conversation starter!

      “It depends on the weather. It does get quite cold here. And then, it’s the breed and the dog’s personality, too. Ari, my dog, is quite fond of fresh air no matter the temperature.”

      The poodle lifted his head and barked as if to confirm.

      Mimi glanced at Baxter, who was standing behind her.

      “Stop hiding, Baxter, come and say hello to Ari,” she said, motioning her pug forward. 

      Baxter tilted his head and stared at her.

      “Yes, it’s called good manners,” she said, and beamed at Connor Hewitt. 

      Please don’t think we’re both weirdos, she thought. 

      Ari took a few steps, sniffing. Baxter followed suit. 

      Anxious to make the most of this chance encounter, Mimi shuffled a little closer toward the professor.

      “What a coincidence, I’ve just heard so much about you,” she said, trying to keep her voice casual. “You’re so dedicated to helping young people discover history and learn from it.”

      Connor Hewitt straightened his back, standing taller, and his face brightened a little. 

      “Just trying to do my bit, I suppose. Make a difference and all.”

      “You are,” she said, wondering how much creative license was in order under the circumstances. At twenty-nine, with her college years behind her, she was too old to have friends who were still students, and too young for her friends and relatives to have children in college. “I’ve heard that your students love the classes you hold in various unusual places, and I’ve noticed you in that big lawn across from my shop.”

      Well, it wasn’t exactly across from her shop, but it was close enough, and provided her with believable reason to explain why she’d even know about it.

      Connor hunched up a bit, and tightened his hands into fists so hard the knuckles shone white through the pale skin. 

      “Yeah, that one,” he said slowly. “I won’t be returning there any time soon.”

      “Of course, winter is not the best time of year for sitting on the grass...” Mimi let her voice trail off. A completely innocent and truthful comment, hopefully inviting explanations.

      She lowered her eyelids, conscious of not appearing too aggressive.

      Connor lowered his head and shuffled his feet. 

      “Yeah, that too.”

      Mimi’s hand sprang to her zipper. She fiddled with it for a second, but the energy that had built inside her chest buzzed its way up into her mouth.

      “That too? But what else could it be, surely no one would object to such a lovely way of teaching?”

      “Um.”

      “Well surely the local business community would be supportive. Being an antiques dealer, I don’t think my shop would attract many of your students, but a café or a fast food outlet, or even a bookshop,” she paused as her voice slightly trembled. That was a bit of a stretch, and Mimi cleared her throat. “Having extra customers in the neighborhood would be a blessing.”

      Connor Hewitt let out a long, heavy breath.

      “Apparently not,” he said, glancing at her again. Red blotches appeared on his face. “There were complaints.”

      Mimi opened her eyes wide. She didn’t have enough cheek to ask the source outright?”

      “A café owner wrote to the dean, arguing that my classes were detrimental to the local businesses, scaring customers away with the noise and litter produced.”

      “Really? What did he, or she, base their argument on?”

      “He gave some numbers in the letter, detailing the flow of customers to his café on a typical day, and then on the days when I held my history classes on the town green. All there in black-and-white and apparently impossible to refute,” he added, with a note of defiance in his voice.

      “Didn’t you try?”

      “I did. I wanted to write to him.” Connor paused and waved his hand. “I don’t understand why he hated my students so much. They weren’t chasing anyone away. Moreover, they often bought coffee and donuts from him. And honestly, how much noise could have really carried to his café?” He paused again. “Well, since I’ve already told you so much, it was Daniel George,” he added.

      Mimi nodded, keeping her facial expression from showing the relief that spread through her. Now that the name was out there, the conversation should be easier to guide.

      “But the dean advised me against it. I was actually quite upset. I believe that educating young people is a great responsibility and should be fulfilled with greatest care and dedication. It’s not something to be taken lightly.”

      “You certainly have a passion for teaching. I’m certain many people would agree with you, business owners included.”

      “Except Mr. George,” the man cut in, his voice brimming with bitterness. He looked away, his face darkening. 

      Mimi pulled on her zipper again, but it was stuck. She’d better be careful and find something else to fiddle with, or she’d lose her favorite winter coat.

      “They gave me a formal warning, you know,” he said quietly after a moment, still looking away.

      “Oh no. Has it gone in your file?” Mimi asked, her voice coming across hoarse.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Mimi gulped. “That’s too bad,” she said. “Now he’s dead, Daniel George, I mean. Did you know?”

      Connor Hewitt nodded. “Of course. The whole town is talking about it.”

      “I think you should talk to Chief Thompson about this conflict,” Mimi said quietly.

      Connor Hewitt turned back to look at her again. “I didn’t kill him,” he said, his eyes filled with what appeared to be fear.

      “I’m not suggesting you did. But you really need to talk to the police. The sooner, the better, Mr. Hewitt,” Mimi insisted. “Before anyone else brings it to their attention and it looks like you were trying to hide it.”

      The history professor shoved his free hand into his coat pocket. 

      “I will,” he said, and pulled the leash. “Come, Ari, let’s go home.”

      Mimi watched his tall, hunched figure disappear into the lunchtime crowds. 

      “Let’s go, Baxter. We can’t stand here all day.”

      But she wasn’t planning on going back to her shop, not yet. As soon as the building of the local police station emerged from around the corner, Baxter perked up and broke into a trot. Mimi had to jog to keep pace.

      “Baxter, where are you going, boy?” she called out, but it soon became obvious. Her pug jumped on the steps leading to the station.

      “But why, Baxter? Why?” she mumbled to herself, running up the stairs. Her pug was disappearing behind the automatic door and she’d better keep up with him. 

      “You don’t believe that Connor will come and talk to Rob?” Mimi finished her own thought, pushing through the glass door that was about to close on her. 

      “Who is Connor and why should he come and talk to me?” a smooth baritone boomed in the hallway. 

      “Oh, hello again,” Mimi said, catching her breath. “I was just thinking out loud.”

      “And popped in to share?” Rob asked, a smile playing on his lips. 

      “It was Baxter.” Mimi pointed her finger at the pug who sat by the policeman’s feet, looking all smug and wagging his tail. 

      “Baxter wanted to come in for a little chat?” Rob Thompson asked slowly, bending to pat the dog on the head. Baxter’s face brightened even more.

      Mimi knitted her brows, hoping her pug would get the message. Her dog was keener on getting back pats from a stranger than from her? 

      “So, just who is this Connor person?” Rob asked, sounding all innocent.

      Mimi pulled on the handle of the leash. 

      Would that be tattling or not?

      “Connor who?” Rob repeated, looking up at her. His deep blue eyes pierced her, and Mimi would swear Rob could read the thoughts at the back of her mind. 

      There was no harm in answering this innocent question. Was there?

      Sadly, the universe didn’t reply. 

      “Connor Hewitt,” Mimi said quietly. 

      Rob lowered his face and rubbed Baxter’s head a few times.

      “The history professor at the college?” he asked eventually.

      Another innocent question.

      “Yeah.”

      “Wasn’t there some sort of argument or something?” Rob said slowly and lifted his head. 

      His face was unreadable. 

      Mimi bit her lower lip. 

      Rob held his gaze. Mimi shifted from foot to foot. 

      “Have the police been involved in anything?” she asked, as lightly as she could, given the tightness of her throat. 

      “One of my staff recalled a phone call or two from the victim, complaining about noise and nuisance, but it was dismissed as not serious enough, I’m afraid. Is this related?”

      Mimi’s face burned. She hated passing gossip, but this wasn’t a piece of gossip. It was a fact, and Rob could easily check it.

      “I just talked to Connor Hewitt, bumped into him on my way from lunch,” she blurted. This was one hundred percent truthful. “I told him to talk to you.”

      Rob stood up, still watching Mimi carefully. For whatever strange reason, Baxter must have decided to join him. 

      “Do you think he did it?” Rob asked eventually, just as Mimi’s face began to itch.

      “What do I know?” she exploded. Then she heaved a sigh. Keeping her emotions in check had never been her forte, especially not while under pressure or being interrogated.

      Because, even if they weren’t in a small, stuffy room with a two-way mirror, she considered this conversation an interrogation.

      “And you,” she glared at Baxter. “You’re in it, too.” 

      Baxter blinked and tilted his head, his eyes at half-mast again. 

      “Yes, honestly!” Mimi fired back at his. Her little dog was talking back without even opening his mouth! What was he, some sort of super-powered animal?

      Rob chuckled. 

      “You’ve got a cute dog there,” he said. Baxter gave a low-pitched growl and tapped his tail on the floor. 

      “So, tell me, Mimi,” Rob said, a playful smile creeping onto his face again. The dimple appeared in his cheek. “Tell me what you know. Please.”

      Mimi exhaled slowly. The pent-up tension was making her chest sore. 

      Better out than in, she thought. 

      “You need to talk to him and make up your own mind up about it. I don’t know Connor Hewitt very well, but he’s pretty laid back and I don’t think he’s got the kind of passion needed to kill a person.”

      “He does have passion though. In abundance.”

      “He does, but for teaching, not for vengeance. He’s a good man. His students love him. I’m sure Dean Brown can tell you all about it.”

      Oops! She’d dropped another person in—

      “I see,” Rob said slowly. “And is he coming to talk to me, too?”

      “No idea,” Mimi replied. She pulled on her zipper, this time to open it. It was hot in here. Her shirt was already glued to her back. 

      “Have you talked to anyone else this morning since my visit?”

      Mimi’s spine stiffened. Oh, the torture of these perfectly innocent questions!

      “Does Baxter count?” she asked, crossing her arms.

      Rob glanced at the pug, who gave a happy bark.

      What was wrong with this dog? He barely ever barked, let alone with happiness.

      “If he does, then you need to talk to him, as he obviously is much keener to communicate with you than he is with me. But you’d have to do it some other time, because we’re late. The shop will not reopen itself.”

      Mimi picked Baxter up from the floor, expecting a fight. But the pug just gave her a strange look.

      Rob probably would have as well, but she wasn’t going to wait around to see it crawl onto his face.

      She turned on her heel and marched out of the station hall. She had enough of this strange conversation. She had said what she should have as a responsible citizen. Rob now could choose if he wanted to pursue more information, or wait until the cows came home.

      She welcomed the cool wintry breeze pinching her face. That had been torture!

      Was it a coincidence, or did Rob Thompson use his teeth-pulling conversational skills as an interview technique? Because it was increasingly looking like something he did on purpose.

      Smart technique really, quietly bullying your less patient interlocutors into revealing what they knew, simply by watching them squirm while waiting for you to speak.

      However much she hated to admit that, it was hard to ignore. Rob Thompson might have been torturously slow, but he was clever.
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      Mimi was relieved to be back at her shop. She even considered locking the door from the inside and hiding in the backroom to practice lifting the duster off the desk.

      She should try that ‘Whatsit Leviosa’ charm from Harry Potter. Maybe it’d work on the duster.

      But having flicked on the kettle, Mimi realized she hadn’t yet prepared the list of customers for Rob. She turned her laptop on. 

      She left the ‘Sorry, we’re closed’ notice up, but didn’t lock the door. This should discourage casual browsers, but regular customers might still try the door if they saw her working. 

      It sounded crazy even to Mimi, but she decided to leave it like that until she came up with a better idea of what to do. 

      In no time, the kettle boiled. Mimi prepared herself a cup of peppermint tea and set it on the desk. She had just opened the folder where she kept all the invoices when the phone rang.

      The shop landline. It must be a customer then, not a friend.

      “Surprises. Mimi speaking, how can I help?” she recited into the receiver. 

      Baxter, already curled up in a ball on the green chair again, twitched in his sleep. 

      “Mimi, thank heavens I’ve caught you.” The trembling voice on the other end of the line sounded familiar. “I really need to tell you something, I’m losing my mind over it.”

      “Is that you, Mrs. Parsons?” Mimi tried her first guess.

      “Yes, darling. I’m sorry to bother you, but you were so good with me yesterday, I was even able to sleep last night.”

      Unlike Mimi.

      “But this morning, when I went to the shops, I realized that... oh, this is so awful.” Judith’s voice rose into a screeching pitch again. Mimi moved the receiver away from her ear. 

      Even Baxter woke up and pulled his ears back.

      “There was someone else who hated the late Mr. George,” Judith Parsons said, her anxiety palpable even through the phone. 

      Mimi pressed her lips together and stiffened her shoulders. How much could she endure?

      “I forgot to tell Chief Thompson yesterday. Could you, please—”

      A knock at the door came at just the right moment. 

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Parsons. There is someone at the door, so I really have to go. You need to call Chief Thompson and tell him about this.”

      “But no, the police... I’m scared to talk to them. Could you please—”

      “You need to hang up with me and call the police immediately. You’ll be absolutely fine, and they’ll have to hear it from you anyway. Just call them, now,” Mimi said as politely as she could, dropping the receiver back on its bed.

      One glance at the glass pane in the door and the source of the timely knocking was identified. 

      Sophie Green? She wasn’t one of her regulars. What did she need?

      Mimi opened the door.

      “Hello, Mimi. Are you open?” Sophie greeted her. “I saw the sign, but I saw you there.” She looked a little more flustered than her usual calm and collected self. But the weather was cold, and maybe Sophie had had to walk a little. 

      Mimi decided she was open. Her curiosity was stronger than her desire to hide. 

      “Please come in. I was just about to carry on with my inventory. I must warn you, I’m a little low on stock at the moment. What are you looking for?”

      “Oh, I don’t want to come in, my boots are all muddy. I just had to pop into town for... for something I need for my farm and decided to stop by.”

      Mimi glanced at Sophie’s boots. They were muddy. But the chilly early afternoon breeze that hit her in the face and pushed a few old leaves into the shop was even less appealing. 

      Baxter lifted his head and growled.

      “Why don’t you come in anyway, even my dog is cold,” Mimi said hesitantly. “Just wipe your boots on the mat.”

      Sophie wiped her boots so hard the door mat slipped from under her feet and hit the door, causing it to fly wide open, hitting the door stopper.

      The closed notice fell to the floor, including the little hook it hung on.

      “I’m so sorry, Mimi,” Sophie moaned. “It’s all my fault. Just give it to me and I’ll fix it.”

      “No, no, Sophie, its fine,” Mimi replied automatically, closing the door and picking up the hook and the notice from the floor.

      But Sophie was in a helpful mood. She pulled up her dark gray jacket and yanked a small tool from the front pocket of her jeans. 

      “I’ve broken it, I’ll fix it,” Sophie said firmly, and stretched her free hand out.

      Mimi shrugged. It would be one less worry, small though it may be. She passed the items over and with a few smooth moves the notice was hanging in its usual place again.

      “You see, not a big deal,” Sophie said with a broad smile on her round face. “Being a farmer, I often have to fix things. That’s why I keep this little tool handy.” She gave a sharp laugh and slid the tool back into her pocket. 

      “Thank you, Sophie. Now, what can I do for you? You need something specific for your farm? I’m going to Europe soon, and I can take orders. A wish list, anyway,” she corrected herself. “I’ve seen some pottery that would make your stall at the market even prettier.”

      A wistful sparkle twinkled in Sophie’s brown eyes. 

      “Oh, I’d love some pretty things for my stall, but maybe next time. Winter isn’t good for cash flow, you know. And I’ve got a birthday coming up. My nephew. That’s why I wanted to check in case you had something for him.”

      “How old is he?” Mimi turned away, scanning the remaining objects on the shelves. Maybe she should also check the trunk?

      “He’s uh... about to be twelve. He loves sci-fi and adventure movies.” There was a note of hesitation in Sophie’s voice.

      “Oh boy. I can’t think I have that would work for him, I’m afraid,” Mimi said. “But I can definitely try to find something during my next trip.”

      “Didn’t you have that laser thingy from a movie? I saw it the other day.”

      Mimi froze. “The lightsaber?”

      Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know what it’s called, but he saw it through the window and got all excited about it.”

      “When was that?”

      “Oh, it was a while ago, I think back in the fall. He was in town with his mother and has been bothering her about it ever since. I got to talk to him only last weekend and decided to pop in at the next opportunity to check if you still had it.” Sophie looked around. “Do you? I don’t even know what it looks like.”

      Mimi winced. A cold shiver rippled down her spine at the unpleasant reminder of Daniel’s death.

      “No, not at the moment. It’s–well, it’s with the police, I’m afraid.”

      “The police?” Sophie’s round face paled. “How come?”

      Mimi explained briefly, trying to leave out as many details as possible.

      “I heard someone say something about Daniel George when I was at the tire shop, but I didn’t quite get it,” Sophie said. “You see, with me living out of town I have to rely on the weekly markets for updates on the news. And in winter I don’t even always come down every week.”

      Mimi nodded, half listening, half wondering why her dog was suddenly wide awake and watching them both.

      “I can let you know when they return it though,” Mimi said. She’d be more than happy to get rid of it once it was back in her hands. There was just one little niggling thing.

      “Having said that,” Mimi added, “even though it was sold to me as a toy, I don’t think it’s suitable for children.”

      “Oh, okay.” Sophie clearly sounded disappointed. “Do you have any idea when they may give it back to you? I wonder if I could simply have a look at it and make something similar from a piece of wood or something. If it’s not safe for children, I won’t buy it for Adam, but he’s so excited.”

      “Can you actually do it? Just with your hands?” Mimi asked, expecting that any second Sophie would pull a leg off a chair, procure a whittling knife from her jeans, and start turning it into a saber.

      Sophie chuckled. “No, not me. I have a customer who is an artist. He works with wood. He often asks if we could barter. He doesn’t earn much, but he loves my produce, so we do barter sometimes. He’s the one who made the market stall for me.”

      “A talented man,” Mimi observed. “Do you do that often, bartering I mean?”

      Sophie heaved a sigh. “More often than I’d like. Unfortunately, a lot of my regular customers are artists, young, environmentally aware people who can’t always afford the food. Organic farming is quite expensive.”

      “I didn’t realize that. I assumed it would be cheaper, since you don’t need any of the chemical fertilizers and pesticides. What’s so expensive?”

      “It takes more time to grow, and I can only produce so much at a time, so I can’t scale up. The equipment costs a lot, even when you buy secondhand and adapt the machines. Organic certifications are not cheap either. On top of that, a lot depends on the weather which can be pretty unpredictable.”

      “I gather it’s hard to turn a profit?”

      “It is.” Sophie shook her head. Then she smiled. “And how’s your business doing?”

      “It’s been growing steadily. At least bad weather doesn’t affect my turnover that much.” 

      “But you have to invest upfront, buying things you don’t know if people will even want from you, right?”

      Mimi nodded. “Having said that, over the years in the business, I’ve learned to recognize what may sell well. You might have also noticed that I take orders.” She paused to smile, just in case Sophie decided to further beautify her stall with some pottery. Something with fruits and vegetables painted on them would be the most obvious choice.

      “That’s a really good idea. I do that, too,” Sophie said, buttoning her jacket. “I’d better go. I should be preparing soil for winter crops.”

      In three short steps she was out. 

      Mimi stood by the door for a minute or so, unable to decide on her next move. The sound business owner part of her insisted she should keep the store open while carrying on taking inventory and rearranging the shelves. The justice-seeking concerned neighbor was of the opinion that she should print off that list of customers for Rob, and then, as a reward, practice with her newly acquired superpower, which she still wasn’t quite certain was real.

      “What do you think, Baxter?” she asked her pug, but the dog was already curled up and fast asleep. Or at least pretending to be. 

      “Well, I’d better get on with it then,” Mimi said, walking back to her desk. Fortunately, her tea was still warm. Mimi didn’t like dealing with the paperwork, even when it was electronic, so she braced herself for a long and painful task. Somehow, the search function in her laptop never came up with what she wanted. 

      About an hour and a bucket of minced swear words later, Mimi grabbed the piece of paper spit out by the printer.

      Twelve customers, not that many, and most of them had bought small, inexpensive objects. No wonder her business had seemed a little slower as of late. Maybe there was a seasonal variation, but more likely, this had to do with the need for fresh stock. She’d have to go away soon. Leave Baxter with Sara and go buy lots of lovely things.

      Those shelves needed to be ready by then.

      But first, she’d have a little peek at the list.

      She studied the piece of paper. A few regulars, two or three tourists, and a couple of what she knew where Christmas and birthday present purchases. None of the people looked particularly suspicious. The locals were all decent citizens that she knew. She couldn’t tell that about the tourists, of course, but surely they were all gone by now. 

      Unless one of them had planned a delayed revenge on Daniel. In that case, setting everything up to kick in after the culprit was long gone was a clever move.

      Mimi pulled on her bangs. 

      No, she couldn’t dismiss the hypothesis that it could have been one of the visitors. And what about the Wickrock buyers?

      Her gaze stopped again at the line with Connor Hewitt’s name. But Connor was a good-hearted man, certainly not capable of killing anyone.

      But what if he didn’t plan to kill Daniel, but just wanted to play a prank on him, to scare him a little?

      Mimi twirled a strand of hair around her fingers. Connor was young and smart, he could figure out how to make the toy deliver an electric shock.

      But wouldn’t he be a little more disturbed about learning that Daniel had died as a result?

      He should. But he hadn’t looked upset at lunch. 

      Confusion rose in Mimi’s head like fog on a chilly fall morning. She tossed the piece of paper onto her desk. 

      “I don’t want to look at my neighbors as potential murderers,” she mumbled. “I’ll leave that to the police. I have better things to do.”

      She drained her tea and, determined to shift her energy and focus elsewhere, she strode into the back room. 

      “Okay, what were the words?” she said. “Wingard Leviosa,” she uttered, watching the duster. But the pink plastic feather duster didn’t budge. 

      “I don’t have a wand. Would a hand gesture do?” As there was no one to answer her question, Mimi repeated the spell, lifting her hand in a way she remembered from the movie. 

      Still nothing. 

      Mimi sighed. “That’s no use. Why would it work? Hogwarts is fictional. I wish it wasn’t,” she added wistfully and crossed to the dust-covered cupboard. “I’d go there and learn how to do it properly.”

      She stood a couple of feet away from the old piece of furniture, hands on her hips and breathing slowly, careful not to make any sudden move. 

      Maybe she’d just imagined that she could move things with her mind after all.

      She stared at a piece of something that might have been a foldable Japanese fan, forcing her brain to imagine the folds opening. 

      One of the ends cracked open, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

      Mimi broke into a coughing fit. 

      Okay. So she could move objects. She didn’t imagine this. Even if sometimes it resulted in breaking something. Why couldn’t she move the duster then? Maybe she could only shift things, but not lift them?

      If that was the case, it didn’t look like a very useful superpower... unless, of course, she could train herself and expand her skill set.

      Skill set! Mimi snorted, this time careful to turn her head away from the dust bomb. 

      But maybe it was about how far she stood from the object she was trying to move.

      Mimi stepped backward. She looked at the fan again, imagining it folding itself this time, the loosely hanging broken end included. 

      The fan swung closed. The loose end fell off almost immediately and the whole object dropped, sending up another puff of dust. 

      Fortunately, it didn’t add too much to the already dust-filled atmosphere. And it was a success. 

      Mimi backed off the cupboard by another half a yard. She repeated the same mental exercise, now trying to put the fan up against the back of the shelf again. 

      Nothing happened.

      Mimi stifled a moan and an urge to stomp her feet. Movies and books about witches and wizards made it look easy and natural. But maybe it was easy and natural only for those who were true witches and wizards. And she was not.

      A shiver went down her spine. 

      Was she?

      No. Why would she be? 

      Mimi shook off the strange sensation. Maybe it was some sort of odd magnetic forces or some other natural phenomena. She would need to look it up on the Internet one day. But now was the time to continue cataloging the items.

      Mimi sneaked to the bathroom to wash her hands and her face. She didn’t want to risk stinging eyes and a week of coughing.
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      The following morning brought in even colder weather, this time with a dusting of snow.

      “Baxter, look at that, boy,” Mimi called out, opening the door. “Don’t you just love it?”

      She was standing at the bottom of the stairs leading to their apartment above the shop, nicely bundled up, while the pug stubbornly sat at the top. 

      “Come on, boy. It’s time for a walk in the park. Fresh snow, isn’t that wonderful.” Mimi put as much enthusiasm as she could into her voice. She loved snow. “If we hurry up, we’ll get to be the first ones to make footprints on the paths. Yippee!” Mimi pulled a red-checkered dog coat from the shelf above her head. 

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got your new coat ready. Remember, it fits you perfectly now.” She waved the coat so that her pug could see it. He’d seemed to like it last night when she’d tried it on him.

      But Baxter didn’t move. 

      Mimi climbed two steps. She was not going to carry her dog to the park again!

      “Don’t be silly. You’ll love the snow.”

      Tilted head with half-covered eyes—Baxter’s ‘Do-you-honestly-think-so?’ face. 

      Mimi heaved a sigh. Any normal dog would be happily jumping and rolling in snow by now, but Baxter simply was not an ordinary dog. The assistant at the pet shop had suggested that he wasn’t a typical dog, but to be honest, Mimi thought he’d been referring to Baxter’s quiet nature. And the fact that he was the only dog that looked at her differently. Not like all the others—jumping, yapping and wagging their tails. He looked at her  a deep, ‘you-know-you-need-me’ kind of way. There was something in Baxter’s brown eyes that had caught her attention and convinced her to get him. Or maybe she’d just fallen for the good old ‘he has chosen you’ adage.

      Either way, there he was—lazy, oversleeping, hating walks in the park, and scared of crows. But all hers.

      An unusual dog for an unusual woman. A woman who could move objects, even though it was not every time she wanted to. 

      Mimi reached for the shelf. She’d take the leash and carry Baxter to the park. She didn’t want to risk any accidents at home or in the shop. 

      But the leash sprang from under her fingers and flew across the hallway, landing right over Baxter’s head.

      Whoa! Better than a lasso at the rodeo. 

      Mimi crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. Her head felt like the inside of a well-shaken bottle of soda, and her legs were trembling. 

      Was it a really good lasso throw or another manifestation of her special powers? 

      Surprisingly, this made Baxter climb to his little paws. He dawdled down the steps, pulling the leash behind.

      By the time her pug reached the bottom of the staircase, her head was a lot calmer. She had to do some research on special powers in humans. She had meant to do it last night, but spent the evening adapting the doggy coat for Baxter. As her mother had said several times, Maine winters were not for sissies. 

      But not now. Now was the time for a quick wee-wee walk in the park. Mimi was expecting Sara this morning, and she didn’t want her friend to waiting outside in the cold. 

      But for once, Baxter took his time in the park. That is, he took his time getting Mimi to find a suitable spot so he could do what he needed to do. He clearly tried to avoid the snow, but Mimi couldn’t shake off the impression that his fussiness had something to do with a certain crow. But she was too busy enjoying the snow herself to care that much.

      So, yes, they were a little late to open the shop door, and poor Sara was already waiting, hopping from foot to foot. 

      “Sorry to make you wait, Sara.” Mimi rummaged through her pockets, looking for the keys. “Have you been here long?”

      “Long enough to need a hot cup of coffee before I can get down to work,” Sara replied.

      Mimi let everyone in and rushed to the back room. “Only instant coffee, I’m afraid. My coffee pot’s broken.”

      “No problem.”

      Mimi prepared two cups. She needed to have her head clear and be working at the top of her game this morning. No more daydreaming, dust-blowing, or fan-breaking.

      Annoying!

      She had to put it off until the inventory work was over and done with. And Sara’s visit today was a great opportunity to speed up the process. On top of that, they could discuss Daniel’s death.

      Setting down two steaming coffee cups, Mimi settled at the desk. She pulled out the list of the items she’d bought on her most recent trip to Ireland.

      “Here’s everything I’ve dragged here,” she said, positioning the piece of paper so that her friend could also see it. “But I’ve already sold some of these.”

      Sara glanced at her, her eyebrows raised. “Why?” she asked.

      “The requests. Plus, I hate paperwork, so I leave cataloging to the last minute.”

      “But that’s not good. How will you remember what you’ve sold and what you haven’t?”

      “That’s why I’ve done the inventory,” Mimi said, and smiled. But her smug smile disappeared as soon as she realized that she had a thief in the meantime. 

      “Having said that,” Mimi added, I’ve had at least one problem. Then she told Sara about the lightsaber disappearing from her trunk.

      “You really shouldn’t sell things you haven’t yet put in your catalog, Mimi.” The reproach in Sara’s voice was palpable. 

      “I guess you’re right,” Mimi fired back. “I just can’t make myself do it. Even the thought of it makes me dizzy.” 

      “You need to set aside some time. Whenever you come back from your buying trip, close the shop and just do it. I always keep track of all my items bought and sold.”

      “Your wares are far more expensive than mine,” Mimi tried protesting. 

      “Not at all. Modern jewelry can be quite affordable. And I’ve seen some of your price tags and they can be quite hefty, too!” Sara pointed out. “But in all honesty, I don’t think it’s a matter of price. It’s more about having a good system in place that helps you run your business.”

      Mimi pressed her lips together. The comment that had pushed its way into her mouth wasn’t getting out. Sara might be a little on the perfectionist side, but she was an awesome friend. And Mimi promised herself she would catalog her treasure hunt as soon as she returned from her next trip. But there was another, more intriguing issue she hoped to discuss with Sara. “Speaking of the lightsaber, Rob... I mean Chief Thompson, thinks someone must have tampered with it on purpose, to kill Daniel.”

      Unfortunately, Sara seemed to have another change of subject in mind. 

      “Wait. Since when are you on a first-name basis with the chief of police?” She glanced at Mimi through narrowed eyes. 

      “Since yesterday, I believe. He’s like that, I think. Quite an easygoing, down-to-earth kind of guy,” Mimi replied, as lightly as she could. “And don’t change the subject. I want to know what you think of the suspects. Who could have killed poor Daniel? You have a talent for reading people.”

      “Okay, I’m not saying anything,” Sara protested. “But I’d never call Chief Thompson anything other than Chief Thompson. But never mind. And who are the suspects?”

      “So far, apparently Judith Parsons—”

      “Not Judith,” Sara interrupted. “If the thingy had to be tweaked, as Chief Thompson says, I can’t imagine Judith Parsons doing it.”

      “She has a couple of grandsons,” Mimi said, thinking back to some of the scenes she had observed last summer. “And some of them are not exactly model citizens.”

      “I see...” Sara looked away, her eyes unfocused for a while. “But I still don’t think she has the personality to be a killer.”

      “What about a prank gone wrong?”

      “Judith Parsons playing pranks on people?”

      “No, no... I’ve moved on to Connor Hewitt.” Mimi told her about the lectures on the grass and Daniel George’s complaint. 

      Sara listened, sipping her coffee. “That sounds like a much more likely scenario,” she said.

      “I agree, but do you think Connor is capable of murdering someone?”

      “Not as a planned thing,” Sara said, lifting her finger. “But this could have been a practical joke gone bad.”

      “I’ve told Rob I didn’t think Connor was the murdering type,” Mimi said. 

      Sara put her cup down. “Have you thought it through properly? What if you gave the police false information?”

      Mimi’s cheeks burned. “Well, it’s his job to question everything and check for evidence, isn’t it?” she blurted out. “But why are you assuming I lied? I do believe Connor is a good man. Don’t you?”

      Sara leaned back on her chair and looked away again.

      Mimi tensed her shoulders. This might have looked like a difference of opinions between friends, but Mimi became uncomfortable. She was entitled to have her own opinion about people. But what if her opinion of Connor Hewitt was incorrect? Sara was rarely wrong about people.

      “And?” Mimi urged her friend.

      “The more I think about it, the less I’m convinced he’s capable of murder. I’m still not sure about the prank option. After all, Mr. Hewitt had a good reason to hate Mr. George. I think maybe you should call the police and tell them that you’ve had second thoughts about it,” Sara added.

      Mimi shifted in her chair. She was uncomfortable with Sara’s suggestion, but she didn’t like the idea of misguiding the investigation. She climbed to her feet. “I’ll see what I- oh, I don’t have to see,” Mimi said, looking at the main door. The knot between her shoulder blades immediately resolved. “He’s here.”

      She rushed to greet Wickrock Bay’s chief police officer.

      After all the introductions were done, and Baxter had his head scratched, Mimi plucked enough courage to share her freshly acquired doubts about Connor.

      “Don’t worry, Mimi.” Rob dismissed her concerns. “I think your original opinion is right. I’ve checked out Connor and I also don’t think he’s murderer material either.”

      “You can’t even imagine how relieved I am,” Mimi said. “Is that why you’re here?”

      A rosy glow crept on Rob’s face. “Yes and no,” he said quickly. “You never gave me that list of your recent customers. Plus, I’ve been wondering if you’ve heard or seen anything new that could be useful to the investigation?”

      Oh, she’d forgotten about the list again. 

      Mimi reached into the desk drawer and pulled out the neatly folded piece of paper. Rob took it from her and put it in his pocket.

      “Any news?” he asked again.

      Mimi shook her head. “Sorry, but I’ll be sure to let you know if something comes up.”

      Rob turned to leave.

      “Wait, no!” Mimi called out, realizing something. “Sophie Green came here, looking for the lightsaber.”

      Rob stopped with his hand on the door handle. “She did? When was that?” he asked. 

      Mimi told him about Sophie’s visit.

      “Does it seem suspicious to you?” Mimi asked when she finished.

      Rob exhaled slowly. “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      Rob shoved his hands into the pockets of his navy blue police jacket. “A lot of things,” he said slowly.

      He was back in his ‘slowly’ mode. Mimi’s face prickled. 

      “Like what?” she asked, crossing her arms. She wasn’t letting him off the hook too lightly.

      “Like if you think it was a plausible story, for example.”

      “I do, actually,” Mimi replied without hesitation. “She would buy some stuff from me if she had more money. But apparently organic farming is not a very lucrative business.”

      Rob’s broad face tensed and a vertical line appeared on his forehead.

      Mimi bit her lip. It was not the time for a snarky remark, even if the intent was to speed Rob up. 

      “Organic, you said?”

      “I did,” Mimi confirmed. “Why?”

      “Nothing,” he murmured, shaking his head and grabbing the door handle again. “I’ve got to go and check something.”

      Then he left as suddenly as he appeared. 

      “You see, that wasn’t hard,” Sara commented. “And now that your conscience is clear, you can focus on cataloging these items. If we’re fast and finish this before lunch, I can help you find a foolproof system to make sure cataloging isn’t a problem in the future,” she offered. 

      Mimi would prefer to dwell on the potential suspects a little more, but Sara was right. The cataloging wouldn’t do itself. She decided to check on the progress of the case with Rob later. 

      Strangely enough, she didn’t have to. Just as Mimi and Sara were taking her break, he called. 

      “Got an interesting piece of information,” he said with a surprising amount of energy. “I wonder if you’ve heard anything on the grapevine about it.”

      Ah, so he was fishing for information. But maybe he was open to do some trading.

      “It depends on what it is,” Mimi said, smiling smugly to herself. 

      A long silence at the other end. 

      Oh my, he wasn’t reconsidering his plan to fish for information, was he? She might need to cut back on some of her remarks, otherwise she might get excluded from the case entirely. And she was dying to find out who killed Daniel George.

      “Fine. Fire away. Let’s see if my local intelligence can be of any use,” she promptly added.

      “I’m not sure if it’s of any importance here, but I’m wondering if you are aware of any conflict between your neighbor and the organic farm lady?”

      “A conflict between Daniel and Sophie Green?” Mimi repeated, desperately waving at Sara. Sara looked at her through the narrowed eyes. She took a moment to process the message and finally shook her head.

      “Not that I’m aware of,” Mimi reported back from her quick consultation.

      “That’s too bad. I’ve got a note regarding a report he filed on her. Apparently, about something being wrong with her farming practices.”

      Mimi pulled on her bangs with her free hand. 

      “Sophie’s farming practices not being right?” she said, more for the benefit of her friend than anything else. 

      A shrug from Sara.

      “That’s a new one to me,” Mimi replied. “But I can check the local grapevine, as you say.”

      “That’ll be great. Thanks, and please let me know right away if Sophie turns up at your doorstep again.”

      “I will,” Mimi promised, swallowing another comment—this time an errant suggestion that if Rob returned the lightsaber, Sophie might have an incentive to turn up. Instead, she asked, “On another note, has Judith contacted you? I just remembered her strange phone call yesterday.”

      “No. Why should she?”

      “She said something about someone else having a reason not to like Daniel, or something like that.”

      “Do you know who she meant?”

      “No idea. You were at the door at the time, so I told her to call and disconnected to see you.”

      Rob thanked her and ended the call without any indication if he was going to do something about Judith or not. How annoying! 

      “That was a strange request,” Sara observed once Mimi had hung up and told her what Rob had said. “Why did he want you to report if Sophie came here again? Why would she?”

      Mimi shrugged. “Frankly, I have no idea, although, not to brag, but it seems like everyone comes here sooner or later.”

      “You mean to buy or browse through your curiosities?” Sara asked.

      Mimi paused to ponder that comment, which had escaped Sara’s mouth not entirely consciously. Baxter jumped off his favorite chair, stretched, and trotted across the room toward Sara. He sat by her legs. 

      Mimi decided to ignore the obvious favoritism her dog had been displaying toward some of her friends.

      “Mimi, you haven’t answered my question,” Sara urged her. “Did you mean to buy, or in general?”

      “I think I mean both,” Mimi replied. “I also think it’s time for you to go and open your store. It’s nearly midday.”
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      But Mimi wasn’t done with her investigation yet. As soon as Sara Domico left to open her jewelry shop, Mimi sneaked out. Officially, she was going to get a decent coffee, something to eat (after all, it was lunchtime), and catch a breath of fresh air. But her main goal was to quench her curiosity, which was more pressing than her need for caffeine and food at the moment. Fortunately, the place she headed for, the Organic Market, could cater to all her current needs. She had to check on a few things. She might not have access to all the information available to Rob Thompson, but she could at least try to use whatever she had at her disposal. And then provide it to him.

      She wanted to help. She felt she should, and she was able to. For Daniel’s sake, to get justice for him.

      Since Baxter had declined the offer of a midday outing, Mimi was able to walk as fast as she wanted. 

      It appeared that winter had settled in for good in Wickrock Bay. Not a surprise since it was December. The front lawns she passed by were covered in a virgin dusting of snow. The sidewalk glistened, so it was good that Mimi’s boots had decent anti-slip soles!

      To fend off the chill that began to creep under her coat, Mimi grabbed a cup of organic coffee at the entrance to the market. Sipping on her drink, she wandered among the empty stalls. A large notice at the entrance informed her that in winter, the market ran on weekends only. There were a few cars parked here and there, and some windows in the building surrounding the main square had lights in them.

      Fortunately for her, it wasn’t all in hibernation.

      Mimi sipped on her coffee, craning her neck. The market office should be somewhere nearby, and if she was lucky, it would be open.

      It was. The office, decorated with brightly colored posters and smelling of winter apples, was open and manned. Or ‘womaned’ rather. The middle-aged lady sitting behind the counter had a rosy complexion and a broad smile that made her look like a walking advertisement for organic food. The name tag on the counter read Dianne McCormick, Manager. 

      “Hello there.” Mimi jumped right in and got busy. “I’ve got a question regarding organic certification.”

      “We don’t do that here. There are a number of special certifying bodies. You can check their names and requirements on the website.”

      She probably should have looked it up before coming over, but it was too late now. She was standing in the office at the Organic Market with a goal in mind. And she was not prepared to leave this room without the information she needed.

      “I was just wondering,” she added quickly, feeling a little dismissed. “What would happen to a farmer who was selling organic produce that wasn’t entirely organic?”

      The woman’s face furrowed. “Do you have any concerns about anyone in particular?”

      “No, just um... doing some research... for a project,” Mimi stammered. Maybe she should have prepared a little more for this investigation. “Is there a process to follow?”

      “Yes, there is,” Dianne McCormick replied, still watching Mimi with a suspicious look on her rosy-cheeked face. “The National Organic Program has a system in place where you can report any suspected violations of the organic regulations. You can find the information how to file a complaint on their website.”

      Again, a website! Mimi ignored this hint, too. 

      “What happens when a complaint is filed? Would someone come and check on the reported farmer?”

      “It depends on the nature of the concerns raised. I’m not sure exactly how they would handle it.”

      “Say it was about using prohibited substances,” Mimi said before the woman could refer her back to some website again.

      The market manager pursed her lips. “There is a system of inspections already in place. They can take samples and analyze them for any unapproved residue,” she said, reluctantly. “I’m sorry, but I’m not authorized to give this sort of information.”

      “Ah, I’m sorry, but thank you for your help.” Mimi rushed to reduce the guilt that had settled in her chest. “I’d better be off,” she added and dashed outside. 

      She might have been good at telling people what she thought, but making stuff up on the fly was definitely not her cup of tea. On top of that, people who didn’t answer her questions directly drove her nuts. The woman could have told her straight up that she wasn’t authorized.

      Now Mimi had to add another thing to look up on the computer. At twenty-nine years old, Mimi was as technologically savvy as an average person of her generation, but she preferred talking to real people. Somehow, she felt she could trust the information they provided more than the impersonal text on some website.

      Well, that wasn’t a particularly productive trip, she thought, exiting the market. A few minutes later her stomach grumbled.

      Ugh, she forgot to grab something to eat. Now she had to stop somewhere else, and it would have to be a ready-made sandwich. She didn’t like the idea of leaving Baxter by himself for longer than the fifteen minutes, and that had elapsed a while ago. So she’d check on him through the window, assuming he was asleep on his favorite green chair, and then spring further down the street to the little convenience store. 

      Mimi sped up her pace and started to jog. Normally, she’d pop into Daniel’s cafe and ask him to make her something really quick, but now... Mimi sadly glanced at the building just in front of her. There was no Daniel. The windows in his café were dark and had already taken on the peculiar dusty look of an uninhabited place. And Daniel’s murderer was still on the loose. 

      This brought her back to another thread. Why hadn’t Judith contacted the police yet? What if the piece of information she was in possession of was crucial to the case?

      Mimi stopped by her store. For some reason she was not surprised to see a large crow on the windowsill and Baxter standing on his chair on the other side, appearing to be in the midst of another staring contest with the bird. 

      What on earth was going on there?

      The bird turned its head and looked at her, as if expecting something from her. 

      “What? Am I supposed to say ‘Hello’ or what?” Mimi said. 

      The bird’s head bobbed up and down.

      “Honestly?” Her voice came out a little louder than she would have wished. Baxter gave a short bark. 

      Mimi shrugged. “All right then, I guess I’ve got nothing to lose.” She glanced quickly to both sides, checking to make sure there was no one else within the earshot. 

      Fortunately, the area around was empty. 

      “Hello, Crow,” she said, and glared at her pug. “Happy now?”

      The crow cawed and flew away. Baxter wagged his tail. 

      “Okay then. I’ll be back in a second,” she told him and trotted away. She was more than eager to forget about that bizarre encounter. 

      A couple of minutes later, with a bag of cheese sandwiches in her hand, Mimi stepped outside. The wintry air pinched her cheeks, just as the tower clock chimed 1 p.m. She was about to start jogging back to her store when a familiar figure came into her field of vision.

      A petite, fur-clad lady was trying to push her handcart up the ramp of a shop with a visible effort. 

      Judith ‘avoid-police-like-the-plague’ Parsons!

      In a split second Mimi changed the direction of her intended jog.

      “Let me give you a hand, Mrs. Parsons,” she called out, waving at the older woman. 

      Judith stopped and waited. She handed the cart over to Mimi with relief. 

      “You’re a godsend, Mimi, darling. Thank you so much,” the woman said.

      Mimi pulled the cart up, considering how direct she could be without provoking too much drama.

      “I bumped into Chief Thompson yesterday,” Mimi said, as casually as she could, noting the use of creative license on the word ‘bump.’ “Have you talked to him yet?”

      Judith wheezed in a breath. “Oh, Mimi...” she moaned. “I really haven’t the head for it.”

      Mimi parked the little cart by the shop door and blocked the access to it. She wasn’t going to let Judith get away with not reporting what might be important information.

      “You should have,” she said firmly. “It’s a murder investigation, Mrs. Parsons. Whatever you know could be a vital piece of information that could help the police track down the killer. And after all,” she added, “you don’t want to get in trouble for withholding evidence.” She winced inwardly. That might be a stretch at this point, but she really wanted Mrs. Parsons to go to Chief Thompson. She really wanted this murder solved.

      Judith Parsons’s gloved hand landed on her chest, as she trembled. Her watery-blue eyes filled with moisture.

      “But I thought you’d do it for me,” Judith said, her voice again taking on a high pitch. 

      Mimi braced herself. 

      “But I never said I would, and anyway, you never told me what your information was! Remember, I told you to call Chief Thompson immediately. You need to do it, Mrs. Parsons. For Daniel. This is your responsibility as a member of our community.”

      Judith Parsons blushed, and two large tears rolled down her cheeks. She fiddled with her handbag.

      Mimi reached into her pocket and pulled out a packet of tissues.

      “Please, take one,” she said, pushing the packet into Judith’s shaking hand.

      After what felt like half an hour, Judith pulled a tissue out and dabbed her cheeks. 

      “I’m sorry, Mimi. I’m just... just not sure. I said I thought there was someone else who had a bone to pick with Mr. George, but then... I started to doubt myself,” Mrs. Parsons said, crumpling the tissue in her hands. “I didn’t want to cast a bad light onto an innocent person.”

      Guilt stirred in Mimi’s stomach. Maybe she was being too harsh on the woman.

      “And I can understand that,” Mimi cut in. “I had the same doubts about... someone else. But I just talked to Rob, Chief Thompson, and left it with him. It’s his job to separate the wheat from the chaff, so to speak.”

      “I know, my dear,” the older woman sighed. “And he does it so well. So well, in fact, I often wonder if he acts on what’s reported to him at all. He ignores at least eighty percent of the concerns people bring to him.”

      That, Mimi could believe, but she chose not to comment. Civic duty first!

      “Nevertheless, you should report it to him and let him decide. And if you allow me,” Mimi added, “I’ll help you call the police. I won’t do it for you, but I can be beside you when you’re talking to them.”

      Mimi swallowed the rest of her sentence. She’d have to put up with Judith’s ear-piercing shrill if it came down to it. 

      “Thank you, Mimi, darling,” Judith Parsons whispered, between heavy breaths. “I can do it myself. I’ll get home and I’ll call them. I promise. I’ll sit with a cup of tea, calm my nerves, and pick up the phone.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Ab-so-lute-ly,” the older lady stuttered. 

      “Okay then.” Mimi stepped aside. It looked like Judith Parsons, for whatever reason, wanted to have that uncomfortable conversation in the comforts of her own home. “Here’s your shopping cart. I’ve got to run.”

      Mimi skipped down the steps, feeling uncomfortable. Something was tugging at her stomach. It was as if she didn’t trust Judith Parsons’s reassurances. 

      “Don’t forget to call Chief Thompson as soon as you’re back home this afternoon,” she said. “Before he comes looking for you.”

      Judith Parsons’s face paled. “Why would he come looking for me?” she said, her voice breaking into the screeching pitch.

      Mimi tensed her shoulders. 

      “Because murder is a serious matter,” she replied quickly. She made sure to be out of earshot before the other woman could reply. She was freezing and burning up at the same time, no doubt from the mixture of emotions she had been subjected to over the last few minutes. Plus, her sandwiches needed a quick transfer into her stomach which was currently feeling as empty as a swimming pool in winter. Plus, there was a lonely dog who appeared able to converse with a crow waiting for her.
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      Back at the shop, Mimi was met by the subtle snoring of her pug and a blinking voicemail light on her phone.

      A message? From who? 

      Mimi unzipped her jacket carefully. She didn’t want to damage the zipper even more. She sat at the desk and listened to the recording.

      It was Rob Thompson reporting that he had just bumped into Judith Parsons, and that the conversation with her was “not that useful, but thank you anyway for insisting she talk to me.” Of course, he didn’t reveal any details, so Mimi was none the wiser as to who Judith had been talking about. 

      Mimi was so absorbed in her tangent she nearly missed the other part of Rob’s message. She replayed it just to make sure she understood. He was asking her if she was aware of Daniel’s weak heart, if he’d ever talked about it, and, if so, who else might have known. He asked her to call him back with any information.

      Mimi leaned back on her chair, pulling on her bangs. It somehow helped her think. 

      She’d had no idea that Daniel had a heart problem. She didn’t even know how old he was. Not super young, but not old either. Probably in his fifties. Perfect time to start having cardiovascular problems, at least based on Mimi’s own experience with family members. 

      Had he ever complained of a heart problem? Not that she could recall.

      And, by the same token, she had no idea if anyone else knew. She also couldn’t come up with a source who could enlighten her on the issue. Maybe her highly introverted bookstore neighbor would know?

      No. It was highly unlikely, and she didn’t fancy another tirade about her bad influence over the area.

      She wouldn’t be surprised if one of the little old ladies who spent all their time watching the lives of other people go by might know about it. 

      Which took her back to suspect number one—Judith Parsons.

      Judith? Really?! As soon as the thought popped up into her head, Mimi chastised herself for it. She was done considering Judith as a suspect. 

      Since Chief Thompson was not concerned, then, by extension, Judith must be taken off the list.

      Speaking of lists, Judith was not on the list Mimi had passed on to Rob. And none of the other customers could have been from her family, to put Sara’s argument to sleep.

      Not feeling like going through another round of badly disguised inquiries, and having quickly checked with Sara, only to find that she didn’t know about Daniel’s heart problem either, Mimi decided to call Rob back.

      But he didn’t answer the phone, so she left him a message, explaining her ignorance of the issue.

      This made her think about Daniel and his café again. Her chest tightened, and her eyes blurred. 

      Daniel had been such an important member of their little community, and someone she used to encounter nearly every day. She could see him from her upstairs bedroom window, if she happened to wake up early, as he opened the café. In summer, he’d organize the little terrace in front, opening the umbrellas and distributing sugar and cream containers. 

      But now that was all over. Finished. The life of a person blown out like a paper sugar wrapper off the table. 

      A tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it with the back of her hand. 

      Baxter rose from his chair, jumped off, and wobbled toward her.

      Mimi bent to give him a pat. 

      “Do you think someone will buy the café and do something useful with it?” she whispered, scratching Baxter’s head. “I’ll miss Daniel terribly, especially our chats and his quirky attitude about all what’s new and fashionable.” 

      Baxter licked her hand. 

      How could she ever doubt her pug didn’t love her enough?

      She picked him up and squeezed him against her chest. 

      “You’re an awesome, awesome friend, Baxter,” she whispered into his ear. 

      Baxter struggled a while and then gave in and nuzzled his head under her arm. Feeling his warm body on her heart made her a little less sad and lonely in the world. 

      Somehow, cuddling her pug brought back the memories of Baxter standing by her when she was trying her new object-moving skills.

      Finally, she had some time. She could do her research now. 

      She lowered Baxter carefully onto her lap, and when he settled into a ball, she opened her laptop.

      What should she put into the search box? Magic powers? Witches?

      How to train to be a wizard?

      All of these terms seemed silly. Mimi gulped.

      “You’ll never know until you try,” she murmured. “What do you say, Baxter?”

      Surprisingly, the dog lifted his head and... nodded?

      Or was it just her wishful thinking?

      Probably.

      Never mind. She’d do it anyway.

      Mimi pored over the laptop, trying various search terms and checking a few websites. Some even claimed to train people to become real witches and wizards. Some were housed in old castles, evoking thoughts of Hogwarts, and Mimi’s dreams to receive that letter. Some looked like any other evening class at your local college. 

      Surprisingly, with the exception of what clearly looked like themed holidays or weekend experiences, hardly any of these learning opportunities featured people wearing pointy hats with bats on their shoulders.

      Or should it be owls?

      Mimi was confused. It seemed that her object-moving capability wasn’t all that rare. But then again, it was presented as a special gift to be cherished and developed rather than a quirk.

      For now, she felt more like the latter. 

      And if she was to believe what was written (this was the Internet, after all), there was a large group of people who could move objects, levitate, and cast spells. 

      Did she belong with them?

      And if she did, why? And how?

      From what she read on these websites, many of these... uh, traits, ran in families. Special magic powers passed from generation to generation. But Mimi’s family was anything but magical.

      To be honest, she couldn’t think of a family more dull and practical than her own. Not that she didn’t love them. Of course she did. Her mother, the most level-headed woman Mimi had ever known, was a math teacher. Her dad, bless his perfectly folded cotton socks, was an accountant. Anyone she could think of in the extended family was just like the rest—responsible, pragmatic and about as boring and predictable as a typical Sunday brunch.

      If anyone, Mimi was the crazy one in the family. Actually, this was what her brother believed. Her pragmatic, facts-and-cold-logic-driven fraternal twin brother, although with similar interests, had chosen a ‘much more practical career path’ and become an archaeologist.

      So, what did that mean? Was she some sort of weird mutation? A one-in-a-millennium Muggle-born like Hermione Granger?

      That would be pretty cool. Although Mimi preferred Ginny Weasley—the fiery personality suited her more. Plus, she got to marry the boy.

      Mimi closed her eyes, trying to imagine what her life would be like if she was a Ginny Weasley or a Hermione in the making. 

      Well, seeing is believing. She’d burned herself on the false information found on the Internet far too many times. 

      Mimi was about to click on yet another link to see how much one of those courses cost when the main door to her shop opened. 

      “Hello, Sophie,” Mimi greeted the short and stout woman who appeared in the entrance. 

      Baxter growled, the hair on his back rising. He jumped off Mimi’s lap. 

      Baxter liked Rob and Sara, but he didn’t like Sophie. Maybe because she smelled like other animals?

      Mimi stood up and walked toward the center of the store. 

      Now she had a better view of the little figure standing in the doorway, all bundled up in a winter jacket, a wooly hat, and a large scarf. There was something about Sophie that made her look a little more ruffled than expected, perhaps her glowing cheeks and the impatient eyes scanning the store. 

      A woman on a mission?

      “How can I help?” Mimi asked, but by the time she finished her question, her mind registered something like a vibration in the air. 

      A glance at her dog confirmed that Baxter must have sensed something, too. His hackles were up, and his ears swiveled backward. He was watching Sophie’s every move. 

      Mimi took a step forward, just as Sophie pulled her wooly hat off. Her long brown hair, usually pinned up, spilled out of an untidy bun. Her eyes were shining and her hands fiddled with the buttons of her jacket.

      Maybe she was just in a rush.

      “Are you after anything specific, Sophie?” Mimi asked again, trying to keep her voice light.

      “Oh, I was wondering if you—if you’ve got that laser thing? For my nephew,” Sophie answered, not even looking at Mimi.

      Mimi took another step forward. Were Sophie’s eyes a little too bright? Was she under the influence of anything?

      “It’s not back yet, sorry.” Mimi decided to keep the details light. Surely Sophie should have remembered where the lightsaber was.

      “But you said it would be back soon,” Sophie’s voice rose. She started pacing along the shelves on the opposite wall. She breathed heavily, shuffling her feet, curling and uncurling her fists. 

      Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to get any closer. Mimi swept her gaze around the room, discreetly noting her access to the exits and the phone. “I’m sorry, I really don’t know when I’ll get it back.” 

       ”But I need it. Now!” Sophie replied and stomped her foot like a stubborn child.

      Mimi wasn’t good at handling angry people. If anything, she was one of those who needed help to calm down sometimes herself. She needed Sara Domico. And pronto!

      But how could she call her in? Telepathy superpower would be nice. Apparently, some of those courses promised to develop that, too.

      But she needed it now.

      She could always try to play for time, hoping that Sophie would calm down and/or leave her shop without causing any damage.

      “When is your nephew’s birthday?” Mimi asked, trying to keep her voice steady and calm. 

      “What?” Sophie asked and turned away. She started picking up old books on the nearest shelf and putting them back again.

      At least those were not extremely fragile objects, such as the china cups in the case beside the bookshelf.

      The cups tinkled. Mimi closed her eyes and dragged her thoughts away from the china shelves. The last thing she wanted now was for a strangely agitated Sophie to discover her precious and delicate china collection.

      Should she try to summon her phone so she could call for help?

      Nah, too risky...

      “Those books are boring, Sophie,” Mimi said, inching her feet toward the desk while keeping a constant eye on the other woman.

      Sophie dropped the book she was holding. It fell on the floor with a thud. She flinched and broke into a chuckle that quickly became an angry shout.

      “So why do you keep these boring things in your store? Why can’t you bring in stuff that’s actually interesting and useful?”

      “More interesting things, you say?” Mimi fired off. “Like what? A lightsaber? Useful for killing innocent people with a heart problem?” She froze, watching her visitor, wishing she hadn’t blurted that out. 

      Sophie froze on the spot, too, but her face exploded in red blotches. “Stupid old boring things! Stupid people selling stupid things!” Yelling, she yanked another book off the shelf.

      Baxter jumped forward and barked twice. It was a strange barking mixed with some hissing. But at least Sophie stepped backward and slammed the book back on the shelf.

      “Shut up!” she screamed. “I’m gonna get that cursed thing. I’m gonna get it for my nephew whatever it takes.”

      And with three stomping steps she bolted out. The door slammed behind her so hard, the ‘closed’ notice fell off again. 

      Mimi stood still as the sound of the slamming door and rattling glass dissipated. Her heart was galloping and her hands were cold and sticky. She wiped them on her jeans. 

      Baxter barked, but now it was a calmer sound. As if in relief somehow. 

      “What happened to her?” Mimi croaked. 

      Baxter trotted toward over and rubbed against her calf. She bent to give him a quick rub on the back of his neck.

      “Sorry, Baxter. I can’t do it now. I have to contact Rob Thompson,” Mimi said. Her stomach was in knots, her head muddled. She had to let Rob know that Sophie had visited her shop again, just as he requested. But she also wanted to tell him that Sophie wasn’t quite right. 

      Hands trembling, Mimi reached for the phone. Thank heavens for the redial button. Mimi pressed it and waited for what seemed like ages, only to hear the buzzing sound all over again. She waited for voicemail to kick in, but then dropped the call. After three deep breaths, she repeated the operation, but with the same result. 

      She didn’t want to leave any messages. She didn’t know what to say or how to say it. That whole encounter with Sophie was just too bizarre to describe in a voicemail. 

      Mimi pushed the phone aside and grabbed the pug’s coat from the floor.

      “I think we need to go, Baxter. We can’t leave it like that.”

      Baxter was coming with her, whether he liked going outside or not. She wasn’t going to leave him here on his own, but she also didn’t want to face potential danger without him by her side. Somehow she had felt much safer with Baxter standing by her side while Sophie was ranting and throwing things. Baxter was good at sensing people. Of course he was—he was a dog after all.

      Worst-case scenario, she’d carry him all the way to the station. All four blocks. 

      Surprisingly, Baxter didn’t protest and let her put the coat on. That was great, because Sophie had at least a five-minute advantage over them. 

      With her jacket still unzipped, and Baxter tightly tucked under her arm, Mimi dashed outside. This time, she didn’t mind the freezing cold breeze. Her burning cheeks actually welcomed it.

      Which was the fastest way? 

      She shot off ahead.
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      Mimi arrived at the station, stiff from the cold and from holding Baxter. Her cheeks were on fire even though her nose and her hands had turned into icicles. She ran up the steps and burst into the hall.

      The reception desk was unattended. A small whiteboard with “Shift Change. Please wait here,” adorned the empty counter. 

      Mimi approached the sign. Now, from close up, she could see another line at the bottom, barely visible: “In case of emergency, dial 911.”

      This was an emergency, but calling 911 would not resolve the problem. She needed quick action from someone local. From someone in this police station. 

      She wasn’t going to wait.

      Mimi let Baxter out from under her arm. The pug landed on his four feet and glanced at her, as if unsure what she wanted him to do. She looked around, but it didn’t appear Sophie had arrived. Where was she?

      “We need to find someone,” Mimi said. 

      Baxter tilted his head, watching her for a few seconds.

      “Yes, I do expect you to help me find people,” she said, glaring at him. “You are a dog, are you not?”

      The pug winced and Mimi could have sworn she saw a flash of terror in his round eyes. 

      “I guess you may want to start sniffing out to get into the offices,” she said, straightening up. “Or, we may just want to use this fairly obvious access.” She pointed to the door behind the reception counter.

      Baxter squinted up at her.

      Mimi shrugged. “If you were wondering how we’re going to get there, I’m delighted to inform you that we’ll just jump over the counter,” she said, picking up the terrified dog again.

      She put him on the counter and then pulled herself up. Three moves later she was on the other side, holding the door handle.

      “Are you coming or not?” she whispered at her dog.

      Baxter stared at her through narrowed eyes.

      “Oh just come on, Baxter. Jump!”

      The pug closed his eyes and... jumped. Mimi released the breath she was holding. Pushing the door open, she let her pug in first, following just behind him.

      The room they entered buzzed with life. There were five or six people there, all of them in uniform. Sitting around a table, they were staring at a screen and talking all at once. Or seemed to be. Somehow the noise and the energy they created made it feel like Wickrock Bay Central Beach on the first day of summer vacation. 

      “Hello. Good afternoon, officers,” Mimi called.

      No one even noticed her. 

      “I’ve got an urgent question.” She raised her voice, but it was drowned out by the background noise. 

      Baxter barked, shot from under Mimi’s feet, and jumped up on a chair and then the table.

      The noisy exchanges stopped, and suddenly, everyone was looking at her. 

      Mimi’s face burst into flames. Her brain, on the other hand, froze.

      “Hey, Mimi. What are you doing here?” A familiar deep baritone hit her ears, and Mimi’s head jerked toward the welcome sound.

      “Oh, Rob—I mean Chief Thompson,” she croaked, seeing his furrowed face. “There’s a—”

      “We’re in the middle of a handover, can it wait?” Rob cut in.

      Mimi threw her arms in the air, waving vigorously. There was no way she’d leave this place without warning them.

      “But Sophie Green, she’s just left my shop. On her way here, I think. She’s really mad, and she’s looking for the lightsaber.”

      Rob stared at her for a few seconds, then turned to his left.

      “Anyone seen a short middle-aged woman, dressed in—what was it, Mimi?” he asked.

      Mimi supplied a brief description of Sophie’s clothes. At least he was acting on her request.

      The officers around the table all denied having seen her. 

      “She’s probably cooled down by now,” Rob said to her, his jaw visibly tensing. “Don’t worry. If she turns up here, we’ll handle it.” He gave a wry grin. “This is the police station, after all.”

      A bitter taste of disappointment filled her mouth and Mimi flinched. Rob must have noticed.

      “I’ll talk to you later. In thirty minutes or so,” he said. “When the briefing ends.”

      That was better than nothing. 

      Mimi beckoned to Baxter, who swiftly left the table via the same chair and trotted out of the room. Mimi reluctantly followed him.

      Waiting was easier said than done. Mimi’s head was humming, her legs ached. She wanted to go and do something. Like search for Sophie. Or find the darned lightsaber and hide it in a safe place.

      Or pretty much anything other than wait.

      She paced along the hallway while Baxter sat by the radiator. 

      Rob Thompson must have been made from a different material altogether. Who on earth could just sit and wait while there was a—

      Well, what?

      A murderer?

      Mimi stopped and glanced at Baxter.

      “What do you think, Baxter? You’ve never liked Sophie, have you?”

      Baxter gave a short, sharp woof.

      “But why?” she asked him. Her voice echoed in the empty hall.

      Baxter just stared back at her. Mimi held his gaze for a few moments, but nothing happened. There was no whispering in her ear, no spark of sudden understanding. Her dog liked some people and didn’t like others. Just like any other dog.

      Mimi shrugged and resumed her pacing.

      “Let’s see if we can list the people you do like and then try to establish the rules,” she said. This wasn’t a very productive thing to think about, but at least it kept her busy. Thirty minutes was a very long time.

      Baxter barked again. Mimi turned around to look at him.

      His ears were pulled back, his hackles rising.

      Danger?

      Mimi froze on the spot as something rattled in the distance.

      A burglar in the police building? More likely a cleaner.

      She stood there listening, her heart thump-thumping and her blood humming in her ears. 

      Another rattling, now louder and longer. As if a chair were being dragged across a cluttered room. It came from... downstairs?

      Mimi gulped and glanced at Baxter. 

      “Let’s go and check,” she whispered. “I have a feeling...”

      The pug jumped to his feet and trotted ahead. He stopped somewhere in the middle of the hallway, looking at her.

      Another screeching sound, coming from the part of the hallway where Baxter was standing. Mimi rushed toward her dog. 

      There were a few steps leading down and a door at the bottom of the landing—most likely a property and evidence room.

      Her decision was immediate—two seconds later, she pushed the door open. 

      Her intuition was right. In the modest yellow glow of the lonely light bulb, the property room looked as if a tornado had gone through it. The floor was cluttered with chairs in various end-of-life stages, with layers of papers scattered among their legs. It smelled of mold and dust. A pile of boxes stacked on the table in the middle blocked the view of the rest of the room, but the voice coming from behind it was unmistakable.

      “Where the heck is the darned thing?” Sophie thundered.

      “Hi, Sophie,” Mimi said, moving the nearest chair aside in case she needed to retreat quickly. “Are you looking for the lightsaber?”

      “You again?” Sophie’s face, all red and glistening, appeared from behind the boxes. If anything, she looked even more wild-eyed than she had back at the shop. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard a noise that sounded like a big cabinet falling over and was concerned that someone may have been hurt.”

      “Nobody got hurt,” Sophie growled. Her face darkened. “So far.” She glared at Mimi. 

      Mimi shuffled a step backward. Her head was spinning and her pulse was trying to keep up the pace. A river of hot sweat rushed down her back. 

      She had to get that woman out of the room. Sophie had already trashed the place and was winding up to do more damage.

      She was dangerous. 

      “I’ve just been upstairs,” Mimi said, as lightly as she could. “The lightsaber is in Chief Thompson’s office, I think...”

      “You think...?” Sophie said slowly, with a note so sharp it would have cut through the cardboard. 

      “Pretty sure,” Mimi added a vigorous nodding. “There is much less dust there as well. Dust is bad for your health.”

      Sophie pulled the top box off and dropped it on the floor. The pyramid on the table wobbled. “Why do you suddenly care about my health?”

      Because it’s obviously not right! Mimi thought, and covered her mouth. This thought was not allowed out into the world!

      Mimi feigned a coughing fit.

      “Clearly, it’s bad for yours,” Sophie replied and snarled. “You can go. I’ll stay here looking. I’m not leaving till I find it.”

      Another box landed on the floor with a thud. Baxter barked. 

      “Your stupid dog is here as well?” Sophie yelled through the echoing noise. “Why don’t you put him to good use and tell him to sniff out where the dang thing is!”

      Mimi backed off again. The door was right behind her. 

      “He’s already done that,” Mimi yelled back. “He’s found the lightsaber. It’s upstairs in Thompson’s office. I told you that.” Mimi ran her wooden tongue across her equally dry lips. 

      Sophie wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, leaving a dark smudge across her cheek. “Did you?” she said.

      “Yes, go and check for yourself. Don’t waste your time in this pile of dirty stuff,” Mimi said. “You deal with enough dirt on your farm. Come on, I’ll show you how to get inside. We’ve just been there.” She gestured at Sophie, hoping the tone of her voice conveyed trust and confidence—two things definitely not in great supply at the moment.

      Sophie swiped the remaining box aside. Now Mimi could see her undone jacket and jeans dotted with what looked like crumpled spider webs.

      Mimi turned toward the door and opened it wider. “There is a secret passage,” she said, beckoning to the other woman with her head. Baxter barked and jumped ahead.

      He wasn’t going to leave her alone with this madwoman, was he?

      But no, Baxter must have figured out what was going on and stopped on the first step. He turned his head and barked again as if encouraging Sophie to follow him.

      She did. 

      “It had better be where you say it is,” Sophie threatened, while stomping toward the exit. “Because I’m not coming back to this godforsaken place.”

      As soon as Sophie was out of the room, Mimi closed the door behind her as quickly and as quietly as she could, while keeping an eye on the other woman. Fortunately, Baxter had taken a lead role and was playing a happy puppy, hopping and squeaking as if inviting Sophie to follow him upstairs.

      “You’ve got a bouncy dog,” Sophie observed. “I thought it was rather lazy when I came to see you the other day.”

      “I suppose he’s just trying to do what you asked him to do. You must have a good influence over animals,” she added cheerfully. “I’ve never gotten it from him.”

      At least this comment was completely truthful. 

      “I suppose I do,” Sophie’s voice softened a little. Maybe she was calming down. But most importantly, she was climbing the steps, following Baxter. 

      Mimi stood by the door, blocking the access back to the property room with her own svelte body. She waited until Sophie reached the upper landing.

      Mimi caught Baxter glancing at her. 

      Was he asking if he should drag her a little further away?

      Mimi gave a tiny nod. The pug jumped forward and Sophie rushed after him.

      “Where are you taking me, doggy?” Sophie called after him.

      Mimi jogged along behind them, but had no idea what to do next. The briefing wouldn’t be finished yet. She couldn’t imagine Sophie jumping over the counter and squeezing into that busy, crowded room. It could be dangerous. Although, with so many fit police officers present, Sophie’s rage might be easier to manage.

      Baxter reached the reception area and hesitated. They could go straight on and enter the briefing room through the door behind the counter, or to the left and end up God-knows-where.

      “To the left,” Mimi yelled.

      She’d come up with another excuse later.

      But she didn’t have to.

      A tall, broad-shouldered figure emerged from one of the doors in the hallway to their left.

      “Rob?” Mimi uttered through a tight throat.

      And he was holding the lightsaber!

      “It’s you!” Sophie shouted, stopping abruptly. “You have my thing.”

      Rob came to a wary stop and stared at Sophie. “It’s not yours, as far as I know,” he replied slowly.

      Sophie jerked. She threw her arms to the left as if about to plunge forward past Rob. 

      Mimi’s heart broke into a gallop. Her knees bent. Her arms flung forward before she could think about what she was doing.

      Mimi’s fingers tightened on Sophie’s arm.

      “Ouch! You stupid woman! You’re hurting me,” Sophie hissed. She tried to yank her arm away, but Mimi’s grasp was too strong. “Let me go!” she yelled and turned to face Mimi.

      Sophie’s eyes shone, her pupils dilated. Her forehead glistened. Two large beads crossed her bright red cheeks.

      “Let go of me, Mimi, or I’ll hurt you,” she hissed again, again trying to wrench her arm from Mimi’s grasp.

      “But you’re a good person,” Mimi said, as calmly as she could, her voice trembling. Placating Sophie had worked a minute ago, maybe it would help now. “You’re a peaceful person, and certainly not capable of harming anyone.”

      Sophie burst into a laugh that sounded more like a cackle. “You are so naïve, and you have no clue.” Sophie was yelling at the top of her lungs now. “I can hurt you very badly, Mimi. Like I hurt that stupid, stupid man.”

      Mimi’s heart skipped a beat. That was it! It was all obvious now. 

      “You killed Daniel George,” Mimi said, suddenly feeling calm. “You tweaked the lightsaber with that thingamajig you always carry in the front pocket of your jeans,” Mimi added, hoping Rob was getting the message. 

      “I did,” Sophie replied, defiantly. She took a swing with her free hand. Mimi ducked, but Rob was faster.

      In one swift move, his strong body stood between Mimi and Sophie.

      “Sophie Green, you are under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Daniel George.”

      Sophie’s cackle broke into a sob.
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      It was a miracle that Mimi and Baxter got home before dark. Rob offered to drop them off, but she knew he would be very busy with Sophie’s arrest and other related things.

      Plus, she needed to air her head and stretch her legs.

      So, she dragged her feet, one in front of the other, as if the weight of the last few days had just settled over her. 

      Just like walking through molasses.

      The wind had picked up and was hitting her face with tiny cold prickles.

      Snow!

      But she didn’t have the energy to jump and run around leaving tracks in the fresh, white powdery layer. 

      She just wanted to get home and sit in her armchair with a mug of steaming hot chocolate, and Baxter asleep on her lap. 

      Surprisingly, Baxter marched by her side without any complaint. He was being a model dog today.

      Well, maybe except for that moment when they were walking past the park. He ran off toward a bunch of bushes and sounded as if he were barking at something.

      Mimi pretended she didn’t hear a crow firing something back as if in reply. Every dog was entitled to his own little quirks. She just stopped and waited for Baxter to come back.

      “Needed a pit stop, boy?” she asked, when he reappeared by her side.

      Baxter just tilted his head. Mimi shrugged and trudged ahead. 

      When the empty, dark windows of Daniel’s café appeared in her sight, she felt as if a cold hand tightened around her heart. But at least Daniel’s murderer was behind bars. Their town was safe, and justice would be served.

      Mimi couldn’t get over Sophie being the murderer. She would have never guessed. Rob told her he was going to call a doctor in to check on Sophie’s mental state. 

      Mimi heartily agreed that there was something not quite right with her. 

      Rob also said he’d call Mimi to check on her later. The thought of hearing Rob’s calming, smooth voice again sent a warm thrill through her chest. Just enough positive energy to push herself forward a few more yards to her front door.

      “Baxter, come here, boy,” she called. The sky was getting dark, but it wasn’t closing time yet. “I’m too tired for the shop, so how about we go straight home?” she asked her pug. “Hmm?”

      Baxter wagged his tail and tensed up. His ears perked up and his tail straightened. 

      Mimi felt a subtle waft of air behind her back.

      She turned on her heel. A tall man wrapped in a long, dark coat stood a few steps away from her. His face was hidden in the shadow cast by a deep hood.

      “Good evening, young lady,” he said, in a deep voice that seemed to echo around, which was strange, as they were standing in an open space and there was nothing for the voice to bounce off of.

      A chill went down Mimi’s tired spine. That wasn’t good energy. It was... eerie.

      “Good evening, sir,” Mimi said automatically. “The store is already closed for the day, I’m sorry. Why don’t you come back tomorrow?” She pointed to the door behind her.

      Oh, how she wished Daniel was still alive and around. It would have been enough for her to merely shout out and he’d hear her and run to see what was going on.

      “I’m not here because of the shop,” the man replied. “I wondered if I could be of any assistance.”

      Fog rose in Mimi’s head. 

      “I’m sorry, sir, it’s been a long day. I’ve closed the shop and I don’t need any assistance. Not for today, or any other day. My shop is too small to employ an assistant,” she said.

      That should be clear enough.

      “No, no, no.” The man shook his head so hard the hood slid off, revealing a long, wrinkled face with deeply set eyes behind a pair of half-moon glasses. “You’ve misunderstood me, young lady.”

      Dumbledore, only dark, Mimi thought.

      Mimi heaved a sigh. She didn’t have the patience for people who couldn’t get straight to the point.

      “What is it you are trying to say, then? Because I’m not getting it,” she fired off.

      The man pushed the long sleeves of his coat a little off his hands. 

      Bony, knotted hands, Mimi observed.

      “Let me get straight to the point, then,” he said, wringing his hands. “Have you had any strange experiences lately?”

      Something soft stuck to Mimi’s left calf. She glanced down.

      Baxter. Still fully alert, with his nose in the air and his ears standing up. Watching the man as intently as she was.

      But not barking at him. So maybe the man was not to be feared?

      Except—the fog in her head thickened. 

      “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “Experiences,” the man said huskily. “Unusual... maybe like... moving objects, or lifting things without using your hands.”

      Mimi’s shoulders tensed. 

      “That’s a strange question to ask. Why on earth would I experience such a thing?” she replied. No way was she revealing her little secret to anyone, let alone this creepy person. And how the heck did he know, anyway?

      She glared at him, putting all her meager energy into it. Maybe he’d feel unwelcome and go away.

      The man cleared his throat and wriggled his fingers as if stretching them.

      “I belong to a special organization that monitors certain Internet searches,” he said, looking at her from behind his half-moon glasses.

      Oh, no! The ‘tell-me-the-whole-truth’ look!

      Mimi put her hands on her hips.

      “Listen, sir. We are a welcoming bunch here in Wickrock Bay, but when someone tries to stick their nose into our business after we politely tell them not to, we call the neighbors.” Mimi raised her voice when uttering the last word. “Or the police,” she yelled.

      The man threw his hands in the air. 

      “There is no need to call anyone, ma’am,” he said apologetically. He took a step back. “I was just trying to help. Magic is still not widely accepted in society, so we need to protect people who... happen to develop these powers unexpectedly.”

      “That is most kind of you,” Mimi said, hands on her hips. “And if your intentions were indeed good and you wish no harm to anyone, I may not even need to call my neighbors for help,” she said, again, pronouncing the last three words with much more force than the rest of her sentence.

      Did she see a light flickering on the porch of the bookstore? Mr. Honeycomb was a bit noise-sensitive... which was exactly what she was counting on right now.

      “Yes, yes, ma’am,” he continued with a hushed voice. “My intentions are very good. I only wished to be of assistance if needed. And since you’ve been very clear it’s not needed, I shall remove myself from your doorstep. But please keep this visit to yourself...”

      “That you can count on,” Mimi replied. She meant it. “Anything else?”

      The man pulled the hood back onto his head. “Ah, indeed. If you ever did have any... experiences like that, please consider contacting me, as you may be able to join our group. If you can prove your powers, that is,” he added. 

      Mimi blinked, and when she reopened her eyes, the man was gone.

      A thin, tall shadow flickered in the distance. He must have been a very fast runner, or maybe her blink lasted longer than she thought. Hmm.

      Probably the latter, as she felt completely exhausted.

      Mimi fished her key from her pocket and slid it into the lock.

      “Come on, Baxter, boy. We deserve some rest and restoration.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back in her apartment, and warmed up with a mug of steaming hot chocolate, Mimi threw herself onto the sofa and pulled a blanket over her legs.

      Baxter had the only doggy treat he seemed to tolerate, though it was eaten under the radiator,

      “I saved some room for you, Baxter,” she called, patting the top of her knees. He was there before she could finish the sentence. After some kneading, he finally curled up in a ball and started to snore lightly.

      Or purr... Mimi wasn’t sure.

      But that was also the moment her phone rang. It was the landline she shared with her shop downstairs. Normally, she’d ignore it. After all, once you’re at home, you want to unplug and relax properly, but the guilt of not being at work when she was expected to be won out.

      She picked up Baxter and put him gently on the nearest cushion. Then she pulled herself off the sofa

      “Surprises, Mimi speaking,” she said, into the receiver.

      “Ah, Mimi.” The familiar baritone at the other end brimmed with genuine joy. “So glad I caught you. You haven’t closed yet?”

      “I have, actually. I didn’t feel I could go back to work after all that happened today,” she replied, letting that warm tingling feeling spread through her chest.

      “That’s exactly why I’m calling you,” Rob continued. “I wanted to thank you for your help with the case.”

      “You already thanked me, remember?”

      “I know,” he replied. “But you can’t overdo gratitude.”

      She could tell he was grinning. One happy police officer!

      “But why did she do it? She’s not a violent person, normally.” Mimi asked the question that had been bothering her since the scene at the police station.

      A deep, long sigh. No doubt, Rob Thompson was trying to wriggle out of answering a question again. She wasn’t going to let him do it!

      “And don’t wriggle out of giving me the answer! You couldn’t have done it without me, so I deserve some extra information and explanation.”

      “You do,” he said. “But you need to promise me not to share this with anyone yet. It’s still unconfirmed.”

      That was a reasonable request.

      “Okay, it’s a deal,” she replied. “So what was the reason for killing him? Did Daniel report her to the organic certification authorities?”

      “That’s what she claims, but we have no solid proof as yet,” he said reluctantly. ”What there seems to be a proof of is that Sophie’s mental health has taken a plunge lately.”

      “And I can confirm that,” Mimi said, thinking back to those hair-raising moments in her shop and later, in the property room.

      “But how come? She’s always been rather quiet and totally peaceful. She’s one of those ‘do-no-harm-to-any-living-creature’ people.”

      “Yes, and that’s what led her to where she is. At least, that is what the doctor suspects.”

      “What the doctor suspects?”

      “She obviously needs a thorough examination, but it looks like maybe some of the chemicals she has in her shed might have affected her brain.”

      “Substances? Affected her brain?” Mimi shook her head as if this could help to get rid of the foggy confusion swirling in her head again. “Something toxic?”

      “Yes. We found some toxic substances. It looks like she might have been using them on her farm.”

      Mimi nodded to herself. 

      “So, Daniel was right. She was in breach of the regulations,” she said.

      “I’m not saying that,” Rob asserted. “That will be up to the authorities to decide.”

      Another wriggle! But at least he was correct. It wasn’t up to the police to decide if the fertilizer Sophie was putting on her lettuce was organic or not.

      “What’s going to happen to her?”

      “It depends on the results of the medical examination.”

      “Can she be deemed insane and hence not guilty?”

      A couple of seconds of heavy breathing on the other side.

      “That’ll be up to the judge, depending on the result of the examination.”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll stop pushing you,” Mimi moaned. “How is she now?” she asked quietly. After all, Sophie was one of her customers and a member of their little community. 

      “Much better. The doctor has given her something to calm her down, and she is sleeping now.”

      “Thank heavens for that. That rage must have exhausted her.”

      “It was, but hey, I’ve got a question for you.” Rob swiftly changed the topic. “How did you guess?”

      Now it was Mimi’s turn to take some time to reply. Not because she wasn’t willing to share that with Rob, but because, frankly, she hadn’t had a chance to reflect on it.

      “I think it wasn’t just one thing. It was as if I had been collecting the dots and finally they began to connect. But her comment on hurting me was the final trigger. The one missing link.”

      “You said something about the tool she kept in her pocket.”

      “Oh, right,” Mimi remembered. “That was a key element, but I didn’t realize how important it was until I knew she had hurt Daniel. Did she do it on purpose, or was it a prank gone wrong?” Mimi asked. At the bottom of her heart, she hoped it was the latter. She still struggled to accept that Sophie, poor little Sophie, was capable of killing someone. 

      “It’s really hard to tell now, Mimi,” Rob said slowly, as if carefully appraising every single sound out of his lungs and then threading them together. “We need more information, but it’s possible it could have been an accident,” he added. “I mean, she admits she tweaked the settings on the toy and then pushed it into Daniel’s hands.”

      “How did she do it?”

      “From what I understand, she tricked him into it. She told him it was a present for her nephew, but that she needed to check something or other.”

      “And Daniel, like a good, helpful man, was more than happy to oblige.”

      “I guess so,” Rob said, and paused. Mimi’s nose started to itch again. It was Rob who called, so good manners required that it was he who ended the call. Was there anything else he wanted to say?

      She managed a few more seconds.

      “Thank you for sharing all of that, Rob,” Mimi said, eventually. “Is there anything else I can help with?”

      “No, but... I just wondered if you... I can... I mean, the team would like to thank you for your help in discovering it was Sophie, but also for saving our property room from complete destruction.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I mean, how about you pop in one day for a coffee,” he said quickly. 

      “That’d be great. Real coffee, properly brewed?”

      “Sure, you’ve got it. I’ll bring my own espresso machine from home if that’s what you prefer.”

      “That’ll do,” Mimi replied, her heart beating a little faster than she cared to admit. That was a nice gesture, and something to look forward to.

      “And maybe... I could uh, take you to lunch after?” Rob added.

      Mimi paused, surprised. “Sure, I’d like that very much.”

      “Great. See you soon.”

      After ending the call, Mimi grinned to herself. As slow-acting as Chief Rob Thompson was, he hadn’t wasted any time in asking her out once the murder was solved.
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      Art is in the eye of the beholder – until they end up in the gutter.

      

      After an ominous figure appeared telling her of a secret wizarding organization running in the town, Mimi can’t seem to settle. Only her friend Sara knows Mimi’s powers, but she can offer no help as they set up a Wine and Art night with pictures. Mimi knows who harbors an eye for treasure from selling all sorts of antiques from all eras around the globe in her shop and makes sure they are on the guest list. Bank President Samantha Hamilton sweeps in demanding to see the pictures before the other guests – storming off in a huff when Mimi and Sara refuse.

      

      Nothing sours a party more than murder.

      

      Hours later, the party in full swing but Samantha remains absent -- until Samantha’s corpse is discovered in the gutter outside Mimi’s apartment. Chief Rod Thompson is immediately dispatched to conduct a murder investigation, rounding those at the party for questioning.

      

      While Mimi pursues leads to help bring the murderer to justice; she is approaching some unsavory suspects who are filled with rage, motive, shaky alibis, and Blackstone hearts. Mimi isn’t the only one on the hunt – someone is watching her from afar, and she’ll have to steel her spine if the shadow appears at her door with a warning.
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