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For dogs both big and small:

May your lives always be filled with a sense of mischief.





Chapter 1


No sooner had I walked five hundred feet into Asia Village, than I hear a voice yell from behind me, “Megan Riley!” Without looking, I knew—based on the sheer volume alone—that the voice belonged to Kimmy Tran, my best friend’s other best friend. I groaned as I came to terms with having unsuccessfully dodged a run-in with Lana’s childhood playmate. And then immediately began calculating the probability that I could pretend as if I hadn’t heard her. The enclosed Asian shopping plaza was busy with people in search of the perfect holiday gift, but by no means was it packed. The likelihood of me escaping sight or getting lost in the crowd was less than feasible. Shame on me for thinking I could pass Kimmy’s family shop, China Cinema and Song, without being spotted.

“Megan!” she called again, this time with more gusto. “Hey, Blondie!”

Kikkoman, Lana’s black pug, wiggled in my arms. Her little pup and I were out galivanting to the groomer’s while Lana was basking in sunshine over on the West Coast in Irvine, California. Meanwhile, I was stuck bracing myself against the bitter winds of a December in Cleveland, Ohio.

Granted, she was there on business for a restauranteur convention, and she was stuck with her older sister, Anna May, who was no doubt nagging her every step of the way, so in that sense I wasn’t jealous of her trip. But if I told anybody just how long it took me to shovel my car out after the apartment property’s plow services buried my sedan, I think they’d agree that Anna May was the lesser of two evils.

Realizing there was no way out of talking to Kimmy, I turned around and put on my best Huh? Is someone calling my name? face.

Her thick, dark hair was swept together in a sloppy bun that wobbled as she walked. She always swore her carefree hair wasn’t intentional, but I’d caught her watching YouTube videos a while back on how to achieve the look. It always amazed me how much work us ladies put into appearing as if we hadn’t put in any work at all. “Geez, Blondie, I’ve been calling you since you passed the shop. You didn’t hear me?”

I raised a brow. “Oh, you were? I’m a little preoccupied, sorry.”

Kikko wiggled again in my arms, butting me in the chest with her head. She craned her neck forward and sniffed Kimmy, who extended a hand to help move along the process. Kikko sniffed her palm, gave it a lick, then grunted.

Kimmy snickered, wiping her palm on her pant leg. “Well, now that we’ve got the pleasantries out of the way, what are you two doing here?”

“Took a trip to see the groomer to get Kikko’s nails trimmed,” I said, holding up one of Kikko’s paws. “Thought I’d stop by Asia Village to get us out of the house for a while. We’re both starting to get cabin fever.”

Kikko snorted, and I took that as a sign of agreeance.

Kimmy curved her glossy, burgundy-painted lips in a sly smile. “Yeah right, cabin fever. I bet you’re really here for the massive end-of-year sale that Rina is having at the Ivory Doll.”

Unlike Lana, I had a great poker face and I imagined a halo of innocence hovering delicately above my blonde head of hair as I replied, “No, I didn’t even know about the sale. Plus why would I bring Kikko with me if that were the case?”

Okay, truth was, the dog-sitting thing hadn’t been going all that well. Kikko wasn’t very happy with Lana’s absence and had been leaving land mines of poop bombs all over our apartment. I’ve never seen a little dog poop with such resentment. And coming home after work to that scenario two nights in a row wasn’t exactly my idea of a relaxing evening. Since I had the day off, I figured it would be best to take Kikko with me and keep her occupied as best I could. But Kimmy wasn’t wrong, I really did come to the plaza for that makeup sale. Pft, as if I’d miss it.

I didn’t want to admit the real reason why I had Lana’s dog in tow though, so it would remain Kikko’s and my little secret. If I mentioned even a drop of it to Kimmy, no doubt before I could get to the Ivory Doll, she would have texted Lana about the whole ordeal. The last thing I wanted was for my best friend to worry about her little bundle of fur while she was away. Or for her to think I couldn’t handle a simple task like dog sitting.

I was preparing my excuse to slip away when I heard another familiar voice call out my name: “Megan, is that you?”

Nancy Huang, Lana’s mother’s best friend—and split-shift server—had slipped out of Ho-Lee Noodle House, Lana’s family’s restaurant, and snuck up on us before I had realized she was approaching.

When I turned to the window of the restaurant from where she had clearly spotted my arrival, I noticed four wrinkled faces peering back at me. Their lips moved hurriedly as they talked to one another, pointing and obviously sizing me up. Based on some previous, albeit short, run-ins, I knew they were the Mahjong Matrons, four widowed seniors who visited Lana’s restaurant every day. They were also the eyes and ears of everything that went on in Asia Village.

“Hi, Mrs. H,” I said with a smile.

“Oh, please call me Nancy.” Her petite hand wrapped around my bicep, and she gave my arm a gentle squeeze. She then patted Kikko’s head. “Hello, little friend.” Looking up at me, she asked, “What brings you by the plaza today? Missing Lana?” Her brown eyes were gentle and soft—as a mother’s should be—and it made me want to confide in her.

“It is kind of lonely at home without her, but we’re managing.” I hugged Kikko closer and prayed she wouldn’t tinkle all over my winter coat.

“Come inside the restaurant for a little while; sit and have some tea to warm up. You must be cold, your cheeks are still pink.”

My eyes traveled to the Ivory Doll, where the makeup lived and where Rina was surely waiting to take all my hard-earned money. “I don’t know, I probably should be on my way. Kikko’s going to have to use the bathroom soon.”

Kimmy caught my earnest gaze and smiled. With a little bit of drama, she wrapped an arm around my shoulders, shaking me while she squeezed me playfully. “Come on, Blondie, what’s a few minutes going to hurt?”





Chapter 2


Upon entering the Ho-Lee Noodle House there was a delightful commotion from the Mahjong Matrons at the sight of Kikko’s presence. I hadn’t been too sure how they’d feel to have a dog in the restaurant, but they took very affectionately to Lana’s fur baby.

They cooed over her floppy ears and her delicate puppy-esque paws. Kikko had been the runt of her litter, so not only had she stayed smaller than the others, she also looked much younger than her years.

Nancy disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a tray of tea service and her son, Peter, who was the head chef. Not only was he Kimmy’s current beau, but he was also another one of Lana’s closest friends. He had become one of mine as well and in some ways, he was the guy version of me. Except for the heavy metal music thing … and that whole video game thing. I will say he did try to teach me how to play Fortnite one time in the recent past, but it was an epic fail.

Peter, dressed in his usual all-black ensemble, gave me a casual nod. “Hey, what’s up? You here for the makeup sale?” He removed his ball cap, smoothed his overgrown hair, and replaced the hat on his head in one swift movement.

“Why does everyone keep saying that?” I asked.

“Because it’s you,” Peter replied with a smirk. “I’ve never known you to pass up a sale of any kind.”

Kimmy snickered under her breath.

Nancy placed the teapot down on the table across from the Matrons. The restaurant was empty except for us, so we had free reign. She pulled out a chair. “Please, sit. I’ll pour some tea.”

My arms were starting to get heavy from holding onto Kikko. I hadn’t planned on this taking all that long.

Nancy seemed to notice my discomfort. “You can set her down and let her stretch her legs. The door to the restaurant is closed, so she can run around a little bit. Perhaps use up a little of her energy.”

Kikko yawned, her tongue curling out and up. She would probably just fall asleep under the table like she often did at home.

Gingerly, I set her down. “Okay, little dog, you be good and don’t pee on anything.”

Kikko snorted in return.

I sat down and flipped over my teacup, allowing Nancy to fill it. “So how’s it been at the restaurant without the boss lady around?”

Nancy shrugged her shoulders. “It’s been going okay. We do miss having her here. But there is nothing exciting to report.”

Kimmy flopped into the chair across from me. “It’s been a total snoozefest without Lee around. Not even a pickpocket to speak of.”

I snorted. “You sound disappointed.”

Kimmy brushed her bangs away from her eyes. “I. Am. Bored. I need some excitement in my life. I’ve gotten so used to playing good cop, bad cop.”

Peter rolled his eyes. “Oh come on. Give me a break. The less you get into trouble, the better for me. I’m still trying to recuperate from your last bout of shenanigans.”

The bells above the door tinkled, and Nancy perked up. Not many people came into the restaurant this early in the day, but despite that, Lana’s mom always made a point to be open for the older customers who liked to stop in and be social.

“Excuse me,” Nancy said with a gentle tip of her chin.

Kimmy wiggled in her seat, leaning forward, one hand on her teacup. “So what’s the juice with Lana? Anything I should know about?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could sense the Matrons eavesdropping. I slid my eyes in their direction, and they turned away, chattering about something they pretended to see out the window in the plaza.

I turned my attention back to Kimmy, lowering my voice. “No. Why would you think there’s anything to tell?”

Kimmy smirked. “Because if I know Lana, there’s always trouble lurking around some shadowy corner. Give me something—a crumb, a nugget, whatever it is, I’ll take it.”

Peter rolled his eyes again. “Dude, you’re outta control. I love you, but I’m going back to the kitchen. I have to clean the grill again.” He kissed the top of her head, gave me another casual nod, and disappeared back to his post.

“Kimmy Tran,” I said in my best authoritative voice. “You are going to drive that man to drink.”

“I’m bored, Blondie,” she said with a huff. “The highlight of my day is ringing up Chinese soap series and explaining to people that BlackPink is a K-pop band and I don’t know what they’re singing about as much as the next non-Korean.”

I chuckled. “You love BlackPink.”

Kimmy pursed her lips. “That’s beside the point. I still don’t know what they’re saying.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You and Lana crack me up.”

“Out with it, Blondie. What do you have for me?” She sipped her tea.

Again, I sensed the Matrons had an ear to our conversation. “There’s nothing to tell. Well, one thing. Lana did mention that she witnessed a catfight between a vendor and some journalist lady. She said like a hundred people stopped to stare at the scene the two women caused.”

Kimmy straightened in her seat. “Oh yeah? And?”

“And nothing,” I replied. “That was it. Security broke it up and Lana went on her way. Their aunt Grace surprised them with a cocktail party event. Got them dresses and everything.”

Kimmy’s shoulders sank. “Oh.”

I clucked my tongue. “I thought you’d be happy with the fact that Lana is getting a break. It’s been nonstop for that girl since … well, you know, the whole breakup with Captain Jerkface.”

Kimmy batted a hand. “She’s fine with Detective Hottie Pants. She probably doesn’t even think about ole what’s-his-name.”

Nancy returned to the table, hands on her hips. “That was Talia Sun, the young lady who will be opening that new shop, Eastern Enchantments. She told me there is another storm coming our way later today.” She shook her head. “Sometimes I don’t know why I didn’t move to Florida when I was younger.”

“Because you would miss Betty too much,” I said. “The two of you are practically inseparable.” Betty was Lana’s mom, and the two women had been friends since the moment they’d arrived in the United States. Both had come from Taiwan around the same time on student visas and ended up getting their citizenship instead of going back.

Nancy nodded. “This is true. Life wouldn’t be the same without her.”

Kimmy glossed over the conversation and groaned. “Another storm? We’re still recovering from the last one.”

I decided to use that as my opportunity to leave. I emptied my teacup and set it resolutely on the table. “Well, I better hustle and get going before I get stuck driving in a whiteout.” I rose from the table. “Come on, Kikko, let’s go,” I said, flinging my cross-body bag over my shoulder.

I didn’t hear the little tinkling of Kikko’s collar charm. She must have fallen asleep. Peeking under the table, I called her again. “Kikko, time to go home.”

But when I looked, there was nothing under the table except for Kimmy’s legs.

“Kikko?” I stood up straight and scanned the dining area, feeling a sense of frenzy take over me. “Kikko?”

The Matrons twisted in their seats and craned their necks to search the restaurant from where they sat.

Helen—who I’d heard Lana refer to as the matriarch of their little group—said, “Perhaps she is hiding below a different table and taking a nap in peace.”

Kimmy rose from her seat and we did a lap around the dining area together, checking under tables and beneath booths.

“Kikko!” we both called.

My heart sank, my stomach dropped, my teeth clenched. All the symptoms of panic flooded me as I returned to where we’d been sitting and double-checked beneath the table one more time just to be absolutely sure. It had to be a mistake. It had to be.

But, just as before, no cute, smooshy face stared back at me. There was nothing but carpet and table legs.

As I straightened, my eyes met Kimmy’s. “Oh my god, I lost Kikko!”





Chapter 3


Kimmy shook her head, making a tsking sound. “If anything happens to that little dog, Lana will have your head on a platter.”

I could feel my teeth grinding against each other, my fists balling up as I watched Kimmy’s bun bobble on top of her head. “Don’t you think I know that?”

Nancy still searched the restaurant, her eyebrows scrunching together. “Where could she have gone?”

Kimmy gasped. “Omigod! When what’s-her-name came in, I bet you Kikko slipped out into the plaza.”

Nancy pursed her lips. “Do not call people “what’s-her-name,” Kimmy, that is rude. Her name is Talia.”

“Sorry, I have a bad memory,” Kimmy replied in a soft tone. “But it’s probably when she came in.”

If I wasn’t so preoccupied by the fact that Lana’s dog was missing, I might have fallen over. I’d never seen or heard Kimmy be that docile before. I’m sure it had something to do with her hoping that Nancy would be her future mother-in-law.

“We have to find her right away,” I said, wringing the strap of my purse. “ASAP. Lana will be calling for her daily check-in and I don’t want my voice to give me away.” While I had a poker face—and voice—on lockdown, Lana knew me better than anyone else in the world. She’d know something was up.

“We?” Kimmy asked.

“Yes, you have to help me,” I pleaded. In some ways the desperation in my voice made me a little nauseous. I wasn’t in the business of asking Kimmy Tran for favors. “We can cover more ground that way. If she gets totally outside of the plaza, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Kimmy lifted her chin. “Well, lookee here at Blondie, needing little ole me for a favor.”

I grunted. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll owe you, okay?”

Kimmy extended a hand, a sly smile creeping over her lips. “Deal.”

I returned the gesture, applying pressure to her hand as I shook. “And we both agree not to tell Lana.” Then looking around the room, I said, “All of us.” I held my gaze on the Matrons the longest, knowing that this situation was cannon fodder for their rumor mill. “We tell no one that doesn’t need to know, okay?”

The Matrons nodded in unison. “Of course,” they all chirped.

Nancy agreed as well. “Yes, we wouldn’t want to worry Lana. We will keep this secret among us.”

I had my doubts whether the Matrons could help themselves, but I didn’t have time to worry about it, especially when Nancy added an extra layer of urgency.

“I must also warn you,” she began, “that Betty and her mother are both due in for lunch today. You must find Kikko before they get here. Betty isn’t exactly the best at keeping these things to herself and she will be sure to tell Lana, even if by accident.”

In the background, I saw the Matrons nodding in confirmation.

I checked the time on my phone. Lunch time was a little less than an hour and a half away. That caused my stomach to drop what felt like the depth of the Grand Canyon.

“I love nothing more than a challenge.” Kimmy rubbed her hands together. “We need a code name for this, don’t you think?”

I raised a brow. “What?”

She smiled. “You know, a code name. So we can talk about it without talking about it. I’ll think of something. Don’t you worry your pretty little head.”

I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. “Okay, let’s start next door at Shanghai Donuts. Maybe Kikko got a whiff of the bakery and went looking for treats. We all know donuts are a staple in our household.”

Kimmy and I set out into the plaza, and I did a quick scan of the area to see if Kikko was lounging by the koi pond or hanging out on a bench taking a quick nap. That would have been too easy, and though I was disappointed to not see her furry little face staring back at me, I couldn’t say I was the least bit surprised.

As I turned toward Shanghai Donuts, Kimmy gasped, holding out a hand. “Look at that!”

In front of the bakery sat a small present I knew Kikko had left behind. It looked just like the little gifts she’d been leaving all over our living room floor. “Okay, well at least we know she’s around here.”

Kimmy clapped her hands together, giving me a start. “I’ve got it!”

“What?”

“We’ll call it Operation Pu Pu Platter.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“Oh come on.”

“No, it’s perfect. And the first rule of Operation Pu Pu Platter is that you don’t talk about Operation Pu Pu Platter.”





Chapter 4


I let out an exaggerated sigh. “Now I understand why Lana is rolling her eyes all the livelong day.”

Kimmy chuckled to herself. “I’m clever and both of you guys know it. Now, you go back into the restaurant and get some paper towels. As Kikko’s caretaker, you’re responsible for … waste removal. I’ll go talk to Mama Wu at Shanghai Donuts and find out if she’s seen our runaway pug.”

As Kimmy walked away, I wondered how I’d gotten into a position where I was taking orders from her. But with no time to argue, I had to swallow my pride.

Heading back into Ho-Lee Noodle House, I asked Nancy for a roll of paper towels. If Kikko was dropping gifts as she’d done at home, I knew there’d be more to find.

I cleaned up after the missing dog and met Kimmy inside of Shanghai Donuts, where she was picking out donuts from the display case. “You want one?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Kimmy, time is of the essence. We don’t have time to stop for a mid-morning snack.”

She waved a hand at me. “It’ll just take a minute.”

Mama Wu smiled at me from behind the counter. Her white hair was pulled back in a tight bun at the nape of her neck, and though there was not a hair out of place, she patted the side of her head as if checking for flyaways. “Hello, Megan. Kimmy has told me about the trouble you have found yourself in. I’m sorry to hear it.”

My cheeks felt hot. “Hi, Mama Wu. You haven’t seen her, have you? We were thinking maybe she would’ve come in here looking for something to eat.”

Mama Wu shook her head. “I did think I saw something running by the window, but I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me. If that was little Kikko, then she went that way.” She pointed in the opposite direction of Ho-Lee Noodle House, which unfortunately for me, was closer to the main entrance of the plaza.

“Kimmy, let’s go.” I tugged on her shirt sleeve.

Mama Wu handed her a small wax paper bag. “Today it is free of charge.”

“Thanks, Mama Wu,” Kimmy said, opening the bag with the excitement of a child. “If you see Kikko, lure her in with a donut hole. Oh, and don’t tell Lana when you see her. We’re calling it Operation—”

“Kimmy.”

She glared at me. “Pu Pu Platter.”

Mama Wu laughed and promised she wouldn’t mention a word of it to Lana—or her mother. We said our goodbyes and headed back out into the plaza to continue our search.

Kimmy bit into her donut, a maple glazed by the looks of it, before saying, “Okay, so our little troublemaker went that way. Where do you think she’d go?”

I massaged my temples. This girl was going to drive me absolutely bonkers before the day was over. “I have no idea. And are you going to say that Operation thing to everyone?”

“Maybe.”

“You’re the only one amused with yourself. You know that, right?”

She scoffed. “Mama Wu seemed pretty entertained.”

“Ugh. I miss Lana.”

“You and me both, sister. She’d at least stop to get a donut with me.”

I couldn’t deny that was accurate. No matter what was going on, Lana never turned down a good donut. “Let’s try the grocery store. I think she’d go anywhere that has food.”

Kimmy held up a finger. “What about the Bamboo Lounge?”

“They have double doors,” I said, pulling her in the direction of the grocery store. “That feels like a waste of time.”

“The restaurant has double doors, and it didn’t stop her from getting out. So who’s to say she couldn’t find her way into the Bamboo Lounge?”

“Fine, we’ll go there too,” I said. “After the grocery store.”





Chapter 5


Before we got too far, Mr. Zhang, owner of the Wild Sage herbal shop, shuffled out into the plaza. A light bulb went off somewhere in my brain with a hopeful thought that maybe Kikko was with him. The elderly man had been courting Lana’s grandmother for the past few months, and maybe, amongst a sea of unknowns, Kikko had found a face familiar.

“Good morning, young ladies.” Mr. Zhang approached us with an air of curiosity. He walked with a slight limp, his head bent forward as if he were watching the floor beneath him. Lana told me once that no one knew exactly how old Mr. Zhang was and no one dared ask out of respect. His sparse white hair and weathered face relayed that he had—without a doubt—lived a full life, and perhaps that’s really all anyone needed to know.

“Hey, Mr. Zhang,” Kimmy said, brushing a crumb of glaze from her lip. “How ya doin’ today?”

With a furrowed brow, he replied, “I am fine. However, you do not seem well.” He focused his eyes on me. “I sense you are worried. You are searching for something, yes?”

“Yes! Does that mean you found Lana’s dog?” I asked.

He tilted his head, studying my face. “Why would I have found Lana’s dog?”

Kimmy responded before I could even open my mouth. She was good at doing that. “Megan lost Kikko, and she got out into the plaza when that Talia girl came by the noodle shop. So now we’re on the hunt for Lana’s little pug before she gets too far. We’re calling it Operation Pu Pu Platter.”

I cringed at her retelling of the events. “She’s calling it that,” I couldn’t help but say. “Also, don’t tell everyone I lost Kikko.”

Kimmy clucked her tongue. “But you did lose her.”

Mr. Zhang glanced between the two of us, his attention landing on Kimmy. “Why did you give this situation such a name?”

“Because Kikko left a poop bomb right outside Shanghai Donuts. So it made sense to use a play on words, you know?”

“Ah, I see,” he said, with a nod. “A most interesting decision.”

Mr. Zhang had a level of diplomacy that was something to be envied. I knew I could stand to gain from that type of composure myself.

My thoughts turned back to our original destination, the grocery store. “Mr. Zhang, would you excuse us? I’d like to check out the grocery before too much time passes.”

“Of course,” he said, bowing his head and taking a step back. “I will leave you to your adventures.”

Kimmy held up a finger. “If you see Kikko, please detain her for us. Oh, and also, don’t tell Lana about any of this. Or her mother. We’re swearing everybody to secrecy. It’s one of the rules of Operation Pu Pu Platter.”

I groaned. “Let’s go, Tran.”

We waved goodbye to Mr. Zhang and continued on toward the grocery store.

I turned to Kimmy. “When we get there, don’t say the Pu Pu thing.”

“People like it,” she said, waving a hand of dismissal at me. “Besides—”

A shrill scream from Asian Accents cut Kimmy off.

“What was that?” she gasped, clutching onto my arm.

“Maybe someone found Kikko!” I pulled Kimmy along with me as I veered into the salon.

A girl with hair reminiscent of pink and blue cotton candy stood at the front, a hand covering her mouth, her eyes on the floor. Opposite her stood a slender woman I placed somewhere in her forties, who was also staring at the ground, her high-heeled foot rotating in circles as she investigated her shoe. “My Jimmy Choo! Why is there feces on my Jimmy Choo?!”

The girl with the cotton-candy hair removed her hand from her mouth and placed it over her heart. “Oh my! I have no idea. I am so sorry about that! We’ll get you cleaned up right away.”

I could feel heat rising from my neck into my cheeks.

Kimmy elbowed me in the ribs. Out the corner of her mouth, she whispered, “Kikko strikes again.”

A woman I recognized appeared from a stylist station with a tinting brush in her hand. Her voluminous hair, the shade of ravens’ feathers, was layered and curled with precision, framing her oval face to perfection. I knew her well, as she was Lana’s hair stylist, Jasmine Ming. “What’s going on here, Yuna?” she asked with a sense of authority. She was, after all, the owner.

Yuna, the girl with the cotton-candy hair, stammered. “Ummm, I’m not sure…”

“My shoe!” The forty-something cried out. “My brand-new Jimmy Choos. There’s … feces on them.”

Kimmy stepped forward. “Poop. Call it poop, it’s fine.”

The owner of the Jimmy Choos blanched at Kimmy’s word choice. “Mind your business! Or get me a paper towel.”

Kimmy folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t work here.”

“Then mind your business!”

Jasmine looked at us briefly, offering a sheepish grin. To Yuna she said. “Let’s take Carlotta into the back and get her cleaned up.

Yuna hovered an arm around the woman’s shoulders, ushering her toward the rear of the salon. “Let’s have you take a seat at the shampoo station.”

With a groan, the woman removed her shoe and held it gingerly away from her body as she hopped back toward the shampooing area.

Jasmine shook her head, coming over to greet us. “Just another odd day at Asia Village.”

Before Kimmy could beat me to the punch, I stepped forward and went right into an explanation. “I brought Kikko in to get her out of the house for a bit. Cabin fever and all that. And while we were at Ho-Lee Noodle House, she must have slipped out the door into the plaza. We’re trying to find her, but so far—”

Kimmy began to interrupt me. “So far we’re coming up with sh—”

I cleared my throat to stop her before she offended someone else. “Shy. We’re coming up shy.”

Kimmy pursed her lips.

Jasmine chuckled. “Oh boy. Does Lana know? I wouldn’t tell her. She’s liable to have a coronary.”

“Oh, I’m aware,” I said, wishing everyone would stop mentioning that specific fact. “So you didn’t see her then?”

Jasmine shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. You’re free to check the salon if you’d like. Matter of fact, I’ll take a look with you. Wouldn’t want Kikko to leave any other surprises for my patrons.”

I blushed. “Sorry about that. I can clean up any mess left behind.”

Jasmine shrugged. “Nah, it’s okay. Yuna could use a little shake-up in her day. She’s got it pretty easy around here.”

The three of us did a lap around the salon, checking under stylist stations, in back rooms, around the shampoo area—avoiding eye contact with Carlotta—and circled back around to the reception counter. Nothing. No other signs were found of our missing pug.

“Where would she go?” I asked no one in particular.

Naturally, Kimmy answered. “Let’s check the food places like we originally thought. Dogs are always looking for something to eat. It’s really our best shot.”

Jasmine nodded. “Sounds like a solid idea. Good luck on your mission. I hope you find her soon.”

As I began to exit the salon, I could sense that Kimmy wasn’t near me anymore. I turned around to find her still chatting with Jasmine and caught the tail end of her conversation. “… and so I thought we’d call it Operation Pu Pu Platter. And don’t tell Lana … like ever … because you know she’d chop off—”

“Kimmy!” I shouted. “Let’s go.”

She rolled her eyes. “Coming, boss.”

Boss. I perished the thought.





Chapter 6


When we got to the grocery, I suggested we split up to cover more ground. Before Kimmy could even respond, I was halfway across the store, my eyes dashing back and forth, scanning the aisles. A few people stared at me as I passed, but I was a woman on a mission, so I wasn’t much concerned with how I looked to others.

“Kikko!” I said, clicking my tongue.

That got people looking. For a brief moment, I wondered if people assumed I was calling after a missing child.

When I got to the opposite end of the store, I stopped for a moment before turning back and heading toward Kimmy. I paused in front of each aisle, checking the ground for any signs that Kikko might have been in the area. But nothing out of the ordinary appeared.

I met Kimmy in the middle of the store near the checkout lanes. Squeaky shopping-cart wheels competed for attention with the clacking and beeping of register keys. Idle chatter among patrons and cashiers filled in the gaps.

Kimmy threw her hands up in the air. “Nada.” She clucked her tongue as her hands landed on her hips. “I thought for sure the little stinker would be in here trying to open packages of candies on the bottom shelves. I’ve seen her do it a time or two when Lana bought those lychee gummy candies. Weirdest thing ever to see a dog eat gummy candies.”

“Should we ask around?” My eyes drifted toward the nearest cashier.

Kimmy twisted around to see who I was looking at. “Might as well.”

We got in line behind an elderly woman with stark white hair and a cabbie cap adorned with a costume jewelry brooch. She was purchasing a massive amount of fish, quite a bit of oxtail, and several bags of leafy greens. I’d be lying if I told you I recognized any of it.

After the woman paid and was on her way, we stepped up to the cashier, a short, young girl with an asymmetrical bob that came to such points below her chin that they reminded me of daggers.

She gave us a pleasant smile, her gaze drifting down to the empty conveyor belt.

Kimmy addressed her with familiarity. “Hey Paige, you haven’t happened to have spotted a little black pug running around the store by chance?”

Paige jerked her head back. “A black pug…”

Kimmy nodded. “Yeah, you know Lana Lee … well, her little dog, Kikko is missing and we’re trying to find her. Thought maybe she’d come in here looking for food.”

The cashier snapped her fingers. “That makes sense now. Okay.”

I raised a brow. “What makes sense?”

Paige turned to acknowledge me. “One of our customers came up to the registers completely frantic saying she saw a skunk down the candy aisle. She screamed and it scared the animal away. She said it took off into the plaza. We thought maybe she was seeing things.” Paige shrugged. “Turns out maybe she just needs to update her eyeglass prescription.”

“A skunk indeed.” Kimmy snorted. “She’s a stinker alright.”

“Thanks for your help,” I said, ushering Kimmy to keep moving forward. I wanted to get out of there before she could go into her Operation Pu Pu Platter spiel.

“No problem. I hope you find her soon. Kikko’s probably a bit startled from that woman screaming at her. I know I would be.”

I clenched my teeth as we began walking away, ready for Kimmy to start in, but she didn’t say anything. Color me surprised.

Once we’d exited the grocery store and were back in the plaza, she clucked her tongue. “This dog is really giving us a run for our money. This is not at all how I thought I’d be spending my afternoon.”

“Well, you did say you wanted some excitement.”

“Not exactly what I had in mind.”

“Well at least she didn’t go out the grocery store’s private entrance or she’d be out in the streets,” I said, getting back to the topic at hand.

I skimmed the length of the plaza. The crowd had grown considerably in a short amount of time, and I attributed that to everyone rushing to get in and out before the weather turned against us.

My attention was caught by the property manager, Ian Sung. I knew him better than I’d like to and could already tell by his posture that he was unhappy. Having just risen from a crouched position near the koi pond, he smoothed the wrinkles from his charcoal suit jacket, perhaps a little more harshly than one might do on the regular. He then slowly spun in a circle, both back and jawline stiff as he scrutinized the vicinity around him and his hands balled into fists at his sides.

“Well let’s go to the Bamboo Lounge,” Kimmy suggested. “It’s the only other food place we’ve got.”

“Look there,” I said, ignoring her statement and pointing at Ian.

“Huh?” She turned, following the direction I was referring to. “Oh joy, there’s Ian,” she said in a flat tone. “Who cares?”

I huffed. “Look at what he’s doing.”

“The hokey pokey?” Kimmy replied.

“No, he looks like he’s searching for something … something he knows he doesn’t want to find.”

I could see the dots connecting in her mind. “Well, geez, Blondie, why didn’t you say so sooner? Let’s go. The mystery is afoot!”





Chapter 7


Kimmy sidled up next to Ian, appearing amused by his obvious state of fluster. “Whatcha doin’?” she asked.

Seemingly lost in thought, or perhaps busy plotting revenge, he jerked at the sound of her voice. “What? Oh. Kimmy.” He said her name with an air of disappointment that he didn’t try to cover up. I got the impression he was as much a fan of hers as she was of his. “This”—he pointed near his polished Italian leather shoe—“I don’t know if this is someone’s idea of a joke. Where it came from … now that’s what I can’t figure out.”

I groaned. It was obvious that Kikko had made a pit stop by the koi pond.

Ian regarded me with confusion, as if he hadn’t realized I was standing there. “What are you doing here?”

I pointed at the incriminating evidence. “That is what I’m doing here. I brought Kikko with me to the plaza and she slipped out from the restaurant. We’ve been trying to find her, but she seems to be one step ahead of us.”

Ian’s shoulders relaxed, and he tugged at his tie, loosening the knot. “Oh, this is from Kikko. Is Lana here too? I thought she was away?” He lifted his chin, searching in the direction of Ho-Lee Noodle House.

I pursed my lips. His interest in Lana had not waned all that much despite her lack of interest or the fact that she was spoken for in the romance department. In all honesty, I felt like her unavailability was making him even more attracted to her. Ian had always struck me as a man who appreciated a little cat and mouse. “She’s still in Irvine with Anna May.”

His chin drooped. “Ah, I see. Well, I can help you look for Kikko if you’d like. We can’t have her running around leaving little … gifts for people to find. It’s unsanitary.”

Kimmy snickered. “I’d bet you’d love to find Kikko. Be the knight in shining armor?”

Ian blushed, folding his hands behind his back. “Oh don’t be ridiculous. I just want to help however I can.”

“Uh-huh.” Kimmy poked him in the chest with her index finger. “How you can help is by not saying a word about this to Lana. That’s our stipulation. She doesn’t hear boo about this, got it?”

Ian sucked in his already thin lips. “I won’t mention it.”

“Swear?” Kimmy asked, leaning forward.

“Yes, yes, I swear. Cross my heart, et cetera. Are you happy?”

Kimmy tilted her head from side to side. “I don’t know if I’d go that far.” Then to me, she said, “I’ll get more paper towels. Be back in a jiff!” She trotted off in the direction of her shop.

Ian observed her as she disappeared into China Cinema and Song before turning his attention back to me. “I’m surprised to see the two of you together. You’re not exactly the likeliest duo.”

“Well, as they say, truth is stranger than fiction.”

“Indeed,” he replied, rocking back and forth on his heels.

I cleared my throat. “Yup.”

Naturally, as a bartender, I specialize in small talk. I’d like to even imagine that I’m a great conversationalist. But I didn’t feel like putting it on today, especially when I felt that every minute standing here was a gigantic waste of time. I considered ditching Kimmy and searching the rest of the plaza by myself. But if I left her to her own devices there was no telling what kind of additional mess she’d make or who she might involve. She might even go so far as to call Adam, Lana’s boyfriend.

Deciding it was best not to run off like I wanted, I tried to think of something to say to Ian so we weren’t just staring at each other. I already knew that he wanted nothing more than to ask me about Lana’s trip and when she’d be back. Before I could offer the information up, Kimmy came skittering back with an entire roll of paper towels. “Just in case,” she said.

I took a few pieces and cleaned up Kikko’s mess, tossing the soiled bundle into a nearby trash can. As I dropped it through the opening, my eyes locked with Talia, the woman from earlier. The one who’d come into the restaurant and inadvertently let Kikko out into the plaza.

She was standing in front of the abandoned shop that used to be Yi’s Tea and Bakery. The now-defunct bakery had kraft paper covering the windows, and its former sign was replaced with a new one that read Eastern Enchantments.

Lana had mentioned in passing that a new metaphysical shop was opening up in the plaza, but that the timing of it had been delayed. Something to do with the lunar cycle. And since I wasn’t in tune with that sort of thing, I had no idea what any of it meant.

The woman was strikingly beautiful, almost in an easy-to-hate-her sort of way. Her black hair was so dark it almost appeared blue, and against her alabaster skin, the contrast was even more prominent.

I would have killed for her thin waistline, apparent despite the fact she wore a baggy tunic sweater. And her slender legs that were covered in velvet leggings and fuzzy, knee-high boots. No amount of time in the gym would get my body structure to emulate her frame or stature. Aside from that, she was about four or five inches taller than my own five foot five—just an inch taller than Lana. Wait till she got a load of this chick … if she hadn’t met her already.

She regarded me with a passive curiosity, and if the expression on her face hadn’t been so non-confrontational, I might have felt intimidated because, frankly, she was looking at me too long to be considered appropriate.

Her eyes darted away and the corners of her mouth turned up in a sort of half smile as she casually made her way over to the garbage can where I stood. It dawned on me that I had also been gawking a little on the long side myself. Oops.

“Hello, there,” she said as she neared. “My name is Talia, I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but I got the impression that you might be in need of some help.”

My default reaction was to say something along the lines of What the hell is that supposed to mean? But two things occurred to me. One, that I had a close affiliation with Lana, and my answers could pose a problem in the future as these things tend to bite me on my bottom. And two, her statement had sounded incredibly genuine.

Realizing I’d been standing there like a lump, I straightened my shoulders and smiled. “Hi, I’m Megan. Nice to meet you. I’m actually looking for a little black pug. You might have seen her? She was at Ho-Lee Noodle House when you stopped by earlier. We think maybe when you left … uh…” What I was about to say sounded accusatory, so I decided to amend my choice of words. “Well, we think she slipped out the restaurant around that time.”

“A little black pug, hm?” Talia said, tapping her chin. I noticed that her nails were painted a shimmering opal color that danced in the light. Each finger was adorned with a ring with a different stone. I recognized a large silver and amethyst ring on her middle finger, but aside from that, I had no idea what any of the stones were. If it were another situation, I might have asked if she sold them in her shop.

“Yes, her name is Kikko. She’s my best friend’s dog. You might know her … uh, my best friend, I mean. Her name is Lana Lee. She manages Ho-Lee Noodle House.”

Her eyes traveled in the direction of the restaurant while the rest of her remained perfectly still. “You know what I find interesting about dogs? Their sense of smell. It really is fascinating, you know? Imagine being able to smell up to a hundred thousand times more than what you can already smell.”

I thought about some of the cologne choices of my patrons at the Zodiac bar. “No thank you,” I replied.

Talia laughed, the sound escaping her throat as if it were a song. “Perhaps it would be quite an adjustment.”

She hadn’t mentioned whether or not she’d met Lana. I didn’t know if it was intentional or not. But I didn’t press the subject for the time being. After all, Kikko was my main objective. “Well, if you happen to see Kikko, if you could let me know … or—”

“I suspect you will find Kikko wherever you expect to find her.”

She said it with such authority, it caused me to pause.

Talia nodded. “Sometimes, when we are looking for something we misplaced, it is best to seek what is missed.”

“Huh?” I blurted out. This felt like a conversation I’d had with Mr. Zhang one time when he’d caught me on my way to visit Lana. All riddles and codes. I was a more straightforward, say-it-plain type of person.

Talia only smiled, and instead of explaining what she’d meant, she said, “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Lana just yet. We seem to keep missing each other. But our paths will cross when the time is right and when Lana needs my guidance in a more … direct manner.”

Another moment of finding myself at a loss for words. “When Lana needs my guidance?” What kind of guidance? I wanted to ask, but there was something inside me—call it intuition, if you want—that warned me to leave it alone. I continued on, careful with my word choice. “Well, when that time comes, would you mind keeping this whole thing between the two of us? I’d rather not worry her with this.”

Talia’s eyes locked on mine. “Not a problem. It will be of no importance when the time comes. Good luck on your adventure.”

“Thanks,” I replied, feeling as if she’d just stared into my soul.

As she turned to walk away, I felt a shiver run down the entirety of my body. It was too bad I wouldn’t be able to tell Lana about this little exchange with the newest addition to the shop-owner family of Asia Village.

Hands down, she would have loved the intrigue.





Chapter 8


I returned to Kimmy and Ian, where I found her reciting the rest of her Pu Pu schtick. “Come on, let’s get moving. You can talk Ian’s ear off later.”

“What was all that about?” Kimmy jutted her chin in the direction of where I’d just been talking to Talia.

“I’ll tell you about it later.” I thought about the riddle and the implied message that Talia had expertly stuck in the middle of our otherwise mundane conversation. I didn’t know if it was something I should tell Kimmy or not. The less she knew, the less ammo she had to unwittingly divulge to Lana at a later date.

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Kimmy to secrecy, I just didn’t want to take any chances with unnecessary information.

Kimmy blew a raspberry. “She’s weird, isn’t she? I knew it. I knew she was going to be weird. If she tries to look at my aura or something—well, my aura is off-limits.”

Ian held up a hand. “Talia Sun is a very nice young lady. Don’t give her a hard time or a wrong impression of how we are here at Asia Village. I’m more than happy to fill that vacant spot. It’s been open far too long, so I’d appreciate it if you don’t scare her away. Now, should I come with you ladies?”

When Ian had his focus on me, I saw Kimmy stick her tongue out at him before turning away. I shook my head, declining his offer to come along. I didn’t really want to add anyone else to our search party. “Just keep an eye out and if you see her, grab her and come find us.”

“But…” His shoulders sagged. “You don’t think she’ll bite me, do you?”

“No,” I said, already turning to cut across the koi pond’s footbridge. “Just make sure that you kneel down before you pick her up so you’re not towering over her.”

“Got it,” he replied.

Kimmy trailed behind me. “Slow down, Blondie. Geez.”

“We’re wasting time,” I said with a huff. “Kikko has to be over here. She just has to be.”

As we stepped off the footbridge, a group of women carrying a large quantity of shopping bags rushed past us, one of them almost running into me head-on. She mumbled a half-hearted “excuse me” as she adjusted her trajectory, and teetered on her heeled boots, thankfully righting herself before she fell over, or worse yet—fell over onto me.

The agitation bubbling in my gut boiled over and I blurted out, “Kikko!”, in what Lana would call an “outdoor voice.”

Kimmy flinched. “Man, don’t let ’em see you sweat, girlfriend. Take it easy, we’ll find her.”

“That’s rich, coming from you.” I turned to face her. “Since when are you the calm and collected one? Isn’t it me who’s usually trying to settle you down?”

Kimmy gave me a sheepish grin. “What can I say? I’ve grown as a person.”

“You’ve grown as a person in two weeks?” I cocked my head. “You’re just all of a sudden the Dalai Lama?”

“Ummm … haven’t you ever heard that time is relative? I can grow and change, you know?”

I responded to that statement with a giant eye roll, pulling on the bamboo door handle of the karaoke lounge. “Okay, you’ve officially lost your mind.”

“Ye of little faith,” Kimmy shot back.

Inside the Bamboo Lounge, we were met with a whole lot of nothing. The owner, Penny Cho, was behind the bar area, wiping down the counter. Despite the manual labor she always seemed to be putting in, Penny was known to wear casual blazers over button-down shirts. Her long, black hair was tied up in a high ponytail that was held together by a gold metal claw clip.

The Lounge opened later than the rest of the shops in the plaza because there weren’t many people trying to sing their hearts out during breakfast hours.

With their own private entrance to the parking lot, the karaoke bar not only started their business day later than everyone else but was open longer than the rest of the plaza to accommodate for late-night get-togethers. Lana and I had come a few times when I’d been blessed with a Friday night off—which wasn’t very often. Neither one of us ever got up to sing in front of everyone, but we always enjoyed the show.

Penny glanced up as we approached. “Hey ladies, what do I owe the pleasure? In need of a midday drink?”

I inhaled deeply, but realized there were no scents of food or cooking to be found. I gathered that Kikko would be equally disappointed had she come this way.

Kimmy hopped up on a bar stool in front of Penny, clasped her hands together, and leaned forward. “You haven’t happened to see Kikko running around roughshod, have you?”

Penny shook her head. “I’m sorry … Kikko?” She turned her attention to me. “What the heck is she talking about?”

I sidled up next to Kimmy and chose to stay standing. I already knew this was a fruitless endeavor and I didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary. We needed to be in and out. “Kikko slipped away from Ho Lee Noodle House and we’ve been trying to track her down. I’m ashamed to say we are being bested by a little pug with stumpy legs and a snort that rivals my aunt Sue’s snoring problem.”

Penny snickered. “You guys have different problems than the rest of us common folks, you know?”

Kimmy clucked her tongue. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Finally, Kimmy and I shared a sentiment.

Penny stowed her bar towel somewhere below the counter and wiped her hands on the sides of her pants. “You ladies are always getting into some sort of weird scenario. Lana’s not even here and the two of you have still managed to get into yet another oddball circumstance. It’s like you can’t help yourselves.”

Kimmy batted away the notion. “That’s total nonsense. We can help ourselves. Besides, it’s not like you didn’t benefit from our services when you needed help.” She then raised her chin, literally looking down her nose at Penny.

I had to say that Kimmy had a fair point, considering that Lana had helped clear Penny’s name after she became a prime suspect not all that long ago. It’s all fun and games until a food critic is found dead in your party room.

Penny blushed at the reference. “Well…”

Kimmy leaned back, satisfied with herself. “Exactly. So you see. Now about the dog. Yay or nay?”

Penny shook her head. “Nay. I haven’t seen her, but I had heard there was a skunk running around. That makes sense now.”

“Ugh,” I said, letting my shoulders drop. “Well, if you see her for some reason, can you let one of us know?”

She nodded, her attention shifting to something below the bar. “Yeah, good luck. Hope you find her soon.”

I nudged Kimmy. It was time to go. She slid off her stool and cleared her throat. “Oh, and one more thing, Ms. Cho.”

Penny bristled, no doubt at the formality.

Kimmy folded her arms across her chest. “We’re not letting Lana in on this one for the sake of her own sanity. So if you could be a peach and keep your lips zipped, we’d appreciate it.”

Penny nodded with little emotion. “Sure, I won’t say a thing.”

“We’re calling it Operation Pu Pu Platter. Okay, bye!” Kimmy said, giving a wide, toothy grin. She flashed Penny a peace sign before hightailing for the door.

All I could do was shake my head.





Chapter 9


Back out in the plaza, I stood staring into the growing crowd of shoppers, looking for signs of surprise or confusion. Maybe a dog slipping between their ankles. Or begging at a bench as someone relaxed with a donut and coffee from Shanghai Donuts. But nothing appeared out of the ordinary.

My eyes drifted up to the skylight windows above us. The sky was beginning to darken with heavy cloud cover, and I knew that snowfall would be making an appearance shortly.

Kimmy grunted. “I never much cared for Penny Cho, you know? I’ve always felt she’s kind of judgy. A little stuck up too. But I’m always nice because of Lana. Hmph!” She folded her arms across her chest again.

“Lana does keep you in check a lot.” I wanted to add that I didn’t blame her for it because Kimmy was usually mouthing off to someone more often than not. But I kept the remark to myself.

“That do-gooder. I love her anyways.”

I snorted. “I do have to admit I got a little satisfaction from you telling Penny that she’s benefited from our gumshoe ways.”

She unfolded her arms, her face brightening. “Right? Kinda made my day a little bit.”

We shared in a laugh, perhaps a petty one, but a shared laugh nonetheless. Dare I say that Kimmy and I were having a mini moment of our own? Another thing I wouldn’t be able to share with Lana around.

“Kikko!” a female voice yelled. “Kikko come back here!”

Kimmy and I snapped back into action, staring at each other with widened eyes.

Kimmy pointed behind me. “That’s Rina’s voice!”

I whipped around, standing on my tiptoes to see over the heads that blocked my view of the Ivory Doll. Sure enough, I saw Rina standing outside of her shop, her hands cupped around her mouth.

We trotted over, weaving through a scattered group of shoppers who had stopped to look in the window of Chin’s Gifts. A few stares came our way, but I didn’t much care.

“Hey Rina,” Kimmy said, sounding a little winded. “Where’s Kikko? You saw her?”

Rina ran a hand through her hair. “It is Kikko. I knew it wasn’t just a random pug running around the plaza. I thought I was seeing things at first. Then I heard there was a skunk walking around and I’m like, wait a minute, don’t they hibernate? Then naturally I thought, well it must be … oh what’s it called when animals go crazy?”

“Rina!” I barked.

She jolted. “Sorry, too much coffee this morning, and just … well what is Kikko doing here anyways?”

Kimmy jerked a thumb in my direction. “Blondie here thought it would be a wise idea to bring the little scamp for a day out in the Village. But as we see, it isn’t going so well. Also, skunks don’t hibernate. Just sayin’.”

I groaned. She was dampening our moment from earlier, but I chose to glaze over it. There were more pressing things to discuss at the moment. “So Kikko was here then?”

“She was just here,” Rina said, pointing at a display table near the shop’s entrance. “Sniffing around by the scented lip glosses.”

“A gal after my own heart,” Kimmy teased.

I gently elbowed Kimmy in the side, then said to Rina, “She didn’t leave anything behind, did she?”

Rina raised an eyebrow. “Leave anything behind? Like what? Oh! You mean did she piddle or something? No, not that I know of.” She turned back around to face her shop and bent down to do a quick check of the floor. “Nope, all clear.”

Kimmy laughed. “Maybe she finally ran out of ammunition.”

“Ugh, let’s hope so,” I replied.

“Maybe we should get some bait,” Kimmy suggested. “Like what if we go back to Ho-Lee Noodle House and ask Peter to make us a teriyaki stick? We could carry it around the plaza and maybe it’ll flush her out.”

All this talk of smells—which had first been pointed out by Talia—was starting to create a narrative in my mind.

It had begun with donuts and finding Kikko’s calling card outside of Shanghai Donuts. Then she’d made a pit stop at the salon … which smells of hair dye. The grocery store had been next on her list of stops and she’d made a beeline for the candy aisle just like Kimmy had suggested.

Then the koi pond where Lana enjoyed taking her when she brought her to the plaza. She was always highly entertained by Kikko’s reaction to the koi fish and how her head would zip back and forth as she tried to keep up their movements in the water.

And lastly, the makeup shop where she’d stopped by the scented lip gloss table. If I had to guess, I would say that Lana owned said lip gloss.

I tried to remember Talia’s riddled words. “To find what you’re looking for … something, something … search for what you’re missing.”

Kimmy snapped her fingers in my face. “Earth to Blondie, come back to us. Do you want to come with me to get the teriyaki stick or are you going to stand here staring into space?”

I shook my head. “Neither! I know where to find Kikko.” I grabbed her wrist. “Come on, let’s go.”

“What? Hey, wait for me!” Rina trailed behind us. “Why do I feel so lost right now? Where are we going?”

I looked over my shoulder at her. “We’re spending all this time looking for Kikko. Well, she’s been looking for Lana! All the places she went smell familiar and are some of Lana’s most favorite things. There is just one big-ticket item left that Kikko hasn’t checked off the list.” I felt overly proud of myself for having thought of it. If I was right, I would be treating myself to all the makeup.





Chapter 10


Seconds later, I waltzed into Modern Scroll, Asia Village’s resident bookshop, with Kimmy and Rina in tow. Near the check-out area toward the back of the store was a lounge area with upholstered wing-back chairs, a love seat, and a coffee table.

Upon reaching the area, I paused to search the vicinity. A young woman, in a beanie hat with cat ears, looked up from the book she’d been reading. I glimpsed at the title and saw it was called Six Feet Deep Dish by someone named Mindy Quigley. Being a huge fan of pizza, I made a mental note to pick up a copy for Lana. But what stole my attention was what was next to the woman.

Leaning against a fuzzy decorative pillow was a little black pug, snoring as she took her afternoon snooze.

“Gotcha!” I exclaimed.

“Aha! Kimmy said, clapping her hands together.

Both Kikko and the woman in the cat-ear beanie started. The woman dropped the book. “What? I was going to buy it.”

I laughed. “Sorry, not you. I meant the dog.”

The woman glanced down at Kikko, giving her head a pat. “Oh, my little reading partner here. I thought she was a bookstore dog or something. Is she yours?”

Happily, I nodded. “Yup, and I’ve been looking for her everywhere.”

As I scooped up Kikko into my arms, squeezing her tight, Cindy Kwan, the bookstore owner, came sashaying over. She straightened her horn-rimmed glasses, giving us all a thorough once-over. “Hey ladies, what’s going on over here?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, giving Kikko a gentle squeeze. In return, she licked my cheek in approval.

“Actually, it’s kind of a funny story,” Kimmy said, her eyes sliding in my direction for the eightieth time that day.

Tilting my chin, I conjured the most serious face I could possibly muster, and with a deadpan tone said, “Oh come on, Kimmy, we all know the first rule of Operation Pu Pu Platter is that we don’t talk about Operation Pu Pu Platter.”





Epilogue


Outside the plaza, I inhaled the frigid air, welcoming the crisp sensation that flowed through my lungs. It felt good to be outside after all that nonsense, and the chilly weather gave me a renewed burst of energy.

I hadn’t bothered with going back to the Ivory Doll for the cosmetic sale because I wasn’t willing to risk Kikko escaping me a second time. Fool me once and all that jazz.

But Rina had promised that I could stop by the following morning before she opened and shop to my heart’s delight. I told her I would absolutely be taking her up on that.

With a newfound sense of relief, I stepped off the curb and headed in the direction of my car. But in my path was Talia from Eastern Enchantments. She was removing boxes from her own car and I could tell she’d been outside for a while by the shade of pink that her nose had turned.

She smiled, shutting the car door with her hip. “I see you found our furry little friend.” She placed a large box on the ground in between us.

“Yeah, it’s odd, but what you said actually helped.”

There was a glimmer of something in her eye. Mischief? I wasn’t sure.

“I’m glad.” She held out her hand and allowed Kikko to sniff it thoroughly. The little pug must have decided she liked her because she gave her index finger a lick.

Talia giggled. “Well, thank you, little one. I hope you enjoyed your adventure around the plaza.” She winked at Kikko.

“How’d you know?” I asked. “I mean, it’s like you knew. Right? Or … no? Are you—”

Before I could get the word “psychic” out, she replied with another lighthearted laugh. “Oh, nothing like that. Well, not to say that I’m not, but that’s not how I knew where you could find her. I used to write a “Fun Facts” column for a local newspaper. One of my favorite subjects to write about is animals … especially dogs.”

“Ohhhhh,” I replied. “That makes a lot more sense.” I felt silly that I’d assumed she used some kind of psychic power to conjure up the location of Lana’s dog. I didn’t even think I believed in that sort of thing. And the longer I stood there, the more ridiculous I felt. Besides, it’s not like she’d actually said it.

Talia cleared her throat. “I should be going. I have a few more things to transfer into the shop before I head home for the day.”

“Right, I should go too,” I said, hugging Kikko against the warmth of my jacket. “It was nice meeting you.”

“Likewise. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.” She wiggled her fingers at me in a playful goodbye, that glint in her eye returning.

She lifted the box she’d placed on the ground and made her way back to the plaza’s main entrance. I turned and went in the opposite direction toward my car. Again, I couldn’t help but shake the way she’d commented on saying she’d be seeing me soon. Not only had she implied earlier that Lana would be meeting her at an opportune time, but she hadn’t said she’d be seeing me again in the casual way that most people say it. It was leading, and held a weight that I couldn’t explain. It led me to believe that maybe she really was more than meets the eye. After all, I couldn’t dismiss that—on top of everything else—she hadn’t denied my insinuation of her psychic abilities.

A jingling sound that was unfamiliar caught my attention. I checked my key ring to make sure I hadn’t dropped anything or lost a key in all the hubbub that had been my afternoon. But my keyrings and keys were all intact.

Kikko sniffed the keys I had spread out in my palm, and that’s when I heard the jingling sound again. Coming from her.

I quickly checked her collar to make sure she hadn’t lost her necessary dog tags.

I paused. “Where did this come from?” I asked Kikko.

She looked up at me and sneezed.

Attached with a lobster clasp to the ring of her collar was an amethyst charm wrapped in silver coil.

I whipped back around toward Asia Village to take another glimpse of the mysterious shop owner one last time, and perhaps to ask her about the charm. It almost felt silly, really, but she’d already disappeared inside.

In the mere moments since I’d left the spot right out front of the shopping plaza, the entire complex was covered in a heavy mist that I hadn’t even noticed while I’d stood chatting with Talia.

The ominous effect caused a chill to run through my body and encouraged me to get in the car without further hesitation. Once inside, I ignited the engine and let it run for a few minutes, turning the heater on full blast.

Moments later, I burst into laughter. “Oh Megan, you silly girl,” I said. “You’re letting your mind get away from you. That’s not mist, that’s just a little Cleveland fog.”

Kikko returned my comment with a resounding bark.

And while I could explain away a little lake-effect weather, I was struggling with the idea of this mysterious charm. How on earth had she attached this to Kikko’s collar in the brief time she’d interacted with her? Or had it been there the whole time and I hadn’t realized it because of all the excitement in finally finding our missing pup? If it had been there the whole time, then did that mean …

No, it couldn’t. Who would do that?

I shook my head to clear my mind and, along with it, the thought that Talia had known where Kikko was all along. I’d have to remember to question her about it the next time I saw her. For today, I’d let it rest because frankly I was spent and the idea of trudging back into the plaza filled me with more dread than I could possibly express.

Plus, I had managed to totally avoid Lana’s mom, which was probably for the best. No reason for Lana to even know I was at Asia Village to begin with. Which reminded me of the fact that my best friend had missed her daily check-in time.

I subtracted three hours from the Eastern time zone and decided that she was probably caught up with something going on at the convention. Whatever it was, I hoped she was having a better day than me.

As I prepared to pull out of the parking lot, pausing at the stop sign before turning onto the road, my eyes drifted casually to my rearview mirror.

My heart fluttered when I noticed Talia standing in the same place we’d previously been chatting, the mist gone, as if it had never existed. And I swear to you, her eyes met mine from all the way across the parking lot.

I blinked, and when I opened my eyes again, she was gone. Nowhere in sight.

Taking a deep breath, I pulled out onto the street.

Damn, I thought. Another thing I couldn’t tell Lana about.
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