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Chapter 1
Something Smells Fishy
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“Hey Sherlock, it’s Alan. We’re headed to a murder scene, and Burke wants to know if you want to tag along.”

It’s Homicide Detective Alan Farr of the SFPD Central Division, and maybe Sherlock’s boyfriend. Maybe, because in this particular area of her life, Sherlock doesn’t have a clue.

“Burke wants to know?”

“Well, I want to know, and Burke said it would be okay.”

“Sure. I’d love to.”

“Good, I’ll be by in five.”

Detective Farr is back to work after being shot in the leg during a previous investigation. He seems no worse for wear, and even the limp has almost gone away. Doc, who also took a bullet in the same investigation, has been dutifully nursed back to health by the sweet Mrs. Cavanaugh, Sherlock’s landlord. 

“Dead body. Farr will be here in five. Are you up for coming?” Sherlock asks Doc.

The Pyrenean Shepherd, with his kooky appearance that often resembles Harpo Marx, was assigned to Sherlock as an emotional support animal following a stint in rehab. It started out as a contentious relationship, with Sherlock’s mental health being brought into question when the dog, Doc, spoke. 

Ultimately resolving the mental health question, at least as far as auditory hallucinations go, Sherlock and Doc have since become a very effective team.

“Yes, jolly good,” Doc says in his thick Yorkshire accent.

Still not quite his spry self, Doc’s wound was more serious than Farr’s and his recuperation on the slower side. Thank goodness for Mrs. Cavanaugh, who Sherlock suspects is the only other person who hears Doc talk. In Sherlock's case, she thinks hearing the dog speak is because she’s mental. But as for Mrs. C, it’s because she is sweet, kind, and pure of heart.

Both the men in her life, Doc and Farr, took a bullet in defense of her, and she loves them for it. Even though their post-surgery haircuts have now mostly grown back, she can still find something to rib them about.

“Will you tell Mrs. C that we’re leaving for a while?”

“Aye,” Doc says on his way down the stairs.

She doesn’t need to tell her landlord she’s leaving, but Mrs. C worries so for Doc . . . well . . . for both of them really.

It’s early on Sunday, and sitting on the front steps with Doc, with their eyes closed, allowing the sun’s warmth, burning its way through the early morning fog, to soothe them as they wait for Detective Farr to pull up.

“How was Mrs. C?”

“Fine. She says to have fun and be careful.”

Mrs. C’s motherly concern makes Sherlock smile. 

“You didn’t mention that we’re headed to look at a dead body, did you?”

“Oh, heavens no,” Doc says, enjoying the sun on his healing body. 

Detective Farr is the only other person who knows that Sherlock hears Doc speak. He was essential in Sherlock coming to grips with the bizarre reality. And as far as he’s concerned, along with Sherlock’s other eccentricities, it just makes her all the more interesting. Besides, Doc is a smart dog.

“Where are we headed?” Sherlock asks, following Doc into Farr’s car. 

“Pier 45.”

“The fish market?” comes from the back seat.

“The dog asked if we’re going to the fish market,” Sherlock interprets.

Looking in the rear-view mirror at the funny face in the back seat, Farr nods. Smart dog.

The market is closed on Sundays and mostly vacant. A few vendors wander around, cleaning. Two uniformed officers try to persuade an Asian man to stop washing the walkways with a hose. What should be straightforward turns into somewhat of a comedy routine because of the apparent language barrier. 

The famed Fisherman’s Wharf isn’t far from the crime scene, and the collection of police cars is already attracting its share of looky-loos. Walking up, Detective Burke, Farr’s partner, is already here, standing over a dead body. Sherlock and Farr join him as Doc’s nose immediately goes to ground. There’s plenty to smell in an open-air fish market.

Taking a sniff of the dead body, Burke barks, “Git dog!” with a sweep of his hand. Then he mutters, “Damn dog.”

“What we got?” Farr asks.

“Asian male, mid-forties, strangled. No surveillance onsite.”

Sherlock takes one look and says, “The ol’ piano-wire-around-the-neck trick, eh?”

“What does that mean?” Burke asks, assuming Sherlock is just trying to be funny.

She looks at Burke with raised eyebrows, “The murder weapon . . . it was a garrote.” Returning her gaze back to the victim, “You don’t see that much anymore. It’s old school.”

Farr nods, “Yeah, I’ve never seen it. It seems so brutal . . . a horrifying way to die.”

They all absorb Farr’s comment in silence, imagining the murderous act. Detective Farr, being tall and lean, is a contrast to Burke’s stockier build. Burke is the senior detective, but not by much . . . he’s just authoritative by nature. They’re a good team.

Taking charge, Burke says, “Let’s get all the names of those who work here,” motioning to the stall directly in front of them, “and see what they know.”

“He was killed somewhere else,” Sherlock states.

Both men cock their heads in Sherlock’s direction with “Okay, so why in hell do you think that?” looks.

Noting their expressions, “Oh! Fish scales,” pointing out the scales on the side of his pants. Gesturing toward the display case of the vendor before them, “Shellfish. No scales. The blood mixed with the scales suggests he was lying in scales somewhere where they clean fish, either elsewhere in the market or on one of the fishing boats . . . then moved here.”

Neither of the detectives can argue the point as they study the fish scales.

“Sherlock, over here,” Doc calls out from the other end of the building.

Sherlock looks up and heads that way. Farr notices Sherlock heading towards Doc and follows.

“Same smell,” Doc reports.

Crouching down and pressing her hand on the cement floor, Sherlock inspects the sticky scales on her fingers.

“Same scales . . . chinook,” looking up at the vendor’s stall, “This would be a good place to start.”

Farr works on getting the information he needs to get warrants for both vendors, while Burke manages the coroner and the dead body. Once the scene is walked and cleared, and Burke sends a couple of uniforms to log what cars are in the parking lot, they head back to SFPD’s Central Division.

The second-floor detective’s office, with its traditional bullpen of mismatched desks, is arranged in an unruly fashion. Burke’s and Farr’s fellow detectives are getting used to having the female civilian and even her dog hanging around. Most view her as the poor little smart girl who needs her support pet . . . her emotional crutch. That’s fine by Sherlock, as long as she gets to be on the inside. 

Even with their not-so-glamorous opinions, other detectives will ask Sherlock to take a look at files just to get her insight. They can’t argue with the closure rate of the cases she helps out on. Yet somehow, they still take the credit without mentioning her input. But that’s alright, too. She’s on the inside.

Burke starts with what is known, “The vic’s name is Kee Duk Chen. He’s a diamond merchant in Chinatown.”

“Diamonds?” Farr asks, “Was it a robbery?”

“Wallet’s untouched, so there’s that. I suppose if he had diamonds on him, they could have been the target. Once the warrant comes through, we can work our way through the fish market to the boats. Although, due to the murder weapon of choice, I’m not very hopeful we’ll find evidence leading us to a murder site. This isn’t your run-of-the-mill killing. Hopefully, our interviews will shed some light on a motive.”

“What if,” Sherlock proposes, “the murder site and where the body was placed are connected? Like a message from one fish family to another.”

“That would assume that Mr. Chen is related to one or the other. Find that out, and it might explain what Mr. Chen was doing on the docks in the first place,” Farr suggests.

“Oh, jeez,” Sherlock lifts her head out of her laptop. “There was another murder using a garrote . . . in Berkley. A college kid. Can you get a copy of Berkley PD’s report?”

“Sure,” Farr hops on the phone.

Burke wants to know more, “What’s it say?”

“Not much. Just that he was walking across campus to his dorms, and the murder weapon was a wire around the neck. Less than two weeks ago. No suspects or motive.”

Farr hangs up, “They’re faxing it over.”

“Any others?” Burke says, still focused on Sherlock’s revelation.

“Nothing locally.” She looks up at Burke, “I can only find one other. Chicago, twelve years ago.”

“Organized crime, makes some sense at least. I’ll have our guys run it through the national database and see if we get any MO hits.”

“So, are we taking a trip to Chinatown?” Sherlock asks.

“I’m waiting on next of kin. Once we get that, we’ll know where to go first,” Burke states.

Burke pulls the pages out of the fax machine as they come. 

He reads, “Tim Mathers, twenty-two years old. Damn! His blood alcohol content was 0.18! He was sloppy drunk.”

“He wasn’t walking across campus, he was weaving and stumbling. Maybe he fell into a piano,” Farr jests in a hushed voice.

Sherlock snickers, “Ooh, sooo bad!”

It doesn’t take long to find that there is no obvious connection between the Fresno-born Mathers and Chinatown’s Mr. Chen. 

“How can there not be?” Sherlock thought. First two garotte murders in decades . . . within a couple of weeks of each other? Unless not being related is the connection. Definitely strange. She’ll put that away in her “Keep an eye on” mental file.

Burke makes several calls, ending with no next of kin, assigning the task to a desk sergeant. Using the need for more of the victim’s personal information as justification to visit Mr. Chen’s Chinatown office. Maybe the motive will be clear from there.

Burke drives, Sherlock and Doc sit quietly in the back seat. Sherlock has something to add in regard to each of the topics that make up Burke and Farr’s small talk, things she finds interesting or pertinent, but refrains. The last thing she wants is to get on Detective Burke's nerves. He already considers her a know-it-all, and not in the good way.

There are no parking spaces in front of the Grant Street address they have for the victim’s office. In fact, there is no storefront at all as Burke slowly drives by. Various shops and a restaurant, but no diamond or jewelry store of any kind. The detective pulls into the first available spot about halfway down the block.

Walking back, Chinatown is quiet on Sunday morning. Sherlock logs the sounds that accompany the ornately decorated block. She can hear the ferry’s horn off in the distance, and the cable cars ring their bells nearby. 

Adding some traditional Chinese music wafting down the street from a shop somewhere gives Chinatown a unique and exotic flavor. So much history, so many stories. San Francisco as a whole has piqued Sherlock’s interest since moving here, with its rich and colorful past. Barely two hundred years old, it’s still in its infancy compared to a city like London.

The address directs them to a narrow staircase rising from the street level between a tourist-trap shop and the Chinese food restaurant. Definitely not what any of the four expected. They are met by the unhappy building manager who had been roused on this Sunday morning to unlock the office. Then being dismissed by Burke didn’t improve his nosy disposition any.

Standing in the doorway, you wouldn’t know what the purveyor of the office sold. No display cases . . . or any evidence of diamond sales of any kind. 

“What are we looking for?” Farr thinks out loud.

“Don’t know . . .” Burke says, completing his own thought.

“Diamonds? Maybe?” Sherlock says sarcastically, commenting on the lack of the expected merchandise.

Farr laughs. Sherlock appreciates the seasoned investigative team, as they both stand and observe before rushing in. 

“Looks like somebody might have gone through the ledgers next to the desk. They’re stacked differently than the others,” Sherlock points out.

Burke nods, “Let’s bag one and have it checked for prints.”

As they move slowly about the office, Farr and Sherlock meet up at the ledgers. Farr to bag and Sherlock to examine. 

With the most recent ledger unavailable to her, Sherlock thumbs through the next. The entries are in Chinese, but the dollars are not. She’ll need some translation, but the numbers seem exorbitant for such a small operation. One thing is clear after checking several older ledgers—the books have been painstakingly kept for longer than Mr. Chen has been alive.

“Chen worked for somebody. Not the boss.”

Burke glances over her shoulder at the material she’s inspecting, “So, you speak Chinese now, do ya?”

“Yes, only Mandarin,” she says, as if Burke would know there are over three hundred languages spoken in China, “Can’t read or write it. But it’s the ledgers. Chen, a man in his forties, would be using the computer to track numbers like these,” motioning to the PC on the desk. “Somebody old school is in charge.”

Farr looks, “You don’t think Chen would . . . just out of tradition?”

Pointing out how many entries it takes for a single transaction, “Would you?”

“Maybe the answers are in here,” Burke says, standing in front of a wall safe. “We’ll have to get a team down here.”

With her nose still buried in a ledger, Sherlock hears Doc say, “It’s bloody ancient.”

She looks up and sees that the safe they’re all looking at is from the 1950’s. Maybe even older. Intrigued, Sherlock gets up.  

“Mind if I give it a try?” Sherlock asks.

Farr smiles, and Burke gives the handle a try just to see if it opens before stepping away, saying, “Be my guest.”

Farr doesn’t go anywhere—he wants to watch. His money’s on Sherlock.

Sherlock looks at the single combination dial and gives it a spin. Then, turning it slowly, feeling the tumblers click, she figures it’s a standard three-number combo, contemporaneous with the vintage. 

“Have you seen a glass or cup?” she asks Farr.

“No, but I’ll be right back.” 

Leaving the office, he returns several minutes later with a small water glass and a taller beverage glass. Holding them out for her selection, he is
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