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Chapter 1
The Game is Afoot
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It’s late, cold, and wet. The building is vacant. The meeting is secret.

“This needs to end here!” one man’s voice dominates.

Standing in the headlights of the two cars, three men speak in hushed but urgent tones. The empty warehouse building is large and dark, its air dank. The clandestine meeting was hastily arranged at the most out-of-the-way place available. The man who steps out of the S-Class Mercedes worries about ruining his leather shoes in the puddles of standing water.

“We have it under control. Any potential compromises are being dealt with. The senator has nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing to worry about? She has marshaled her influence to push through a multi-billion-dollar defense contract and invested millions of her own family’s money! You’re in no position to tell her not to worry. My suggestion is that you quickly take care of any loose ends for good . . . before you become a loose end yourself.”

“I understand.”

“This whole mess has been a debacle from the beginning. How can something so small destroy something so important? Make this right!”

“I will.”

* * *
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As the young lady’s story progresses, her voice cracks, her cadence changes slightly, and her tone rises at the end of her sentences. Sympathetic affirmations purr through the group.

“That must have been hard,” endorses the group facilitator.

“She’s such a liar . . .” Sherlock mumbles under her breath.

“Do you have something to share, Miss Holmes? You are coming to the end of your stay here. You must have some constructive contributions to make before you leave us,” the facilitator challenges.

Sherlock’s foot continues to tap rapidly as she looks up and scans the group. All a bunch of crazies. The large, mostly empty room echoes the small group’s utterances as they sit in a circle in their metal folding chairs . . . same seats every session. So predictable. 

The woman’s pockets, seated directly across from Sherlock, bulge with sugar packets and soup crackers pilfered from the cafeteria, even though she claims to be wholly committed to the program’s diet. She whines about not losing weight in every group session. Next to her sits the woman with the Cheshire Cat smile who hates everyone here but can only express it on the bathroom mirrors. Her fingertips still carry lipstick stains, her defiler of choice. 

Sherlock knows she should bite her tongue, but can’t help herself, “No, no. I’m sure her husband loves her very much, and the young woman waiting for him in his car on Visiting Day is surely their virgin niece.”

“Miss Holmes!”

Sherlock drops her head back down to stare at the floor. In order to get out of here, she needs to focus . . . on the floor. Everywhere else reveals lies, compromises, and cover-ups. She tries. God knows she tries, but can’t bring herself to ignore the truths that jump out at her at every turn. Even the counselor attempts to mask his stiff drink before each group session with a splash of cheap cologne. 

“Just keep your mouth shut, stupid girl,” Sherlock says to herself. “They don’t need to know what you see. That never turns out well.”

This was the third time Sherlock had treatment imposed on her in her adult life. This time by her father. It had been almost ten years since the last, but now, at her age, it’s just embarrassing. Drugs seem to be the only thing that slows her mind down when needed, but they have their drawbacks. Like this. 

She thought the move to the opposite coast would be the answer, but San Francisco turned out to have the same old haunts, just on different streets. She had taken on a few private clients, but missing people and lost possessions weren’t interesting or complex enough to keep her sober. Not having a steady outlet for her aptitudes has left her with only the drugs to occupy her senses. If she only had a solid contact within the SFPD to see a steady flow of cases to keep her mind amused. She doesn’t need the money, she needs the work.

It is time to leave treatment, once again, and make another new start. Sherlock feels good. She has put on a few pounds, looking and feeling healthier. She’s ready. On her last day, along with her discharge instructions and medications, the treatment center’s brilliant notion is to give her an animal. A prescribed service animal. A dog! 

What the hell? She can’t even remember to feed herself, let alone another living creature. They should have started her off with a plant to see if she could keep that alive first. But no, a big, funny-looking dog. Maybe she’ll get lucky and be allergic. 

“Whose big idea was this?”

“There is substantial research that the emotional support of a pet can help the development of positive new personal rituals. Your father agrees.”

“You talked to my father . . . about dogs? In London?”

“Yes.”

“Bloody hell!” Sherlock mumbles under her breath.

The only saving grace is that the floppy-eared canine reminds Sherlock of a wild-haired professor she loved back at the university in London. He was brilliant but came off a bit daft. Few people understood him as Sherlock did, and vice versa.

Once home, Mrs. Cavanaugh makes Sherlock feel welcome, despite her misstep into treatment. Being the elderly landlord who lives in the downstairs unit, she isn’t keen on having a dog living upstairs, but is too sweet to say anything. Settling back into her flat, Sherlock is reminded of just how much she loves her little three-room apartment. Standing in front of the bay window overlooking the park across the street is peaceful, soothing.

Collecting herself, Sherlock turns, thinking it’s time to deal with the damn dog. She thumbs through the “canine sober companion” paperwork. She chuckles as the dog patiently watches on. Maybe it’s Harpo Marx rather than the professor. Either way, he is one funny-looking dog. 

“Well, let’s see here,” unfolding and reading the service pet brochure. “Doctor Watson. What a strange name for a dog. What? Did you go to medical school or something?” she asks sarcastically. “That’s too long a name, plus I’d be embarrassed to call you ‘Doctor-anything’ out in public. We need a more suitable name, let’s see . . . I think I’ll call you ‘dog.’ Yeah, that’s a good name, ‘dog.’ ‘Dog’ it is.”

“You can call me ‘Doc.’”

“What the . . . ?” staring wide-eyed at her new pet. Instantly, doubting her own sanity, “Blimey, they’re right! I am losing my bloody mind!”

“You may be, I can’t say.”

“Nutters! What did you mean ‘Doc’?”

“My name. You can call me Doc. It’s actually Most Noble Order of Physician Royale, Yorkshire Constantine of Watson . . . the twelfth.”

“That whole thing is your name?”

“Yes, and the eleven that came before me. From the proud line bred by the honorable Dr. Jonathan Watson of Yorkshire. I find that my pedigree is of little importance in service dog training here in the colonies, so they shortened it to 'Doctor Watson'. But mostly, they called me Doc.”

“. . . and you talk?”

“Talk?” Cocking his head to the side, “Hmm, not sure.”

“Do other people hear you, or am I going crazy?”

“I don’t know. Lots of people talk to their dogs. But are you crazy? Probably, they did give a service animal. I’d call that a clue.”

“Whoa, what am I supposed to do with a talking dog? The brochure doesn’t say anything about this!”

“May I suggest you feed and walk me . . . and I’ll comfort you. Those are our jobs.”

“Comfort me?” Strangely, a talking dog with an English accent is oddly soothing but also most concerning for Sherlock. “How are you going to comfort me?” 

“I would recommend petting me. That usually works.”

“Ha! I bet. For whom, you or me? Oh god, I am going crazy for real. I’m arguing with a dog. Can you read my mind? Wait, am I reading your mind?”

“Sherlock, I’m a dog. Not a mystic. Neither are you.”

“Oh, that makes sense . . . should be my insane response to the talking dog. I’m going to go lie down.”

“Okay then, I’ll wait here for our walk.”

“Walk? What walk? I’m not going for a walk.”

“Oh yes, you are. Read the brochure.” 

“Damn dog,” Sherlock mutters, leaving the room. 

The last thing Sherlock wants is to turn right around and readmit herself to the hospital. She’ll see if she can work through this. If the symptoms persist, she’ll call her doctor about medication for auditory hallucinations. Damn, she needs something to focus on before she loses it—she needs to work. 

When Sherlock rises from her fretful failure to nap, Doc is patiently waiting. The flat she rents from Mrs. Cavanaugh is barely big enough for her. It was a surprise that Mrs. Cavanaugh even allowed her to keep the dog. Her lease agreement states “no pets,” but being a service animal made some sort of difference. The approval came with the caveat “please clean up any service dog messes.” So much for Mrs. Cavanaugh rescuing her. 

“Okay, dog. What am I supposed to do with you?”

“Doc, the name is Doc.”

“That’s a stupid name for a dog, and you’re funny looking. What kind of dog are you?”

“I’m proud to be a Pyrenean Shepherd. But stupid? You think Doc is stupid? Sherrrlock?” exaggerating the name. “What, were your parents playing some sort of cruel joke?”

“No.” Sherlock has had to defend her name for most of her life. But to a dog? “It was my dad, the name was somehow important to him.”

“Hmm, quite the prankster, I’d say. A walk would do you good. Come. It’s part of your recovery.”

“Come?” Did the talking dog just tell me to “come?” Sherlock opens her front door, grumbling about being talked to like a pet, and Doc bounds down the stairs and through the foyer to the front step’s landing. Sherlock trudges along behind. Mrs. Cavanaugh is sweeping in the foyer as Doc scampers by, brushing her legs.

“Whoa, slow down. We don’t want anyone getting hurt. Good afternoon, Sherlock.”

“Sorry about the dog, Mrs. Cavanaugh.”

“That’s okay, dear, if he makes you feel better.”

“We’ll see. He’s taking me for a walk.”

“Don’t forget his leash. You wouldn’t want him to run away.”

“One can wish, Mrs. Cavanaugh. One can only wish.”

Sherlock sits on the bench in the park opposite Mrs. Cavanaugh’s flat. Doc sniffs his way about, moving from tree to tree. Her ringing cell phone startles Sherlock out of the contemplation of her own sanity. She doesn’t get many calls. 

“Hello? Holmes here.”

“Sherlock? It’s Elaine . . .  you know, from the treatment center. I got out a couple of weeks before you, remember?”

“Sure, sure. What’s wrong? You’re upset.”

“Oh, god, I need some help. You said you help people, you know, for a living. I need some help.” Her words were erratic, and her breathing ragged. 

“Okay, okay, slow down. Tell me what’s going on.”

Alerted by the phone call, Doc returns to Sherlock’s side and sits quietly.

“The police think I killed somebody. I was working a temp job, and the boss got murdered. They think I did it!”

“Where are you? Tell me where you’re calling from?”

“They’ve arrested me and have me at a police station. They said I get a phone call, and I didn’t know who else to call. They told me I should contact my lawyer, but I don’t have a lawyer! I don’t even know a lawyer!”

“Which station are you at?”

“I don’t know. They came to my house and arrested me! They pushed me into the back of a car. I don’t know where I am.”

“Tell the officer standing nearby that your lawyer wants to talk to them.”

“ . . . Burke here,” says the abrupt voice on the phone. 

“Yes sir,” Sherlock responds with her most professional voice. “Can you tell me where my client is being held?”

“Yeah, she's at Central on Vallejo Street. You need the address?”

“No, thank you. I know where it is. Please tell her that I am on my way.”

“What’s up?” Doc asks.

“I gotta go. What in the hell am I going to do with you?”

“I’m going with you.” 

“You've got to be kidding me,” Sherlock shakes her head.

“It’s my job,” Doc says definitively.  

After a short cab ride, Sherlock and Doc walk into the SFPD Central Division building side by side. Being a service dog has its privileges. Officer Burke turns out to be Detective Burke. Within a few minutes, Sherlock and Doc are sitting in an interview room with Elaine. 

“So, tell me what happened.” 

“I don’t know. I was working this temp secretarial job. Yesterday was my third day, Mr. Atkins, the guy who got killed, said I could leave at four o’clock, but he’d pay me to five. I thought it was nice and I took off at four, and the next thing I know, the police are at my door.” 

“Okay, why do they think you killed Atkins?”

“They said he was killed around 5:00, and I was clocked in until 5:00. He was shot, Sherlock. I don’t have a gun!”

“She is really scared. I can smell the fear,” Doc observes. 

Sherlock quickly checks Elaine to see if she reacts to the talking dog. Nothing. Doc moves around to the side of Elaine and puts his head in her lap. She instinctively began petting, and he could feel her heart rate begin to slow. 

“Oh, Sherlock. I don’t know what to do.”

“I know you’re frightened, but I’m here now. It will be okay, I promise. What’s the company's name, and why were you temping there?”

“Uh, Atkins Technology. The administrative assistant hadn’t shown up for a week. They didn’t know why. I was brought in just to answer phones. I know they manufacture stuff, but I didn’t understand any of it.”

“Do you know the assistant’s name?”

“No.”

“Okay, I’ll get you a lawyer and then see if I can get to the bottom of this.”

“Thank you, Sherlock. I don’t have anyone else to turn to. Like most of us at the Center, I have more burnt bridges in my past than anything else.”

It doesn’t take Sherlock any time at all on her computer to identify that Atkins Tech’s primary products are components used in jet engines. They claim to be a leading manufacturer of parts in both commercial and military aircraft. They are proud to be the only locally owned and operated manufacturing site of aviation components. The owner, Christopher Atkins, seems reputable enough, with ample awards and recognition for his company’s community engagement. 

According to Detective Burke, his murder was swift and with intention. A single shot from a small-caliber firearm. It could have been inflicted by any number of weapons that could have been easily managed by either a man or a woman. It appears to have been from close range by someone he would have allowed to get close. Elaine’s schedule and position makes her a prime suspect. Because of her short time on the job, theories of unwelcome sexual advances or some other inappropriate behavior are being forwarded. 

The company’s website also led to the identity of the absent administrative assistant. One Ms. Jennifer Caan. Even though she is a long-term and loyal employee, no one has thought to report her missing officially. Receiving little cooperation from the homicide detective, Sherlock feels Ms. Caan would be a good place to start. Once again, internet mining provides the needed piece of information—a current address. 

With Doc tagging along, it’s a short Uber drive. Ms. Caan’s home is lovely, located in a Russian Hill neighborhood. Newspapers had stacked up at the front door, but not enough to cause alarm. Seeing no reason to operate covertly, Sherlock steps up to ring the bell.

“Blimey, Sherlock. Do you smell that?” Doc’s fur rises between his shoulder blades, stopping Sherlock in her tracks.

Sherlock sniffed the front porch, “No, what?”

“Oh my, someone is dead in there. They’ve been dead for a while.”

Finding the door locked, Sherlock leaves the porch to find another entrance. One less available to curious neighbors’ eyes. 

“C’mon, I’ve got to see what happened in there before we call the police. I’m checking the back.”

“Sherlock, I would be remiss in my responsibilities if I didn’t remind you that they don’t arrest dogs for B & E . . . but you, on the other hand? Are you sure this is the best move forward in your recovery?”

“Absolutely! This is exactly what the doctor ordered.”

Doc realizes it will be futile to remind her that he is the only doctor present and follows Sherlock around the side of the house to the rear. Everything is locked, but Sherlock had no trouble jimmying the back door rather quickly. 

Slowly making their way, the back porch opens up into the kitchen. There sits Ms. Jennifer Caan at the kitchen table, discolored and bloated. 

“Oh, yeah. I smell it now.”

Poor Ms. Caan has her food laid out in front of her, and there are no signs of a struggle other than her own, trying to breathe. The odor is horrific. It would have only been another day or two before somebody would have noticed the smell from the outside. As of yet, only the insect world was paying Ms. Caan any attention. 

As carefully as she can, Sherlock reads the Medical Alert bracelet Ms. Caan wears. Extreme peanut allergy. Picking through the contents of Ms. Caan’s purse that were spewed across the table, she finds no EpiPen. Strange. The woman obviously led an orderly life, and Sherlock expected to find one in her purse . . . and clearly, so did Ms. Caan. The kitchen is immaculate, and everything is in its place throughout the house except her EpiPen. Sherlock finds one upstairs in the drawer of the bedside table. Also strange. 

“Okay, let’s get out of here and call Burke.”

“With pleasure,” as Doc is struggling with the overwhelming stench of death.  

Sitting in the sun on Ms. Caan’s front steps, SFPD patrol cars show up in fifteen minutes. It will be another twenty minutes before Detective Burke appears on the scene. They already have the secretary’s home cordoned off with crime scene tape, and the lab truck people have shown up to take over. They tell Sherlock she needs to wait for the detectives to answer questions.

“She was murdered, you know?” forgetting for the moment that talking to a dog is crazy.

Doc considers Sherlock thoughtfully, “You think?”

“Oh yeah. She cooked the food that killed her. Did she look like someone who would eat peanuts by accident . . . at home?”

“It could happen.” 

“Maybe,” Sherlock thought out loud, “but that’s why you carry your EpiPen. She emptied her purse, looking for it, I bet. Being in the same week as her long-time boss’s murder, I don’t think it’s a coincidence or an accident. I think the peanut product was planted, and the pen removed. Probably peanut oil in her salad dressing. Something is going on at Atkins Technology.”

“What?” 

“Bloody hell, I don’t know. But I need to find out!”

“For Elaine.”

“What? Oh yeah, of course. For Elaine.”

The sun is warm for a change. Normally, it’s cold and wet in San Francisco. It reminds her of London. Thank goodness it doesn’t snow like New York. Watching the bustle of the burgeoning investigation, her mind races through the possible connection between Mr. Atkins’s murder and Ms. Caan’s apparent accidental death.

With her eyes closed, enjoying the sun warming her face, her concentration is disrupted. 

“I bet your dad was a space enthusiast,” Doc poses.

“What?”

“You know, your name. ‘Sure-Lock.’ Maybe an air-tight door on the space shuttle, or . . . International space station?”

“Shut up.”

“Submarine?”

Another voice disrupts further, “You again, Miss Holmes? How in the world did you end up here, and how did you know there was a dead body inside? Did she answer your knock on her door?” 

It’s Detective Burke. 

“It wasn’t hard finding the missing secretary’s home, Detective Burke,” emphasis on detective. “Dog here told me she was dead inside. He smelled her.”

“Well, that is a good ‘dog’ to ‘tell’ you, eh? What did you say?” Burke’s sarcastic tone is overdone.

“I haven’t decided whether we’re on speaking terms yet,” Sherlock says with a snarl toward Doc.  “So far, he’s just a pain in my ass.”

“Ookaay, I’ll need you to be down at the station in an hour. My list of questions for you is getting longer. And where is that dog’s leash?” as Sherlock and Doc are dismissed.  

With a roll of her eyes, “I’m hoping he runs away.” 

Maybe she will be more successful gathering information at the police station. There are crimes to be connected and a friend/client to be exonerated. She needs to get on the inside, and Detective Burke’s the gatekeeper. He just didn’t seem to like her much. 

Sherlock arrives at the Central Station earlier than requested. She and Doc are directed upstairs to a large office shared by a number of detectives. Desks are spread across the room in loose configurations, and the walls were painted in early American drab. The police station is modern on the outside, but this looks like an old-school inner city bullpen. Burke’s desk is pointed out, and she and her service animal are told to sit and wait. Perfect. 

There are several files on the desk, but not the one she is hoping for, the Atkins murder. She nonchalantly slips a folder off the desk and casually peruses the recent murder of a well-to-do woman in the heights. After a few minutes, she hears the bellowing Detective Burke.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” his voice echoes across the hollow room.

Sherlock closes and flippantly tosses the file back onto the desk and says, “The husband did it.”

“That’s not for you to look at . . . and the hell he did. He alibied out.”

“Yeah, sure he did. He did it.”

“Look, miss junior detective, since now that I know you’re not a lawyer. He was down in Capitola when the murder took place. He couldn’t have done it.”

“The receipt? That’s it? And I’ve consulted for Scotland Yard and NYPD, Mr. Big Shot detective.”

“No, not only the receipt . . . but why am I explaining this to you? We have him on camera at the hardware store getting the damn receipt.”

“He had ample time to get back to ‘off’ his wife.”

“Okay, miss smarty-pants. On Friday afternoon, the traffic was thick as mud. We checked the traffic cams. Even the toll lanes were stop-and-go. There is no way he could have made it back by the time the murder occurred.”

“You didn’t check DMV, did you?”

“What, for speeding tickets in a traffic jam?”

“No, for the motorcycle.”

“What motorcycle?”

“Judging from the midlife-crisis haircut and earring, my guess is a Harliegh Davidson. I bet his leather jacket has twenty of those pins you get going on sponsored rides, even though he’s only been on
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