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Introduction

San Francisco never slept. Its hills seemed to hold secrets in their folds, and on its
twisted streets, shadows moved by their own rules. For Detective Sarah Collins, the
city was more than a workplace—it was a living, breathing partner in every case she
took, a constant reminder of the sacrifices she’d made to call herself one of its finest.
Yet, after a decade chasing criminals through alleys flickering with neon and promise,
Sarah was running on fumes, haunted by cases that lingered and justice that felt just
out of reach.

Once, Sarah had believed in the certainty of good and evil, in the power of relentless
pursuit. But the lines had blurred over time. Her badge no longer shielded her from
doubts; it pressed on her alongside the weight of an unraveling marriage, the ache of
lost friendships, and the exhaustion that followed her home every night. When a
routine call first brought her to Lombard Street—a serpentine slice of San Francisco so
often graced by tourists’ laughter and camera flashes—she expected little more than
another unsolved crime for her already overflowing desk.

Instead, Sarah discovered a scene intricately staged, as though the killer had intended
not just to take a life, but to announce a challenge. The victim’s placement, the cryptic
message carved in code, the eerie composure of death—all pointed to a calculated
mind, a murderer who wanted to be found, but only by someone worthy. What began
as another grim day soon twisted into a journey that would threaten the very
foundation of Sarah’s beliefs.

As night stretched across the city, so too did her doubts. What if this killer wasn’t
acting alone? What if the string of unsolved crimes trailing behind this new case were
more than coincidences? Questions gnawed at her, even as she tried to hold her own
life together—at work, among a team strained by mistrust and rivalry; at home, in
brief, disconnected phone calls with her estranged sister; and in snatched, restless
sleep interrupted by visions of puzzles she couldn’t solve.

The deeper Sarah dug, the tighter the web seemed to spin around her. She’d always
relied on intuition, a gut feeling that rarely led her astray, but in the winding corridors
of this investigation, every clue only added another layer of uncertainty. Allies blurred
into adversaries. Familiar faces became suspects. The city she knew so well—the city
that had made her—morphed into a labyrinth of lies and forgotten histories.

Yet in the gathering gloom, Sarah found something else: a reason to fight beyond the

badge, a tie to her own past that demanded resolution. To catch the killer on Lombard
Street, she would first have to confront the shadows within herself—and learn that

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

sometimes, the most dangerous secrets were never hidden by strangers, but carried
in her own heart.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Winding Path

The rain had a way of scrubbing San Francisco clean, or at least, of making it look
clean. It beat a rhythmic tattoo against the windshield of Sarah’s unmarked Taurus,
blurring the already distorted reflection of city lights. It was just after midnight, a time
when the city’s usual hum softened to a low thrum, when only the insomniacs, the
revelers, and the unfortunate souls like her were still awake and moving. The call had
come in twenty minutes ago: a possible 187 on Lombard Street, near the famously
crooked section. “Possible” usually meant “probable” in the police lexicon, a
euphemism for not wanting to jinx a crime scene before you'd even laid eyes on it.

Sarah steered the car through the slick streets, her grip on the steering wheel tight
enough to whiten her knuckles. Her partner, Detective Ricky ‘Rick’” Morales, was
slumped beside her, a half-eaten burrito wrapper crumpled on the dashboard. He
snored lightly, a testament to his ability to sleep through anything short of a direct
asteroid impact. Rick was a good cop, steady and observant, but he had a knack for
finding the least opportune moments to catch Z’s. She glanced at him, a faint smile
playing on her lips. At least one of them was getting some rest.

Her own rest had been a foreign concept for weeks. The last few cases had been
particularly nasty, leaving her with a persistent metallic taste in her mouth and the
kind of existential dread that made her question every career choice she’d ever made.
The divorce papers sat on her kitchen table, unsigned, a constant, nagging reminder
of another failure. And her sister, Emily, hadn’t returned her calls in days. Life, in
short, was a finely balanced Jenga tower, and Sarah felt like the next block she pulled
might send the whole thing crashing down.

The drive up to Lombard was always a minor challenge, even without the rain.
Tonight, it felt like an ascent into a vortex. The famously winding brick road, usually
thronged with tourists snapping selfies, was deserted, the gas lamps casting long,
distorted shadows. Blue and red lights pulsed ahead, painting the fog a garish purple.
Uniformed officers were already on the scene, their figures moving with practiced
efficiency under the glow. Sarah parked a few car lengths back, killed the engine, and
the sudden silence felt heavy, punctuated only by the drizzle and the distant wail of a
siren.

“Alright, Sleeping Beauty, time to earn your paycheck,” Sarah said, nudging Rick’s
arm.

He stirred, blinking owlishly. “Huh? We here already? Damn, | was just dreaming about
a deep-dish pizza that talked.” He rubbed his eyes, then grimaced. “Lombard?
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Seriously? What kind of idiot gets killed on a tourist trap?”

“The kind that probably didn’t choose their own death, Rick,” Sarah replied, pulling her
trench coat tighter. The damp chill was already seeping into her bones. They grabbed
their evidence kits and stepped out into the biting wind. The air smelled of wet asphalt
and something else, something coppery and unmistakably morbid.

A patrol officer, young and jittery, met them at the yellow tape. “Detective Collins,
Detective Morales. Thanks for coming. It's... it’s a bit of a scene.” He gestured vaguely
toward the tightly cordoned-off section.

“Give me the rundown, Officer,” Sarah said, her voice calm and authoritative, a stark
contrast to the churning unease in her stomach.

“Victim’s a male, mid-thirties, looks like. Found by a delivery driver on his route down
the street. Multiple stab wounds. No ID on him yet. But... there’s something else.” The
officer’s voice dropped, tinged with a morbid fascination. “You gotta see this,
Detective.”

They ducked under the tape. The air grew colder, heavy with the weight of death. The
forensics team, clad in white suits, moved like ghosts around the body, their
flashlights dancing over the cobblestones. The victim lay sprawled at the foot of one of
the famously manicured hydrangeas, his face pale and almost serene, despite the
crimson blossoming on his chest. His clothes were expensive, tailored, but now soaked
through and clinging to his frame.

Rick let out a low whistle. “Rough night for this guy.”

Sarah’s eyes, however, weren’t fixed on the wounds. They were drawn to something
else, something carefully placed beside the body. It was a small, ornate wooden box,
intricately carved with symbols she didn’t immediately recognize. And resting atop the
victim’s chest, a single, perfectly folded origami crane, made from what looked like an
old map fragment.

“What’'s with the props?” Rick muttered, already pulling out his camera.

Sarah knelt, her movements precise, not disturbing anything. The box was sealed, but
the crane was delicate, almost ethereal. She looked at the patrol officer. “Was this

here when the delivery driver found him?”

“Yes, Detective. He said he didn’t touch anything, just called it in,” the officer
confirmed, his gaze darting between Sarah and the strange artifacts.

“Alright, let’s get a perimeter set up, tight. No one in, no one out without my say-so.
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Forensics, bag the box and the crane, carefully. | want every inch of this street
scanned, every crevice checked. Every leaf. Every brick. Assume this isn’t just a
random act.” Her voice was sharper now, the burnout momentarily forgotten, replaced
by the familiar surge of adrenaline that always accompanied a challenging case.

Dr. Aris Thorne, the medical examiner, a man whose dry wit was as legendary as his
surgical precision, peered over his glasses at the scene. “Collins, Morales. Always a
pleasure. Or, well, usually a pleasure. This one’s got some flair, doesn’t he?” He
nodded toward the box and the crane. “Puts a little extra zing in the post-mortem.”

“Any preliminary thoughts, Aris?” Sarah asked, rising and walking toward him.

“Well, our deceased friend here wasn’t exactly a fan of knives. Multiple entries, mostly
concentrated around the heart. Fast, precise. Killer knew what they were doing. No
struggle, either. Either taken by surprise, or... incapacitated first. Tox screen will tell
us more on that front.” He gestured with a gloved hand. “And this little trinket here.”
He pointed to the crane. “Looks like an old map. Parts of it are familiar. San Francisco,
| think, but old. Very old.”

Sarah leaned in, examining the crane more closely without touching it. The creases
were sharp, the paper aged to a sepia tone. The fragments of the map were indeed
old, lines indicating streets and landmarks that looked slightly different from their
modern counterparts. A puzzle. Just as the introduction had hinted. A chill, unrelated
to the weather, snaked down her spine.

“Any ID yet?” Rick asked, hovering nearby, his camera clicking.

“Nothing on the body, not even a wallet. The killer took it, or he didn’t have one,” Aris
replied. “No cell phone either. Cleaned out, it seems. Our meticulous friend wasn’t
leaving breadcrumbs, not in the usual way.”

“Except for these breadcrumbs,” Sarah said, pointing to the box and the crane. “These
are very deliberate.”

She walked the perimeter of the crime scene, her eyes scanning every detail, every
shadow. The streetlights glistened on the wet pavement, reflecting the warped
branches of the hydrangeas. The iconic curves of Lombard stretched out below, a
silent witness to the night’s horror. This wasn’t just a murder; it was a statement. The
theatricality, the deliberate placement of the artifacts, the absence of any
conventional identification - it all spoke of a killer who wanted to communicate, to be
seen, but on their own terms.

“Rick, get a canvass going. Anyone within a three-block radius, even if they claim they
saw nothing. Delivery drivers, late-night dog walkers, anyone. Check security cameras
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from every angle on this street and the surrounding blocks. | want to know who was
here and when,” Sarah instructed, her mind already racing through possibilities.

Rick nodded, already pulling out his notepad. “On it, boss.” He cast another glance at
the body, then at the strange items. “Still can’t shake the feeling this is some kind of
sick game.”

Sarah didn’t respond. She had that same feeling, a knot tightening in her gut. It wasn’t
a routine case. Not by a long shot. This was just the beginning. As the rain continued
its relentless drumming, she felt the city watching, waiting, as if Lombard Street itself
held its breath, ready to reveal its secrets one winding turn at a time. The cryptic
message had been delivered, and Sarah Collins, whether she liked it or not, had just
been invited to play.
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