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For Daddy...

Granted this genre was not your cup of tea, not that you were much of a tea drinker either, but you’re the reason that Crawford now smokes cigars.
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Prologue
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When I was a young boy, I remember being scared that the boogie man would nab me.  I worried that the monster that always seemed to lurk in the darkest recesses of every little kid’s room would grab me by the ankles at night as I leaped for the safety of my bed.  Of course, it was only at night that this fear would emerge.  There was never any safety to be found in the dark.

He (for some reason, I always assumed it was a ‘he’) would somehow find a way to conceal himself during the bright light of day and just lie in wait.  At night, I would make it a point to check that dark corner of my room, my closet, and even under my bed to see if he was lurking there, waiting for me once the lights went out.  It was an irrational fear, but one every kid knew all too well.  There was nothing ever there, and there was a part of my brain that knew I would never find anything, but I always felt compelled to look anyway.  Not that I would know what to do if I did find him there waiting for me, mind you.

You would think that I would grow out of that fear as I grew up.  That this self-imposed trauma was just some absurd childhood phobia would dissipate with age.  However, something deep down told me though that one day, I would indeed find the soul-sucking monster that tormented me to my core.

That dark being preoccupied my thoughts, robbing me of peace for so many nights of my life.  Never in a million years did I think that when I grew up, I would finally find him.  I would finally get to see this inhuman monster that cast such a dark shadow over my whole existence.  I had never imagined that when I did find him, that I would see his bleary-eyed glare gawking back at me from the bathroom mirror each morning.
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Chapter One
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Crawford was struck speechless. It wasn’t often that he was but given what he was now holding in the middle of the station, he was indeed, rendered mute. There he was, holding a plastic bag with a severed finger sent to the station.  And not just sent to the station; the package had been sent directly to him at the station.  He couldn't believe someone would actually do something like that. It felt like a scene from a TV show, not reality. Crawford knew this was not a very promising way to start off the week.

Is that really a finger? he pondered as he shut out everything else around him for a moment.  And there was a lot to shut out.  The whole station seemed to have come alive upon the discovery of what was contained in the package he had just opened.  He could hear Stevens barking orders left and right in the background.  What orders and to whom they were given, Crawford couldn’t exactly say.  Everything sounded as if he was underwater; that, or he was trapped in a Peanuts cartoon, and the teacher was talking.

He wasn’t sure what took hold of him.  He was a seasoned detective.  This shouldn’t have shaken him like this.  He’d seen and dealt with dead bodies before.  It was the sad reality of his job.  It was just that such evidence, like a part of a body, wasn’t often mailed to him, so this would be considered something a bit new to him.  After a minute or so, his senses returned to him.  All the sound rushed back, and at full volume.  He was in full detective mode once more.

He placed the bag back into the box and carefully examined the outside of the package. He was unsure what he was looking for. He was aware that individuals like this often-sought recognition or notoriety, whether they want to be caught or simply identified. Crawford thought that sometimes, they had a signature if they went to such lengths for attention. This had been the case with a previous individual they apprehended, known as The Symbolist. Given the media coverage of that case, Crawford considered the possibility that this person might also be seeking fame.

The only thing on the package itself that was odd was the return address.  Well, it was just a name and state noted: Keyser Söze, New York.  Crawford was concerned that what his partner had just hinted at was right, that this guy was already toying with them.  He was trying to be cute by using that name in the return address; a pop culture reference to indicate what they were dealing with rather than actually who.

After a few moments of carefully inspecting the packaging, Crawford found nothing that would provide a hint as to the actual person who sent it.  He made a mental note to check out the post office, given the stamp, to narrow the possible location of the sender.  He also made note that they could have traveled to a post office out of the way just to throw the police off the trail as well.  He was already throwing up mental roadblocks in an investigation that was merely seconds old.  Crawford put the box back down on his desk, the plastic bag with the severed finger resting inside.

Crawford turned his attention to the letter. The sender appeared to know of him from the news coverage on the Symbolist case. This fact concerned him from the beginning. He had not spoken to the press or revealed his name, and no one else had discussed the case with the media, either. Stevens had only shared limited information about their situation at that time. Crawford was uneasy about the connection between that news coverage and the letter now on his desk.

This once again raised his concern about involving the press. He questioned whether bringing the case to the media was the right decision for the previous case, especially now given the current circumstances he found himself dealing with. He worried that this might be the unintended consequence of going public. Crawford had hoped his concerns were unfounded, that highlighting such a case had not inadvertently inspired others to follow suit. He would have to be cautious about working with the press in the future, especially since this new case seemed to be way more engaging and certainly not shy about being a bit more theatrical, to say the least.

Accepting that what was done was done, and they obviously now had a new case to investigate, Crawford re-read the letter: 

Dear Detective Crawford,

It was good to see you in the news yet again.  You always seem to get your man.  Do you ever get tired of being the hero?  I find it fascinating that it takes you some time to solve these cases, so I thought I would help you.  I’ve been working on this for some time now, so in a way, you’re already behind.

Here is a start for you to try and catch up.  Look forward to seeing you in person soon.

“Gleam anything from your fan mail?”

Crawford shot a disapproving look at his partner before handing the letter off to one of the techs who bagged it up as evidence.

“Well, he attempted some form of calligraphy in the letter.  That could indicate a few things – he doesn’t own a computer or a typewriter even to produce the letter, or thinking we could trace it if he used electronics or a particular mechanical method, he wrote this out of some sense of artistry, or just a way to disguise his own handwriting, or he’s not bright enough to not use his own penmanship to send us a note.  I don’t think it’s option three, though.  Let’s talk about the fact that he’s some sort of fan.  He says he saw me on the news and wanted to personally send me this little love note and gift.  He thinks I’m fascinating and looks forward to seeing me soon...”

“I see where you’re going with that,” Stevens cut him off.  “Crackpots are crackpots.  He was like this before we went to the press.  He was waiting to make a connection.”

“Well, now he thinks he has some sort of access to me because of the press.  He seems to think he’s now able to challenge me or something because he knows a guy on the force who handles these puzzling cases.  I just think we might have kicked at a hornet’s nest here.  I’m not getting much from this letter, though, not in the ways of clues to him or whoever may be missing a finger.  It’s too brief of an introduction.  Not enough substance to chew on anything.”

“Well, the choice of Keyser Söze is interesting.”

“Yeah,” Crawford agreed.  “Interestingly terrifying.  I guess that’s the point, since using a moniker that is synonymous with this unknown figure who commits mass murders, working through a network of people, all who don’t really know who they are working for, to commit all types of atrocities for him.  If you consider that interesting.”

“The greatest trick the Devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn't exist.  It’s a line from the movie,” Stevens added.

“Great.  I already don’t like any of this.”

“What’s to like?  He sent you a finger.”

Crawford shot his partner another look.

“I wasn’t going for the joke, just stating the events as we know it.”

“That aside, what I don’t like is the fact he’s using the name of this character who is supposed to stay in the shadows, and yet he’s sending me fan mail, and said finger.  The two personas don’t mix.  They are at odds with each other from the get-go.”

“Hmm.  He wants to be feared, but he’s too busy fangirling at the same time.  I see your point.  I don’t think he put much thought into this name choice, at least not to its full implication.  Certainly not by including that letter.  I don’t think he’s thinking about what that name really implies.  It’s like he’s only focusing on the fact that he’s unknown.”

“Who isn’t?” Crawford fired back.  “I agree, though.  He’s inadvertently implying he has this vast network created and that he’s the head of some underworld organization, but then he sends this personally.  At least, it presents that he mailed this himself.  He’s probably just some guy who identified with the character in the movie.  In real life, the world we all live in, he’s not some leader; he’s someone who is typically overlooked.  He would like to think he’s more than he is.”

While the two were talking, the forensics team was wrapping up their work categorizing the package and its contents.  Crawford watched as they put the bagged finger into an evidence bag.

“We’ll take this down to the doc right off to avoid any further decomp,” the tech said, hoisting the bag as he spoke.

Crawford simply nodded in response.  The techs then gathered up the box and letter, now all bagged and labeled, to bring down to their lab to start their analysis.

Stevens shook his head as Crawford peeled off his gloves and sat down.  Neither man said anything for a moment.  The station was still buzzing about the package.  Everyone was slow to return to their previous work . . . that was, until the lieutenant strode across the floor.

“So, you boys are now drumming up business for us now?”

“It certainly wasn’t my intention, sir,” Crawford quipped.

“Don’t look at me.  It wasn’t my name on the package, after all.  All I did was get the press involved.  Ah.  I see where you’re going with that, but still not it.”

“Already has the markings of being another one of your special type of cases.  I mean, he made one hell of a memorable application to be inducted into the Crackpot Collective.”

“I’m sorry, the what now?” Crawford asked.

“You two seem to be carving out quite a niche for yourselves.  It is almost about time to start coming up with a formal name or something for the folks you typically end up dealing with.  Your own specialization of sorts.”

“Not sure that name works, though.  No offense, sir.”

“Well, it’s the first thing that pops into my mind when these cases come across my desk,” the lieutenant said.  “I’m just glad this one didn’t come to my desk first.  The whole name thing, just something to consider.  Good, bad, or indifferent.”

“Not sure that if any of that there is good,” Crawford said.

“As I see it, it’s good that you two are our go-to for these cases.  It’s good to know we have someone to handle this level of, well, psycho.”

“Nice,” Crawford said.  “I’m leaning more to it being a bad thing that we have so many of these cases popping up lately.  Is it me, or does it seem that the frequency is increasing in this particular area?”

“It does appear that we have had a solid few months of full moons all of the sudden I’ll give you that.  Might be something in the water.  I’m grateful for you too.  Just make sure you do something outside of all this, so you don’t crack up on me.  Don’t go full alcoholic on me, either.”

“Will do, sir,” Stevens said.

The lieutenant gave a quick mock salute before leaving the two detectives to their thoughts.

“At least the lieutenant shares my mindset for naming things.  So, what now, partner?” Stevens asked.

“Good question.  We have a finger in a box.  A letter that gave no clue as to who, where, or why there is a finger in a box, and he’s a fan.”

“Guess we have to wait for Harry Hacksaw to let us know if he finds anything.”

“Him, or forensics, yeah.  Hopefully we will get something from someone.  Otherwise, we just have a finger in a box and no clue as to where to start,” Crawford said with a hint of frustration creeping into his tone.

“Are we assuming the owner is dead?”

“Don’t think that they let him take it voluntarily.  Looked pretty viable, so it was taken recently.  And if we continue to follow the white rabbit, we could assume that this guy killed the owner.  The letter does state that we’re already behind.  To me, that means that somewhere is a body waiting to be found.”

“I don’t get the reference that he was going to help us.  So far, he’s done us no favors by way of helping.  And it worries me that he said he’s been working on this for some time as well.  Does that mean on this one possible killing?  On others?  Or has he just been planning this whole time, and now he’s ready to get rolling?” Stevens said.

“Unless the boys downstairs find something for us to run with, we’re just fishing for solutions to half a riddle.  If they don’t find anything, I hate to think we’ll have to wait for his next fan letter in order to start playing catch-up.”
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The elevator stopped with a jolt, and the heavy metallic doors scraped more than slid open as Crawford made his way down to the morgue.  He had a puzzled look on his face, staring at the doors as he went through, making a mental note to ask maintenance about it.  Shaking it off, Crawford headed towards the double doors where he knew he would find the ME.  As he entered the room, he was surprised not to find the man himself there.

“Over here.”

Crawford’s attention was drawn over to what once had been a storage room of sorts Harry had set up.  It was more of a dumping ground for random artifacts mostly.  Crawford always thought of it like someone’s junk drawer, but upright, with shelving.  He headed in that direction and poked his head in the doorway.

“You have an office now?” Crawford asked.

“Yeah, yeah,” Harry said.  “Allison’s idea.  She said that I shouldn’t be hunched over that desk out there—that I should have a separate space to work.”

“Wow.  Getting you to change your ways after all this time.  What’s next?  Potpourri in the bathrooms and scented candles?”

“Don’t think I haven’t seen her trying to sneak in a candle or two, but she knows better than to light them with all the formaldehyde in the air around here at any given time.  She says they’re just for the smell really.  And you can laugh about the potpourri.  You obviously have not been in the bathroom down here in a while.”

Crawford laughed at the changes Allison had gotten Harry to go along with.  It was nice to see the two of them balance out each other.

“I take it you’re down here about your little present you received earlier?”

“Now what makes you say that?  I could be down here because I missed our conversations.  But since you brought it up...”

“Well, I’ll hand it to you.  You are certainly making a name for yourself, whether you like it or not.  People are now creating cases for you.”

“Not the most ideal of situations, but yeah.  This guy seems to want to help me jump right into a new string of cases,” Crawford sighed.

“String?  Did I miss something sequestered in my little office down here?”

“No.  I’m just reading a bit into the letter he sent.  Sounds like this guy wants to play games or something.  I get the feeling this is just the beginning.  I can’t catch a break and just get a typical case, can I?”

“No, sir, you cannot,” Harry replied.  “No rest for the wicked, as they say.  Not sure if that refers to you or your new mystery guest, but there you have it.  Has your partner come up with a name just yet for this one?”

“No, not yet,” Crawford laughed.  “Too soon in the game, as it were, apparently.  I’m sure soon enough though he’ll have a doozy for us.  That’s his thing.  Heck, even the lieutenant is getting in on the whole naming thing.”

“Oh?” Harry asked, prompting Crawford to continue.

“Yeah, he’s working out a name for the types of cases we’ve been getting lately.  Not sure I’m a fan.”

“Of the name he came up with?” the ME asked.

“Of any of it, really.  The name, the wackos.  All of it in general.  But somehow this is the life I chose, is it not?”

“It is indeed, and we’re all grateful for it.  Well, as for our new mystery guest to be named later, this little package he sent you—it is one heck of a present.”

Intrigued, Crawford looked at the ME, confused.

“Remember that case that Jenkins had some time ago?  I had to look it up after the initial results came back.  It was the one where there were those strings of gas stations getting hit.  The suspect was described as a twenty-something, hitting up the late-night convenience stores, mostly the twenty-four-hour ones, around like two AM?”

Crawford thought about it for a moment.

“Oh, yeah.  Drove Jenkins nuts.  At every single place, the cameras never worked or the videos were too grainy to be worth a damn.  He was able to work out that it was some local kid somehow, or at least he narrowed it down and thought it was this kid.  He matched up pretty good for it, if I remember.  He had a rap sheet as long as my arm.  Jenkins never did make the kid for any of it, though.”

Harry simply raised his eyebrows at Crawford.

“Wait.  Are you telling me the finger belongs to this kid?”

“Meet Mr. Kyle Ramsey, 24.  You’re right about that rap sheet.  Several petty thefts, a stint, or two, in juvie prior to that.  Nothing major, just small crimes really.  No mention he even used a weapon, not for the crimes he was brought in for, that is.”

“He knocked over convenience stores without a weapon?”

“No mention of a gun use in his file, no.  That’s not to say once he aged out of the juvie system that he didn’t graduate to weaponry then.  But it seems your biggest fan was able to get a hold of this kid when we couldn’t.”

“I don’t get it,” Crawford said.  “Okay, putting aside the fact he took this kid’s finger, and God knows what else he did to him, why?  If he’s trying to impress me, fangirling as Stevens says, why pull a perp from a case that wasn’t even mine?”

“How would he know whose case it was?  You were only press-ready just recently.  Perhaps he associates what he sees on the news with you alone, given your name was associated with the case.  Which I do have a question regarding that.  Did you ever do an interview or anything for the news?  How did he “see” you on the news?  I must have missed an airing.”

“There was some footage or something they used once, I think.  No, I never commented or anything, never did an interview.  I don’t even think they used my name, but I never caught any afternoon coverage if they had any.  The news had gotten hold of someone’s cell phone video, and they used it for some background visuals during their reports.  And that’s another thing that worries me about this new guy.  How’d he know my name?  It’s not like we post a roster on the web or anything of all the cops here along with their headshots.  It wasn’t that clear of a video even, if memory serves.  Stevens and I are plain clothes detectives, so he didn’t get it from my uniform or anything.  And he knows my full name, too.  This guy bugs me all types of ways.”

“Well, that would be a question to ask him once you get him,” Harry said, handing the folder of the data he pulled for the owner of the finger that was now resting in his evidence cooler.

“Wait.  Could you determine if he was alive when his finger was removed?”

“Well, the fact that I was able to pull a viable print from the finger leads me to believe the finger was cut either while the victim was alive or immediately after being so.  There is a possibility Mr. Ramsey is still alive, being held somewhere, perhaps.  Not sure how sadistic this new guy is just yet.”

“Well.  He sent me a finger in the mail, Harry,” Crawford said.  “He’s not a kittens and rainbows kind of guy.  Strikes me as kind of sadistic.”

“You may certainly have a point there,” Harry agreed grimly.

“I guess I have to go upstairs and let Jenkins know my latest crackpot found his guy.  We’ll have to dig up his notes on the case to see where this kid’s usual haunts were.  We can start there to see if we can figure out how our new guy picked up the kid at least.  Not sure how we’ll find him after that, though.”

“Good luck, detective.”

“For which part?  Finding this guy or smoothing it out with Jekins that I have to step into his lane?”

“Both?” Harry said, shrugging.

Crawford left the ME’s office and started out towards the elevator once more.  His thoughts kept coming back to wondering how this guy knew his name.  He started to go over in his head to see if there were any looky-loos at each of the scenes, if there were any ‘reporters’ who started coming around, asking questions.  He tried to figure out when he’d gotten that information.  He’d have to ask if Stevens had given his press contact any information linked to them.  There really shouldn’t have been any way for anyone to know his name or that he was the lead in the case.  And from the video, he was just some guy on the scene.  Crawford wondered now how this guy had determined he was the lead on the case.

There were so many more questions about this new case than about the victim for Crawford.  There were obviously more things at play with him than he could tell on the surface.  The words ‘been working on this for some time’ from the note had begun to haunt him.  This guy might have been smarter than he initially gave him credit for from the start.  He apparently had spent a lot of time with all the setup of everything it seems.  This guy had been plotting for a while.  He had his plan all worked out.  But how long had he worked on this plan was what Crawford now agonized over.

The questions were now coming fast and furious to Crawford - what had set him off?  Was it the news story?  Had he been waiting for an event like that to start, or was he already working on this and now he had a focus?  If it was the news story, how involved could this plan be since the story had only aired not too long ago?  How organized was this guy?

He was giving himself a headache, spiraling like he was now.  Crawford made his way back upstairs and sought out Jenkins.  He had to give him the news that the finger belonged to the kid he thought was good for a string of petty crimes.  Somehow, the punishment seemed too brutal for the crime, and they had only known the half of it.  Or at least they thought it was the half of it.  Once he got a hold of Jenkins, they could review everything and see if they could find the kid.  Crawford had a feeling it was too late for a happy resolution, but they had little to go on at the moment.

“Hey, Jenkins.  Got a minute?” Crawford asked as he walked over to Jenkin’s desk.

“Sure, what’s up?”

“Remember that string of convenience store robberies a while back?  The one you liked that kid for and couldn’t ever make him for?”

“Oh, yeah.  That really pissed me off at the time.  Glad I didn’t get a hold of that kid, given how it all went down.”

“What do you mean?” Crawford asked, taken aback.

“Turned out it wasn’t that kid, Kyle.  Get this, it was a cousin of his who was staying with the family or some crap.  Yeah, apparently, he would use the kid’s hoodie when he knocked over these places.  That’s why we liked this Kyle for hits.  After a few reports, someone finally mentioned that damn hoodie.  He had some unique sprayed design on this hoodie.  We wound up tracking the damn hoodie to more than the kid at one point before figuring out who owned the damn thing.  Now get a load of this, turns out to be the cousin who actually wore the hoodie when he knocked over the stores.  Wound up taking the friggin’ things with him back home upstate somewhere where he knocked over a place there.  I got a ping from a sheriff saying they got a hit processing the cousin ‘cause of the report in the system.  Go figure.  Some family, huh?  I could have strung that kid up for his cousin’s crap all because of a stupid hoodie.  The sad thing is, I’m sure I’ll wind up nabbing that kid for something else in the future the way his life is going.  What brought all that up?  Why do you ask?”

Crawford was struck speechless once again.
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