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HOT CORPSE

Detective Shelley Caldwell, a homicide
detective in the Chicago Police Department, gets all the woo-woo
cases. When bodies are found--rather skeletons of bodies--she knows
the supernatural is involved. Not wanting another psych evaluation,
she keeps that aspect hidden as she tracks down the killer in this
short story.

 



 


 


 


Hot Corpse

A Detective Shelley Caldwell Short Story

 


What was left of the corpse shimmered in the
early evening mist, making the jagged bloody flesh still clinging
to the bones look warm.

“Coitus interruptus,” said Detective
Mike Norelli.

My gaze skipped up his mustard-stained tie to
his jowly face. “What?”

“The bastard must get his rocks off eating
the evidence. Only this time, he got interrupted before he finished
doing either.”

This time being the third such incident in
this neighborhood.

I was trying to keep my stomach from heaving
and my long-time nemesis and reluctant partner on the Flesh-Eater
Case making with the funny didn’t amuse me. I wasn’t alone. One of
the crime scene investigators just shook his head in disgust.

I’m Detective Shelley Caldwell, and in the
decade I’ve been with the Chicago Police Department, I’ve seen my
share of grizzly homicides, but nothing like this new twist
illustrating man’s inhumanity to man.

The remains of the last two victims could
have been donated to a medical school – their skeletons had been
picked clean, as if vultures had at them. Furthermore, nothing had
been left behind to identify the victims. No clothes, no shoes, no
nothing. Not even a hair sample. The only clue as to their
identities lay in the bones themselves. A couple of repeat
offenders from the neighborhood had gone missing, and DNA tests
were being run to see if they were a match with the skeletons. Not
that the results would be forthcoming for months. The unofficial
consensus? This was some new warped form of mob warfare, T.J.
Ferris and Jesse Martin – violent criminals both – being ex-cons
loosely connected with the local outfit.

The crime scene investigators signaled the
guys with the body bag. Only when the corpse was lifted and taken
away did I see something that looked like a playing card flutter
from under the body. I picked it up with a gloved hand and saw that
it was a holy card from St. Augustine’s Church, which stood barely
a block from this alley.

Flipping over the card, I read from the back.
“O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended thee, and I
detest all my sins...” I stopped halfway through. “Hey,
Norelli, this is the Catholic Act of Contrition.” So who had just
been to the confessional? The victim or the killer? I mulled it
over for a moment. “All three victims were found within a block or
two of the church.”

“Maybe the killer likes being close to a
confessional,” Norelli said. “You know, so he can ease his
conscience afterward.”

Norelli’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on me. But I
wondered if he didn’t have a point, twisted as it was.

“I’ll look into it,” I said. “I’ll go to the
church when I leave here.”

“You do that. Get me some absolution while
you’re at it, would’ya?”

I couldn’t resist. “How many times have you
had licentious thoughts since your last confession?”

“Not enough. Working with you makes my head
hurt. No room for more pleasurable pursuits.”

“Good. Then I’ve done my job – women on the
streets of Chicago are safe for the foreseeable future.” I bagged
the holy card. “What do you plan to do next?”

“Start the door-to-door and see if another
neighborhood wise guy has been reported missing.”

I looked around the scene again for anything
out of place.

Garbage containers spilled refuse onto the
alley – rotting food, paper products, even a scattering of dark
feathers that made me wonder if a dead pet had been thrown away . .
. or if it was the remains of some mumbo-jumbo sacrifice. The gang
signs on the back of the garages might be more telling. Something
to investigate.

A last glance at what was left of the corpse
had me muttering, “What kind of a monster does this?”

As if I’d broadcast my revulsion on purpose,
I picked up a response from my sister Silke. Shell, what’s going
on?

I was slipping again, leaving myself
wide-open to that identical twin mind-meld thing that drove me
nuts. Silke reveled in our psychic connection while I did my best
to ignore it. We might look alike (if she didn’t dye her auburn
hair purple, draw racoon rings around her green eyes or dress in
some outfit that everyone could see coming a block away), but two
sisters couldn’t be more different. Silke was a wannabe actress who
lived her art and currently was “into” magic, while I was a
pragmatic cop like our district commander mother.

I’m working, I silently replied.
Another murder. But even as I thought it, I knew it wasn’t
just another murder.

Apparently so did Silke. What could have
done something like that, Shell?

What, not who…

Had she seen what I had? I wondered. Or was
she merely reading me? Later, I promise. Right now I needed
my full attention on the case.

Station SHELL signed off until further
notice.

As I approached the front steps of St.
Augustine’s – a church that had seen better days, as had the
neighborhood – I was still wondering about what could strip a
skeleton like a vulture. A monster that wasn’t human? Surely not.
Surely I wasn’t slated to get ALL the woo-woo cases of the Chicago
Police Department. The ones I’d already dealt with had been enough
woo-woo for a lifetime.

Inside, a priest was kneeling in the front
pew, his rosary beads in hand. I wondered what sins he was
trying to erase. I slid into the row and sat next to him, intending
to wait until he finished, but apparently my presence distracted
him.

“Can I help you, my child?” he asked in a low
voice.

Odd how someone maybe ten years my senior
considered himself my spiritual parent. He was around forty, though
the amount of gray sprinkled through his dark hair told me he must
feel older, as if the weight of the world was making his narrow
shoulders hunch. Probably all those sins his parishioners heaped on
his head.

“I’m hoping you can help me, Father.
Detective Shelley Caldwell.” I flipped open my I.D. and showed him
my star. “Official business.”

“Perhaps it’s better if we go into my office
to talk.”

With the itchy feeling that the alabaster
figures of the Blessed Virgin and the saints placed in niches
around the church were watching me, I was glad to get out of there.
I followed him across the edge of the sanctuary and down a hallway
to the rectory. His office was wood-paneled with built-in book
shelves around a massive, carved desk. On top of the desk sat a
nameplate: Father Joseph Gannon.

Looking as if he felt very much in charge of
his domain as he sat behind the desk, Father Gannon asked, “What’s
going on, Detective?”

“I’m investigating a series of related
homicides.” I took the chair opposite so we would be on an even
level. When I said, “We found the third victim this morning,” I
could have sworn he blanched.

“And what does that have to do with me?”

“All three murders were within a block or two
of the church. And I found a holy card from St. Augustine under the
latest victim. The Act of Contrition,” I added. “So I was wondering
if you had any suspect confessions lately.”

Gannon leaned back in his chair. “The seal of
the confessional, Detective. I act as a pipeline to God. You know I
can’t reveal anything a penitent tells me, even if it involves a
capital crime.”

He wasn’t telling me anything new, but it
never hurt to test the waters anyway. “Okay, let’s turn it around.
What if your penitents are the victims? We don’t have the DNA
reports yet, but we suspect the first two were T.J. Ferris and
Jesse Martin. Both dropped out of sight around the time of the
first two homicides. You can tell me if they were members of your
parish, right?”

“They were.”

I noticed he didn’t express his regrets about
them going missing. “Anything you can share about them? Did they
make their last confessions before dying?” When the priest simply
looked at me without answering, I muttered, “Right, seal of the
confessional. Who cares if three men were murdered?”

“Come, Detective. We both know T.J. and Jesse
and undoubtedly this new victim were violent thugs who may not have
served time for their crimes. I’m surprised you have such concern
over their deaths.”

“I’m surprised you don’t.” Considering
he was supposed to be a man of God and all.

“I’m concerned about all my parishioners, of
course, but in these cases… I hear about more atrocities in the
confessional than I ever thought possible. Beatings… rapes…
murder... They think that because they say a few Hail Marys they
can go out and do it again and the Gates of Heaven will be open to
them.”

“Won’t they? Isn’t that the point of giving
it up to you priests?”

“Only if their intentions are pure when they
come to the confessional. But how likely is it that they have any
thought of reforming? Perhaps these men were finally paying for
their crimes.” Gannon’s brow furrowed. “That’s what you do,
isn’t it? Make offenders pay for their crimes?”

“Not me personally. I bring them in and let
the justice system take care of their punishment.”

Well, usually. Unless a vampire or some other
supernatural creature was involved. Try and explain that to
a rational-based police department.

“The justice system fails more often than
not,” he said.

It struck me that Father Gannon had a very
unpriestly attitude when it came to criminals paying for their
sins, and I wondered what he knew about the murders.

“That doesn’t give anyone the right to take
matters into his own hands. That would make the vigilante a
murderer, as well, and the justice system wouldn’t go easy on him,
even if he thought he was doing society a favor.” I hesitated only
a moment before adding, “Trust me, Father, I’ll make sure whoever
did this pays this time.”

I tried a couple of avenues to secure
Gannon’s confidence further, but he shut down on me. Nerves. I
could feel his as if they were a tangible thing. What did he have
to be nervous about? Realizing I would get nothing further from
this interrogation, I took my leave.

Back at the office, Norelli grunted at me
when I came in. “We got us a missing person. Harry Enloe.”

Another associate of the first two, and a
person of interest in a recent convenient store robbery that
resulted in the wounding of several customers and the death of the
owner.

“I’m getting goose bumps,” I said. I really
was. “Ferris and Martin were members of the St. Augustine parish. I
expect Enloe was, as well. They’re tied together by their crimes.
And by their religion.”

“So what does that give us? A grudge? Someone
ticked off because they ran a job some other wise guy wanted? A
gang illustrating why it’s not in anyone’s best interests to remain
independent contractors in its territory? The biggest question of
all – how the hell did they do it, clean the flesh right off the
bone?”

Hopefully the hot corpse in the morgue would
give the medical examiner’s office some answers.

Norelli’s questions were all good, but my
mind was spinning in another direction. I couldn’t forget the
conversation with a priest who excused murder as something the
victims probably deserved. That attitude just didn’t fit with the
vows he’d taken.

Good thing computers are my friends. I
googled
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