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        THE WOLFHOUND FILES

        The Beast in Uniform EN

        A True Crime Story

    

    
The First Body

        I'm fifty-five now. I left the prosecutor's office and the investigative service a long time ago, but memory is one tool you can't file away with the case folders. Some stories soak into your mind like ink into cheap paper and never come out. The case I'm about to tell you about was exactly that. It's not just a file with documents — it's a piece of my life, the darkest and most drawn-out piece. I'm not looking for excuses for what we did, or what we failed to do in time. I just want to lay out the facts as they unfolded for me, step by step, in the order that the harsh reality of the late nineties served them up.

Back then I was younger, more ambitious. I believed in the inevitability of justice and that the system I was a cog in could chew up and spit out any kind of evil. It was 1998. A difficult, transitional time — the old order crumbling, the new one not yet fully formed. Crime felt right at home, but we kept working. Working ourselves into the ground, going days without seeing our families.

It all started in November 1998. That month is rarely pleasant around here: gray sky, cutting wind, and mud that never quite freezes over. The call came in toward evening. Dispatch reported a body found in a tree line on the outskirts of the Kirovsky district of Novosibirsk. The dispatcher's voice was flat, but I caught something in it that put me on edge. Usually they say "body," "foul play," "domestic." This time he added: "Something strange out here. The team's already assembling. Get moving."

We rolled out to the scene with a full investigative task force. Nobody spoke in the car. The driver, an old sergeant, gripped the wheel and weaved around potholes on the busted asphalt. I stared out the window at the gray panel buildings and bare trees sliding past. I didn't know yet that this drive would mark the starting point of an investigation that would stretch on for years.

The discovery site was well away from the residential blocks, deep in a patch of scrubland where people dumped construction debris and old tires. A dump — the go-to spot for hiding evidence of a crime. But what we found when we arrived was nothing like the usual crime-scene fare.

The area was cordoned off. Officers stood around on the wet, dead grass, careful not to cross the tape. I walked over to the forensic medical examiner, who was already hunched over the grim find. Viktor Petrovich — an experienced specialist who'd seen enough in his career to give a normal person nightmares for life. Even he looked rattled.

"What have we got?" I asked, pulling on my gloves.

Viktor Petrovich straightened up and gestured toward the ground.

Before me lay the body of a woman. Or rather, what was left of one. She'd been dismembered. The body parts weren't scattered randomly — they seemed arranged with some kind of intent, though at first glance it might have looked like the work of wild animals. But the cuts were far too clean for any animal's teeth.

"Look closely," the examiner said quietly. "This isn't just dismemberment to hide a body. Someone worked on her with a knife after death, and in a very specific way."

I looked closer. On the skin, where it hadn't been touched by decomposition or damage, there were strange cuts. Not the chaotic wounds of a struggle — carved symbols. Arrows, geometric shapes resembling pentagrams. Etched with disturbing precision.

"Ritual?" I suggested, feeling a chill crawl down my spine under my heavy jacket.

"Looks like it," Viktor Petrovich agreed. "Or a good imitation. Cause of death appears to be strangulation, but I'll know for certain after the autopsy. The head has been severed, a limb too. And there's something else... The heart appears to be missing."

A missing heart. That one detail immediately bumped the case from "ordinary" murder into the realm of especially grave and complex. In the nineties, we dealt with brutality constantly: gang shootouts, drunken knife fights, killings for cash. But this didn't look like any of that. This was cold, calculated cruelty mixed with something irrational.

I began examining the scene. We documented everything: the position of the body parts, shoe prints in the sodden earth, cigarette butts, any scrap of trash that might be evidence. The crime scene report was filled out slowly and meticulously. I understood that any detail missed now could cost us the case down the line.

"The victim is female, estimated age twenty to thirty," I dictated as the examiner conducted his preliminary inspection. "No clothing. No personal belongings or identification found nearby."

Within a ten-meter radius we found several strange wooden stakes driven into the ground. They too had unfamiliar symbols carved into them. I ordered them seized and bagged as physical evidence. The whole thing looked like a set from a bad horror movie, but unfortunately, this was our reality.

It got dark fast. In the glare of the service vehicle headlights, the crime scene looked even more sinister. We finished the examination after nightfall. The body was taken to the morgue, and we headed back to the precinct to process the paperwork.

That same evening a criminal case was opened under Part 1 of Article 105 of the Russian Criminal Code — murder. I sat in my office, rereading the scene report, trying to piece together the scattered facts into a coherent picture.

Who was this woman? Why was she killed with such savagery? What did the symbols mean? Satanists? In those years the press was full of headlines about destructive cults, and that was the first theory that suggested itself. Maybe a group of fanatics decided to make a sacrifice. Or it was the work of a mentally disturbed loner who'd read too many occult books.

The next day the routine but essential work of identifying the victim began. We ran her through the missing persons databases. Novosibirsk is a big city — people disappear all the time. Some go on benders, some run from debts, some become victims of crime.

Two days later we had a tentative ID. She turned out to be a twenty-four-year-old woman from one of the residential districts. Let's call her Svetlana. She led what we euphemistically refer to in reports as an "antisocial lifestyle." No formal employment, heavy drinking, frequently away from home. The detectives established that she'd been working as a prostitute, picking up fares on the highways and in cheap saunas.

This gave us a direction, but didn't make the job much easier. Women in that social circle live in a permanent danger zone. Their clients are anyone and everyone — from long-haul truckers to crime bosses. Any one of them could have been the killer. But the method... Dismemberment, a carved-out heart, symbols — none of it fit the profile of a random dispute with a john. If she'd been killed in a drunken argument, the body would most likely have been dumped in the bushes or buried. Here, the killer had taken his time. He performed rituals on the body, risking being seen. Which meant it mattered to him.
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