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        THE WOLFHOUND FILES

        The Professor Dismemberer

        A True Crime Story

    

    
Backpack on the Embankment

        The morning of November ninth, two thousand nineteen, greeted Saint Petersburg with a raw, bone-deep dampness — the kind that gets to you not so much with cold as with hopelessness. At fifty-five, having given more than half my life to criminal investigation, I'd grown accustomed to the fact that evil has a smell. Usually it's the smell of stale booze, old sweat, cheap tobacco, and curdled blood. The smell of domestic cases — senseless and merciless — which account for ninety percent of all case files. But that morning on the embankment of the Moika River, the smell was different. It smelled of river silt, gasoline from idling emergency vehicles, and something else — faint but unmistakable. The smell of madness that had long hidden behind a respectable façade.

The call came in while the city still slept its grey, heavy sleep. The duty officer's report was short and strange: a man in the water, carrying a backpack, rescue operations underway. Seemed routine enough for a city built on bones and marshland. A drunk fell in? A jumper changed his mind? But something in the duty officer's tone made me head out immediately. There, in the icy water, the final act of a drama was unfolding — a drama whose opening had been staged long before the first shot was fired.

By the time I arrived, blue flashers were already slicing through the morning twilight, their reflections shattered across the black surface of the Moika. The embankment, usually majestic in its granite calm, now resembled an anthill. EMERCOM rescue crews, police, ambulance — everything merged into chaotic but professional motion.

I stepped out of the car, pulling my coat tighter. The wind off the river hit me square in the face, carrying a fine mist with it. I walked to the railing. Down below, at the water's edge, men in uniform swarmed. The main attraction — an elderly man, just pulled from the river. He looked pathetic: wet clothes plastered to his body, grey hair matted, face pale, contorted with the spasm of cold and animal fear.

"What do we have?" I asked the senior officer on the detention team, my eyes fixed on the shivering man.

He turned around, and in his eyes I saw a mixture of bewilderment and professional hunger.

"Strange one, Comrade Colonel. A taxi driver was passing by, saw the old man topple into the water. Pulled over, called us in. The old man was drowning, but wouldn't let go of his backpack. Clung to it like a life preserver."

"A backpack?" I repeated. "What's in it? The Party's gold?"

The detective smirked, but there was no humour in it. He gestured for me to follow, toward the ambulance where they were already loading the man. The backpack lay apart, on the asphalt — wet, black, shapeless. A forensic tech was already working around it.

"See for yourself," the detective said quietly.

I crouched beside the evidence. The backpack was half open. The tech used tweezers to pull back the wet fabric. I expected anything: drugs, cash, antiques. But what I saw made even my cynicism — hardened by years on the job — crack.

Inside were human hands.

Women's hands. Severed at the elbow joints. White skin, already showing signs of water maceration, neat manicure. They lay jumbled together with assorted junk, like discarded mannequin parts. But these weren't dolls. This was flesh.

I looked up at the forensic tech. He stared back in silence, and in his eyes I read the same question that pulsed at my temples: who is this old man? A maniac? A cleaner?

"And that's not all," the tech's voice came out flat. "There, at the bottom, beneath the fragments..."

He carefully extracted an object wrapped in polyethylene. A rubber-bullet pistol? No. I looked closer. It was a sawed-off small-calibre rifle. A TOZ-17, if my memory served. The weapon of poachers and bandits from the nineties. The old wooden stock had been crudely hacked, the barrel shortened by amateur hands.

I straightened up and looked toward the ambulance. The medics were already strapping the detainee to a stretcher. He was conscious, but appeared to be in deep shock. Or in a state designed to imitate shock.

"Identity confirmed?" I asked, stepping closer to the doors of the emergency van.

"Affirmative," answered a lieutenant, holding waterlogged documents pulled from the "swimmer's" pockets. "And here's where it gets interesting, Comrade Colonel."

He handed me a passport. I opened the stuck-together pages. From the photograph, a self-assured man with a proud bearing stared back at me, some kind of historical military uniform visible in the background.

"Sokolov, Oleg Valeryevich. Born nineteen fifty-six."

The surname rang a distant bell, but the context wouldn't fall into place.

"Who is he?" I asked, handing back the document.

"A docent," the lieutenant answered, and in his voice I caught involuntary respect mingled with horror. "Lecturer at Saint Petersburg State University. Historian. Chevalier of the Legion of Honour, they say. Well-known figure in reenactment circles. Used to play Napoleon."

I looked again at the old man in the ambulance. Oleg Valeryevich. Sixty-three years old. University docent. Order recipient. And a backpack full of women's hands. The picture didn't add up. In my experience, dismemberers were either schizophrenics in acute episodes or marginals sharing a flat and a bottle of vodka, where an argument ends in a stabbing and then comes the question of "what to do with the body." But this? University elite? The highest intellectual stratum?

I stepped up to the very edge of the stretcher. Oleg Valeryevich lay with his eyes closed, wracked by violent tremors. The medics were hooking up an IV, trying to stabilise his blood pressure and body temperature. The hypothermia was severe.

"Oleg Valeryevich," I called. My voice came out hard, cutting through the crackle of the radio.

He half-opened his eyes. There was no berserker's madness in them. There was the bewilderment of a child caught in a shameful act, and some deep, dark anguish.

"What's in the backpack?" I asked, though I already knew the answer. I needed to hear his voice. To gauge his lucidity.

His lips moved, but sound didn't come right away. It was a rasp, a gurgle.

"I... I wanted to..." He didn't finish. His eyes closed again.

The ambulance doctor waved me back.

"He needs a hospital. Hypothermia. His heart may not hold."

"Take him to Mariinsky," I ordered. "Escort stays with him. Eyes on him at all times. If he wakes up and starts talking — record every word."

The ambulance tore away with its siren wailing. I remained on the embankment, alone with the backpack full of dead flesh and the cold wind.

My mind worked with the precision of clockwork. If the backpack held only hands, where was the rest of the body? The nature of the packing — careless, chaotic — spoke of haste. The sawed-off rifle indicated the murder had been committed with a firearm. This wasn't a spontaneous kitchen knifing. This was preparation. Or having a weapon in the home as a matter of course.

I turned to the lieutenant.

"Where does he live? Registration?"

"Right here, Comrade Colonel. Right here," the lieutenant pointed at the stately yellow building on the opposite side of the embankment. "Moika, eighty-two."

I looked up. The second-floor windows stared at the river like dark eye sockets. The historian's flat. A place where, presumably, scholarly works on battles and strategy had been written. And a place from which severed hands had just been carried out.
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