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    THE WOLFHOUND FILES

    The Body in the Bag

    A True Crime Story




Chapter 1. The White Bag

    The duty officer's call sliced through the morning silence — sharp, like a scalpel cutting into taut skin. I wasn't sleeping. Just lying there, staring at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the plaster. Old habit — scanning the space, even when it's your own bedroom. The clock read seven a.m. January twelfth. The holidays were over, the country was barely prying its eyes open, struggling to find its work rhythm again. The homicide unit had never lost it.

"Listening," I rasped into the phone, sitting up on the bed. My spine answered with its usual crunch, and a dull, pulling ache fired up in my left knee — the one I'd busted back in ninety-eight during an arrest. Weather's changing. Or maybe it's just old age, grinning at me from the corner.

"Body, Lieutenant Colonel. Altufyevo. Cherskogo Passage. In a bag." The duty officer's voice was flat, mechanical. The way you'd report a broken copier, not a human being.

"On my way. Team called up?"

"Yes, sir. Forensics already en route, detectives inbound."

I hung up. Didn't want to get up. Wanted a smoke and hot coffee, black as tar. But the body was already running on autopilot. Shower, shave — cold water on my face to chase off the puffiness. The mirror threw back the crumpled face of a fifty-five-year-old man with shadows the color of asphalt under his eyes. Gaze sharp, heavy. I noticed long ago: people don't like looking me in the eye. They see something in there that makes them want to hide. Down at the bottom of those pupils — a graveyard.

Got dressed fast. Thick-knit sweater, warm pants, military-style coat. Outside, by the feel of it, the frost was biting hard. Winter had come in mean this year, snowy, as if nature was trying to bury all the filth we'd bred in this city under a white shroud.

Stepped out of the building. The air was ice, smelling of exhaust fumes and fried onions from somebody's cracked window. The car started on the third try, the engine grumbling as it warmed up. I pulled onto the road. Moscow sat in the morning gray haze. Dirty snowdrifts along the curbs looked like barricades. The wipers scraped across the windshield, leaving murky streaks.

Cherskogo Passage. A bedroom district — concrete boxes rising into the low sky. Life here flows sluggish, from the grocery store to the stairwell, from the stairwell to the bus stop. And death here is the same — domestic, dirty, stripped of any grandeur. I hated these callouts. Usually it's drunken knife fights, overdoses in basements, or kitchen domestics where the grease on the walls mixes with blood.

But "body in a bag" — that's different. That's a statement. That's someone trying to cover their tracks. It means someone thought, planned. Which means there's someone worth playing against. A thrill stirred inside me — cold, calculating. The instinct of a hound catching a scent.

Pulling up to the scene, I saw the blue strobes. They pulsed in the morning twilight like an inflamed nerve. The police tape was already up, sealing off a chunk of reality now designated a "crime scene." Behind the tape, the usual gawkers were already milling around. Pensioners with dogs, schoolkids running late, some shady characters in hoodies. They were curious. They wanted blood and spectacle. Jackals.

I killed the engine, stepped out. The cold immediately crawled under my clothes, bit into my side. My boots crunched on the packed snow.

A young lieutenant from patrol came running up. Cheeks red, nose sniffling, uniform hanging baggy. He'd clearly been freezing out here for an hour.

"Lieutenant Colonel!" He saluted, nearly dropping his radio. "Perimeter is set. No civilians allowed through."

"Where?" I asked, short, not looking at him. My eyes were on the snowdrift at the edge of the road, by the dumpsters.

"Over there, in the snow. The janitor found it. Thought somebody dumped construction waste. Tried to drag it, but it was heavy. So he kicked it, and... it was soft."

I ducked under the tape. The detectives were already here. Sanya, the senior detective, was smoking off to the side, talking to the forensic examiner. Spotting me, he flicked the butt into a trash can and walked over.

"Hey, Petrovich," he extended his hand. His palm was icy and rough as sandpaper. "Real piece of work. A snowdrop, but a fresh one."

"How long has it been here?" I shook his hand and immediately hid mine back in my pocket.

"Judging by the snow cover, a couple of days. Maybe since the weekend. The frost preserves — you know how it is."

I walked up to the snowdrift.

There it was. A white woven sack. The kind used for construction debris — broken bricks, plaster. Cheap, strong. The sack lay carelessly, half-buried in snow. One corner stuck out, wrapped in packing tape. But the shape... The shape was unmistakable for anyone who's seen hundreds of these "packages." A human body, folded in three, crammed into the tight space of synthetic fabric.

I crouched down, feeling my right knee protest. Examined the snow around it carefully. Footprints. Lots of footprints. The janitor had trampled the area, so had the patrol, plus random passersby.

"Who walked up to the bag itself?" I asked, low, without turning around.

"The janitor," Sanya answered. "Says he tried to pick it up. Too heavy. Thought it was bricks."

"Bricks," I repeated with a smirk. "Bricks don't smell the way this thing's going to start smelling if we don't get it out of here."

The forensic examiner, elderly and perpetually disgruntled Boris Mikhailovich, groaned as he lowered himself down next to me. He smelled of formaldehyde and stale tobacco.

"Well, shall we open it?" he asked, pulling scissors from his case.

"Go ahead. But carefully. I need to know what's on the bag. Tape, knots, markings. Everything matters."

Boris Mikhailovich carefully caught the edge of the sack. The scissors crunched through the white fabric. Clothing appeared. A dark jacket, denim material.

"Female," the examiner stated, widening the cut.

I watched without looking away. From the cut plastic, a hand emerged. Pale, with a bluish tinge. Fingers curled, nails manicured, polish dark, almost black, chipped in places. On the wrist — a thin watch on a metal bracelet.

"Face?" I asked.

"One moment." Boris Mikhailovich kept cutting.

The bag was pulled tight. Whoever packed the body had clearly rushed, but tried to make it all compact. When the fabric parted, we saw the face.

It was livid, puffy. Ligature mark on the neck? Can't see yet, the collar's in the way. But the telltale pinpoint hemorrhages in the eyes — petechial hemorrhages — I spotted immediately once the examiner shone his flashlight. Strangled.

"Approximate age?" I asked, standing up. My legs had gone numb; I had to shift my weight to get the blood flowing again.

"Forty, maybe a bit older," the examiner muttered, palpating the victim's head through rubber gloves. "Signs of struggle... See the abrasions on her cheekbone? Fresh. Hematoma on the temple. She was beaten. Beaten hard."

I looked around. Cherskogo Passage was waking up. Windows in the buildings lit up yellow. People were cooking porridge, getting children ready for daycare, arguing about unwashed dishes. And here, five meters from their routine, lay a woman in a construction sack. Thrown out like old wallpaper after a renovation.

A wave of cold, controlled fury washed over me. This was not a professional hit. Pros don't haul a body to a roadside snowdrift in a white sack visible from a mile away. Pros bury, drown, dissolve. This was done by someone stupid, brazen, and convinced of his own impunity. Or a panicked amateur.

"Sanya," I called to the detective. "Run her through the missing persons database for the last three days. Female, forty to forty-five. Decent clothes, city type. Not homeless."

"Copy that." Sanya pulled out his phone. "Who's interviewing the janitor?"

"Let the neighborhood beat cop handle it. And have them check the cameras. Every other pole around here has a Safe City unit on it. If she was brought by car — we'll find it. If someone carried her in — we'll find that too."

I looked at the body again. The woman lay in an unnatural pose, knees drawn to her chest. Like an embryo. Only dead.

"Documents?" I asked the examiner.

Boris Mikhailovich was patting down the jacket pockets.

"Nothing. No phone, no wallet. No keys either."

"Robbery?" suggested the young lieutenant from the perimeter, still shivering, shifting from foot to foot.

"Or staged to look like one," I cut in. "Too neat. Killed, took her bag, dumped her in a sack. Like taking out the trash."

Like taking out the trash. That thought snagged in my mind. A construction sack. Where did the killer get it? If this was a spontaneous street attack — where did the sack come from? Maniacs don't walk around with body bags. Meaning the murder happened indoors. In an apartment, a garage, a basement. Somewhere the sack already was. Then the body was packed up and carried out.

"Sanya!" I barked. "Check the surrounding buildings. Renovations, move-outs. Someone might have seen a person hauling something heavy. Find witnesses before they scatter off to work."

"On it." Sanya waved to his guys, and they fanned out across the courtyard like hounds let off the leash.

I stayed by the body. The wind picked up, throwing stinging snow grit in my face. I pulled out a cigarette, flicked the lighter, shielding the flame with my palm. The first drag scorched my lungs but brought a strange calm. The smoke blended with the steam of my breath.

"So, sweetheart," I said quietly, looking at the stranger's blue face. "Who did this to you? And why?"

In her face, distorted by death, traces of former prettiness still showed through. Well-groomed, took care of herself. Dyed hair, but done professionally. Clothes weren't cheap. She didn't look like the type who goes looking for trouble in the alleys of Altufyevo. What was she doing here? Did she live nearby? Come to visit someone?
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