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        THE WOLFHOUND FILES

        False Authority

        A True Crime Story

    

    
On the Highway

        It was the eleventh of July, two thousand eighteen. The heat was so savage the asphalt on the highway was melting into black, sticky tar. On days like that the air hangs thick as porridge, and even the air conditioning in a government car doesn't save you—just pushes the same stale, heavy stench around in circles. I'm fifty-five years old. I've spent the better part of those years shoveling through human filth. I've gotten used to everything: greed, stupidity, random cruelty born from a drunken haze. But what was waiting for me on the Rostov–Taganrog highway—that's something you never get used to.

The duty officer's call shattered the silence of my office at exactly seventeen thirty. The voice on the line was taut, carrying that particular note you can't mistake for anything else. People talk like that when it's not just a homicide—it's an emergency that'll send stars flying off shoulder boards and heads rolling off shoulders.

"Viktor Petrovich, callout. Highway. Vehicle shot up. One dead. Wounded."

"Criminal? Gangsters?" I asked, gathering my papers. My hands moved on autopilot, but something ugly was stirring inside.

"Worse," the duty officer exhaled. "Witnesses say the shooter was in uniform. Possibly one of ours."

Something clicked inside me at that moment. Like a bolt being racked. "One of ours." The words cut my ear. To me, "one of ours" means someone who stands as a shield between people and the abyss. Someone who risks his life for others. A man who shoots unarmed civilians on a highway is not one of ours. He's the enemy. An enemy wearing my uniform. The most dangerous kind there is.

I drove to the scene gripping the wheel until my knuckles went white. The flasher on the roof carved through the stream of traffic, drivers swerving aside, making way. They saw a police car and probably thought help was on its way. But I was driving to document a betrayal. Thoughts churned in my head, heavy as millstones. If this really was an officer, if it was true... then it was a spit in the face of every honest cop. Every one who died in the line of duty. Every one who went sleepless night after night hunting scum.

July eleventh. Midsummer. People driving home from their dachas, from vacation, hauling their kids. And here—gunfire.

By the time I arrived, the sun had begun tilting toward the horizon, flooding the highway in an uneasy orange glow. The scene that greeted me looked like footage from a war zone, not a traffic incident in a peaceful district. Several patrol cars, an ambulance, barrier tape fluttering in the hot wind. And at the center of the chaos—a shredded, shot-up Hyundai Solaris.

I stepped out of the car. The heat rising off the asphalt slammed into my face, mixed with the smell of gasoline, burned rubber, and that sweetish, nauseating stench you can't mistake for anything else. The smell of blood.

First thing I did was walk to the shot-up vehicle. It had veered onto the shoulder, nose buried in dry grass. The left side of the car had been turned into a sieve. I started counting entry holes but lost track. These weren't stray shots. This was an execution. Methodical, cold-blooded. Whoever did this wanted to kill. Not to scare, not to stop—to destroy.

No one in the driver's seat—the wounded man had already been pulled out. But in the front passenger seat...

I made myself look. That's my job. I have to see everything so that later, in court, every detail becomes a nail in the coffin lid.

Elena Verba. Thirty-six years old. A young woman. A mother. She sat with her head thrown back at an unnatural angle. Life had left her instantly. No pain on her face—only surprise. As if until her very last second she hadn't believed this was happening to her. That someone she knew could do this.

I looked at her and saw more than a body. I saw a severed thread. Somewhere, two children were waiting for her. They didn't know yet that their world had collapsed. That mama would never come home again, never hold them, never ask how school went. In the car remained the seat she'd been riding home in. And nothing else. Emptiness. For the children—emptiness. And the one responsible for that emptiness was out there somewhere, breathing, walking, probably already inventing excuses.

Cold, calculated rage began filling me. Not the blind fury that clouds your vision. This was a state of absolute clarity. I was the hound that had picked up the trail. And I would run this beast to ground, whoever he turned out to be.

"Viktor Petrovich," a young lieutenant from the perimeter detail approached me. He looked pale, lost. "There's... there's her father. Wounded. Paramedics are working on him now. He's conscious."

I turned without a word and headed for the ambulance.

Eduard Nikolaevich Verba sat on the ambulance step while a medic dressed his arm and shoulder. An elderly man whose face had frozen in an expression of profound shock. He was spattered with blood—his own and, most likely, his daughter's. Tears stood in his eyes, but he wasn't screaming. He stared at a single point: the wrecked car where his daughter remained.

I approached, careful not to block his view but to draw his attention. I needed to be extremely cautious now. One wrong word, one rough question, and the man could shut down, retreat into himself. And I needed facts. I needed a name.

"Eduard Nikolaevich," I said quietly.

He slowly raised his eyes to mine. There was so much pain in them that even I, an old wolfhound, wanted to look away. But I didn't have that right.

"My name is Viktor Petrovich. I'm an investigator. I'll be handling this case."

Eduard Nikolaevich looked at me, and I could see him wrestling with reality, trying to process that standing before him was a representative of the very same authority, a man in the same system of power as the killer.

"May I ask you a few questions?" I said as gently as I could manage. "I understand how hard this is. But it's important. So we can catch the one who did this. Right now."

He drew a deep, convulsive breath.

"Catch him?" His voice trembled, breaking into a rasp. "You know him. You all know him."

Everything inside me clenched. Confirmed.

"Who was it, Eduard Nikolaevich? Give me the name."

The man looked down at his hands, caked in a brown, already-drying crust.

"Kadatsky," he exhaled. "Sergei Kadatsky. Her husband."

Sergei Kadatsky. The name dropped between us like a heavy stone. I knew it. Police major. Head of logistics. A man whose job was to maintain order, to make sure his colleagues had everything they needed for duty. A man who wore a senior officer's shoulder boards.

"He was chasing us," Eduard Nikolaevich began. His speech was disjointed, halting, but the picture emerging was terrifying in its clarity. "We were driving from Rostov. He appeared behind us. In his SUV. Started cutting us off. Trying to run us off the road."

I listened and could see it. The highway, the speed, summer. And a black SUV, like a predator attacking the little Solaris. This wasn't a spontaneous confrontation. It was a hunt.

"I tried to get away," Elena's father continued. "But he... he pulled out a weapon. While driving. Through the window."

"Was he alone?" I asked, pulling out my notebook. My hand moved on its own, recording the testimony, but my mind was already constructing the prosecution's framework.

"Alone. And drunk. I saw his face when he pulled alongside us. Glazed eyes. He was smiling, you understand? He was grinning as he aimed the barrel."

Smiling. That detail cut deeper than anything. A killer who takes pleasure in his victims' terror. An officer turned executioner of his own family.

"He shot..." Eduard Nikolaevich's voice broke. "He shot at her. Not at the tires, not at me first. He was aiming at Lena."
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