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Rain Over the Buiucani District

The rain began before dusk and settled over the city with the slow patience of something that had nowhere else to go, spreading across the cracked asphalt streets of Chișinău and turning the old Soviet courtyards into pools of dim reflections where the yellow lights of apartment windows trembled like tired eyes that refused to close.

Inspector Andrei Moraru stood near the entrance of a gray concrete building in the Buiucani district, his coat collar raised against the wind that dragged the smell of wet leaves and gasoline through the courtyard, while the distant rumble of trolleybuses echoed along Alba Iulia Street like the hollow breathing of a city that had grown accustomed to secrets.

The police tape fluttered lazily beside the stairwell door.

Behind it, somewhere in the darkness of the building, a man lay dead.

Andrei rubbed the bridge of his nose slowly, feeling the dull pressure of another sleepless night building behind his eyes, because murders in Chișinău rarely arrived alone, and experience had already taught him that when one corpse appeared in a quiet district like Buiucani there was usually another shadow somewhere in the city waiting patiently to follow.

A cigarette glowed beside him.

Sergeant Victor Rusu, younger by almost fifteen years and still carrying the restless impatience of a man who believed problems could be solved by running faster toward them, leaned against the patrol car and exhaled a cloud of smoke into the damp air.

— You’re thinking again, Victor said quietly.

Andrei glanced toward the dark stairwell entrance before answering.

— Someone always ends up dead when too many people start lying at once.

Victor flicked ash into the rainwater.

— That doesn’t narrow it down much in this city.

A tired smile appeared briefly on Andrei’s face, though it vanished almost as quickly as it came.

The ambulance had already left twenty minutes earlier, carrying the body of Mihail Sturza, a small businessman with clean shoes, expensive cologne, and three different bank accounts that the financial police had been quietly investigating for months without ever finding anything that could hold in court.

Now he was lying on a metal table in the morgue.

Dead men often became more interesting than living ones.

Inside the stairwell a forensic technician called down.

— Inspector Moraru, you should see this.

Andrei crushed the cigarette beneath his heel and stepped through the tape.

The stairwell smelled of damp concrete, cheap detergent, and something metallic that lingered faintly in the air despite the paramedics having already cleaned most of the blood.

Each step echoed hollowly as he climbed.

On the fourth floor the apartment door remained open.

Inside, the yellow light of the hallway lamp revealed a modest apartment furnished with heavy wooden cabinets, faded carpets, and a television that still murmured quietly to an empty room where the evening news continued without caring that its viewer would never hear the rest of the broadcast.

The forensic technician stood near the kitchen table.

— Look at this.

On the table lay a single photograph.

Andrei leaned closer slowly.

The image showed the entrance of an old warehouse near the railway station, though the photograph itself had been folded several times as if someone had carried it in a pocket for weeks.

There was something else.

A handwritten message on the back.

Andrei turned it over.

The ink had bled slightly from moisture, yet the words were still legible.

“Ask Bălan.”

Victor stepped beside him.

— Bălan... as in Ion Bălan?

Andrei remained silent for several seconds.

Ion Bălan was not a man whose name appeared casually in murder scenes.

He was a businessman, a political donor, and according to half the rumors whispered through police corridors he was also the quiet architect behind several smuggling routes that crossed the Moldovan border like invisible veins carrying money instead of blood.

The kind of man who shook hands with ministers during the day and financed criminals during the night.

Andrei placed the photograph back onto the table carefully.

— Nobody outside this room mentions his name yet.

Victor frowned.

— You think Sturza was involved with him?

Andrei walked toward the living room window and stared at the rain sliding down the glass in long crooked lines that distorted the lights of the courtyard below.

For a moment he said nothing.

Then he spoke quietly.

— I think Sturza was afraid of someone.

Victor crossed his arms.

— That describes half the businessmen in this city.

Andrei turned slightly.

— Yes, but most of them don’t end up shot in their own kitchen.

The silence that followed felt heavy.

Outside the rain intensified, drumming softly against the windows like distant footsteps approaching through the dark.

Victor picked up the photograph again.

— If Bălan’s involved, this becomes complicated.

Andrei looked toward the doorway.

— It was already complicated the moment someone decided to kill him.

Victor hesitated before asking the question that had clearly been circling his thoughts.

— What if Sturza wasn’t the real target?

The idea lingered in the air.

Andrei studied the apartment once more, noticing the overturned chair near the kitchen table, the untouched glass of wine on the counter, and the faint scratch marks beside the door where someone had clearly tried to leave in a hurry.

A struggle had happened here.

Short.

Violent.

Professional.

— Whoever came here knew exactly what they were doing, Andrei said slowly.

Victor nodded.

— Which means this wasn’t random.

Andrei walked back toward the photograph.

— Nothing in this city is random anymore.

For a moment the room fell silent again except for the steady rhythm of rain against the glass and the quiet voice of the television still speaking to an empty living room.

Somewhere deep inside Andrei’s mind a memory stirred uneasily.

The name Bălan had appeared before in other investigations, always at the edges, always slipping away before anyone could grab hold of it firmly enough to drag it into the light.

Now it had appeared again.

Next to a corpse.

Andrei slipped the photograph into an evidence envelope.

— Tomorrow morning we visit Bălan.

Victor raised an eyebrow.

— You think he’ll talk?

Andrei allowed himself a dry laugh.

— No.

He looked toward the dark corridor beyond the apartment door where the stairwell descended into shadow.

— But sometimes people reveal more by refusing to speak than they do by answering questions.

The rain outside continued falling over Chișinău, soaking the quiet streets and washing the dust from old buildings whose windows hid lives that rarely crossed paths yet were somehow connected by invisible threads of debt, fear, and quiet corruption.

And somewhere in the city, though Andrei did not yet know where, another man was already waiting for the consequences of the murder that had just begun unfolding.

Because in cities like this, violence rarely ended with a single bullet.

It usually began there.
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The Man Who Owned the Night

Morning came slowly to Chișinău, rising behind a sky the color of dull steel while the last threads of night clung stubbornly to the narrow streets and crumbling courtyards where stray dogs moved cautiously between parked cars and the smell of wet asphalt still lingered from the rain that had washed through the city only hours earlier.

Inspector Andrei Moraru had slept very little.

The thin gray light that entered through the blinds of his apartment carried the quiet fatigue of a city that had seen too many restless nights, and as he stood near the kitchen window holding a cup of bitter coffee that had already grown cold in his hand, his thoughts circled slowly around the photograph they had found beside the body of Mihail Sturza.

“Ask Bălan.”

The words had stayed with him long after he left the crime scene.

Some messages appeared in investigations like accidents, careless details that meant nothing once examined properly, yet this one carried a deliberate weight that Andrei could not ignore, because whoever had written it wanted the police to look toward Ion Bălan.

The question that troubled him was simple.

Why?

Victor Rusu arrived at the police headquarters shortly after eight, shaking rainwater from his jacket as he entered the building whose yellow corridors still carried the smell of old paper, cigarette smoke, and the quiet impatience of men who had spent too many years chasing criminals who always seemed to know one step more than the law.

Andrei waited beside his desk.

Victor placed a file on the table.

— I spoke with the financial crimes department this morning, he said while removing his coat, and they confirmed what we already suspected.

Andrei leaned back slightly.

— Sturza’s accounts?

Victor nodded.

— Clean on paper, but the money moving through them is anything but clean.

He opened the folder slowly.

Inside were bank transfers, property records, and a collection of photographs taken during surveillance operations over the past year.

One photograph showed Sturza entering a black Mercedes.

Another showed him leaving a restaurant in the city center late at night.

And one image showed something else entirely.

Sturza standing beside Ion Bălan.

The two men were speaking quietly outside an office building near Stefan cel Mare Boulevard, their heads bent slightly toward each other as if they were discussing something that should never be overheard.

Victor tapped the photograph.

— That was taken four months ago.

Andrei studied the image carefully.

Bălan looked exactly as the newspapers always portrayed him: tall, composed, dressed in expensive suits that seemed too perfect for the chaotic streets of Moldova, with the calm expression of a man who believed that most problems in life could be solved by writing the correct number on a check.

Yet Andrei had seen enough powerful men to recognize the subtle tension behind that calm exterior.

Men like Bălan rarely built their empires with clean hands.

— Did Sturza work for him? Andrei asked quietly.

Victor shrugged.

— Nobody knows exactly what Sturza did for a living, which usually means he did something illegal for someone richer than himself.

Andrei stood up and walked toward the window overlooking the courtyard of the police headquarters, where two patrol officers were arguing beside their car while a cold wind dragged scraps of paper across the pavement.

— Or he knew something.

Victor considered the possibility for a moment.

— If Sturza had information about Bălan, that could explain the message we found.

Andrei nodded slowly.

— Or it could mean someone wanted us to think that.

The office door opened.

Captain Dumitru Sava stepped inside with the weary expression of a man who had been dealing with bureaucracy since sunrise.

— I hear you two are already chasing ghosts.

Victor closed the folder.

— We’re following evidence.

Sava gave a small skeptical smile.

— Evidence that leads directly to Ion Bălan, one of the most politically connected businessmen in the country.

Andrei turned from the window.

— The photograph was found beside the victim.

Sava sighed heavily.

— Which means someone wanted it to be found.

The room grew quiet.

Andrei knew Sava was not entirely wrong.

In investigations like this one, evidence often appeared exactly where someone wanted it to appear.

— What are you suggesting? Victor asked.

Sava leaned against the desk.

— I’m suggesting that you proceed carefully, because men like Bălan do not become rich by allowing police inspectors to wander freely through
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