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Chapter I

The City Beneath the Fog
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Night settled over Chișinău with a slow and reluctant heaviness, as though the sky itself hesitated before pressing its full weight upon the city, while the weak yellow light of aging streetlamps trembled over the wet asphalt and spread across shallow puddles left behind by a long afternoon rain that still dripped from rusted gutters and crooked balconies.

A thin wind moved along the narrow streets, dragging dead leaves across the pavement and stirring the brittle branches of trees that lined the boulevard, while the faint smell of diesel fumes, damp earth, and distant tobacco smoke floated through the cold evening air like a quiet reminder that the city never truly slept, even when it seemed deserted.

Inspector Victor Lupan walked slowly along the sidewalk, his hands buried deep inside the pockets of his dark overcoat, his shoulders slightly hunched against the creeping chill that rose from the ground and slipped beneath the fabric of his clothes with patient determination.

His footsteps echoed softly in the empty street, producing a dull rhythm that blended with the whisper of the wind and the distant hum of traffic somewhere far beyond the silent blocks of gray apartment buildings that stood like tired sentinels from another era.

Victor had the weary face of a man who had spent too many years studying the darker corners of human nature, and beneath his tired eyes lay thin shadows that had long ago become permanent residents of his expression.

The city felt strangely quiet that evening.

It was not the peaceful silence of a resting town.

It was a heavier silence, a silence that seemed to conceal something unfinished, as though the darkness itself carried the weight of a secret waiting to surface.

Victor stopped beside a parked car whose metal surface reflected the trembling glow of a nearby lamp, and with slow deliberate movement he pulled a cigarette from a worn packet before lighting it with a small metal lighter that clicked sharply in the still air.

The brief flame illuminated the lines of his face for a moment, revealing the faint scars of fatigue that time and experience had carved there with quiet persistence.

He inhaled deeply and released the smoke in a slow stream that drifted upward before dissolving into the cold night.

Across the street stood an aging Soviet apartment block, its cracked facade stained by decades of rain and winter frost, while a handful of windows glowed faintly behind thin curtains that swayed slightly with the movement of air inside the building.

Somewhere above, a radio played a low melancholy melody that seeped through an open window and dissolved into the street like a ghost of another life.

Victor was halfway through his cigarette when his phone vibrated inside the pocket of his coat.

He took it out slowly and glanced at the screen before answering.

— Yes.

For a moment there was only the faint static of the connection.

Then a familiar voice spoke with hurried breath.

— Lupan, where are you?

Victor recognized the voice immediately.

It belonged to Sergiu Muntean, one of the younger investigators from the Criminal Division, a capable officer who still carried that dangerous belief that truth and justice were things that always arrived together.

Victor exhaled smoke slowly.

— Near the center, he said calmly. What happened?

There was a brief pause, and when Sergiu spoke again his voice had lowered slightly.

— We have a body.

Victor did not react.

The word no longer had the power to surprise him.

— Where?

— At the edge of Valea Morilor Park, Sergiu replied. A security guard found him while walking his dog.

Victor dropped the cigarette to the pavement and crushed it beneath his shoe with quiet precision.

— Do we know who he is?

— Not yet.

Another pause followed, longer this time.

— But you should come see this.

Victor lifted his gaze toward the dark sky where thick clouds swallowed what little light the moon might have offered.

For a moment he felt that familiar sensation that often appeared before the beginning of a difficult case, a cold mixture of intuition, weariness, and reluctant curiosity.

— I’m on my way, he said.

He ended the call and walked toward his car.

The engine of the old Škoda started with a rough metallic cough before settling into a steady vibration, and the headlights carved two pale corridors through the darkness as he guided the vehicle through the quiet streets that led toward the park.

The city seemed almost abandoned at that hour.

Traffic lights changed their colors for empty intersections, performing their silent mechanical duties for no one in particular, while stray dogs moved through the shadows like restless spirits searching for warmth.

When Victor approached Valea Morilor, the darkness ahead was broken by flashing blue police lights that flickered through the bare branches of trees.

Several patrol cars stood along the roadside, their engines idling quietly.

The area had already been sealed off with yellow tape that moved slightly in the wind.

Victor stepped out of the car and immediately smelled the damp scent of wet soil and fallen leaves that rose from the park, mixed with the faint metallic odor that every investigator learned to recognize sooner or later.

Sergiu noticed him approaching and walked over, keeping his hands in the pockets of his jacket.

The younger man looked pale beneath the harsh lights.

— I thought you might take longer, Sergiu said.

Victor studied his expression briefly.

— What do we have?

Sergiu hesitated before gesturing toward a narrow path that descended between the trees.

— This way.

They walked slowly along the dim pathway, while the beams of several flashlights moved restlessly among the branches and patches of wet grass.

The body lay near an old wooden bench that faced the dark surface of the lake.

Victor stopped several steps away and observed the scene without speaking.

The man was lying on his back, his arms slightly spread, his eyes wide open as though frozen in the final moment of surprise.

A dark stain had spread across the front of his white shirt, soaking the fabric with a heavy black shade under the lantern light.

Victor knelt beside the body and studied the face carefully.

The victim appeared to be around fifty years old, well dressed, with neatly combed gray hair and the composed features of someone who had once carried authority in his posture.

Victor slowly lifted his gaze toward Sergiu.

— Wallet?

— Inside his coat.

Victor reached into the inner pocket and retrieved a leather wallet before opening it beneath the beam of a flashlight.

Inside was an identification card.

The name forced him to pause.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Andrei Balan.
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For a brief moment Victor remained perfectly still.

Sergiu noticed the reaction immediately.

— You know him?

Victor closed the wallet slowly.

Around them the wind moved through the trees, and the surface of the lake reflected the trembling police lights like scattered fragments of broken glass.

— Yes, Victor said quietly.

He paused for a moment before adding in a low voice.

— And that means this case will be much uglier than it looks.

Somewhere in the distance, the long wail of an ambulance siren drifted across the sleeping city.

Above the dark waters of Valea Morilor, the fog began to gather again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter II

The Man Beside the Lake
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The fog moved slowly over the surface of Valea Morilor like a pale animal creeping across dark water, stretching its thin fingers between the trees and over the narrow gravel paths where the damp ground carried the faint scent of mud and rotting leaves.

Inspector Victor Lupan remained crouched beside the body for several silent moments, studying the lifeless face of the man as if the answer to the entire case might reveal itself through careful observation alone, while the beam of a flashlight trembled slightly in the hand of a young patrol officer standing nearby.

The dead man’s expression held a strange quality that Victor had learned to recognize after many years of work in homicide investigation.

It was not simple fear.

It was the abrupt confusion of a person who had suddenly realized that something was terribly wrong, though the realization had arrived too late to change the outcome.

Victor leaned slightly closer and examined the wound.

The bullet had entered just below the collarbone on the left side of the chest, the dark blood spreading through the white fabric of the shirt like ink dissolving through paper.

The shot had been precise.

Clean.

Efficient.

Whoever had fired the weapon had either possessed steady hands or a great deal of experience.

Behind him, Sergiu shifted his weight and glanced nervously toward the dark water of the lake, where the faint ripples caught the reflection of police lights in broken fragments.

— The guard heard nothing, Sergiu said quietly, as if the silence of the park demanded a lower voice. No gunshot, no shouting, nothing unusual.

Victor remained still.

— A suppressor, he murmured.

Sergiu nodded.

— That was my thought as well.

Victor rose slowly to his feet and brushed a small patch of damp soil from the knee of his trousers, then looked around the scene with the calm patience of someone who understood that small details often revealed more truth than dramatic discoveries.

The bench beside the body was old and slightly crooked, its wooden slats darkened by years of rain and winter frost, while a thin layer of fallen leaves had gathered beneath it in quiet accumulation.

Victor moved closer to the bench and examined the ground.

Two sets of footprints marked the wet gravel.

One set clearly belonged to the victim.

The second set, deeper and more irregular, suggested someone heavier.

Someone who had waited.

Victor straightened slowly.

— He didn’t run, he said after a moment.

Sergiu frowned slightly.

— What do you mean?

Victor gestured toward the ground.

— No signs of struggle, no scattered gravel, no dragged footprints.

He paused and looked back toward the body.

— Whoever killed him was standing close enough for conversation.

A light wind moved through the trees, stirring the branches and producing a dry whisper that traveled through the darkness like distant voices.

Sergiu rubbed the back of his neck uneasily.

— So he knew the killer.

Victor did not answer immediately.

Instead he walked a few steps toward the lake and stood there, looking across the black surface of the water where the fog slowly thickened into pale drifting shapes.

Somewhere across the park a dog barked once and then fell silent.

The city beyond the trees seemed very far away.

Victor spoke without turning.

— Andrei Balan was not the kind of man who walked alone in parks after midnight.

Sergiu stepped closer.

— Who was he exactly?

Victor slipped his hands back into the pockets of his coat.

— Ten years ago he worked in the Ministry of Infrastructure.

Sergiu raised an eyebrow.

— A bureaucrat?

Victor gave a faint, humorless smile.

— Officially.

He turned and looked again at the body lying near the bench.

— Unofficially he was a man who knew how money moved through this country.

Sergiu’s expression slowly changed as the implication settled in.

— Corruption?

Victor shrugged slightly.

— Contracts, construction permits, land deals, privatizations that somehow benefited very specific people.

The younger investigator whistled softly through his teeth.

— That sounds like a long list of enemies.

Victor looked toward the dim skyline of the city where the lights of distant apartment blocks glowed through the fog.

— In this country, he said quietly, that description fits half the government and the other half of the businessmen who fund them.

For a moment neither man spoke.

A forensic technician approached carefully from behind them, carrying a small evidence bag and a notebook.

— Inspector, the technician said respectfully, we found this near the bench.

Victor turned.

Inside the clear plastic bag lay a small object.

A cigarette butt.

Victor studied it for a moment.

— Was the victim a smoker?

Sergiu shook his head.

— The guard said he never saw him smoke before.

Victor accepted the bag and held it up toward the flashlight beam.

The cigarette was foreign.

Not a cheap local brand.

The filter carried a thin golden ring near its base.

Victor recognized it immediately.

A brand almost impossible to find in Moldova unless someone had connections abroad.

He exhaled slowly.

— Interesting.

Sergiu leaned closer.

— You know the brand?

Victor nodded.

— French.

Sergiu frowned.

— That seems... expensive for a random killer.

Victor handed the bag back to the technician.

— Send it for prints anyway.

The technician nodded and stepped away.

For a few seconds the wind rustled through the trees again, carrying the smell of damp earth and lake water across the quiet crime scene.

Sergiu spoke again.

— Do you think this was a professional hit?

Victor looked down at the dead man once more.

The position of the body.

The precise shot.

The lack of panic.

The quiet location chosen with care.

All of it suggested patience.

Preparation.

And someone who had no intention of being caught.

Victor finally answered.

— If it wasn’t professional, he said slowly, then it was done by someone who wanted it to look that way.

Sergiu studied the body again, his earlier confidence now replaced with a growing unease.

— And which option do you think is worse?

Victor looked toward the fog drifting across the lake.

His voice was calm, but something colder moved beneath it.

— The second one.

Another silence passed between them.

Then Victor added quietly:

— Because professionals kill for money.

He glanced again at the pale face of Andrei Balan.

— But amateurs usually kill for something much more dangerous.

Sergiu waited.

Victor finished the thought in a low voice.

— Personal reasons.

The fog thickened slowly around the park as the investigation continued beneath the cold lights of the police cars.

And somewhere in the sleeping city beyond the trees, someone already knew that the investigation had begun.
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Chapter III

A Name That Opens Doors
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The night deepened over Chișinău as the investigation continued beside the lake, while the fog slowly thickened among the trees and wrapped the park in a pale shifting veil that muffled sound and softened the harsh beams of the police lanterns.

Inspector Victor Lupan stood near the edge of the path with his coat collar turned up against the cold wind that drifted across the water, watching the quiet activity of the forensic team with the detached patience of a man who understood that the first hours of an investigation were often the most fragile.

Evidence could appear suddenly.

Or disappear forever.

A pair of technicians carefully lifted the body onto a stretcher while a photographer took the final pictures of the scene, the sharp flashes of light briefly illuminating the wet gravel path, the crooked wooden bench, and the silent lake behind them.

Sergiu Muntean approached slowly, holding a small notebook in his hand.

His brow was furrowed with concentration.

— The guard gave his statement, Sergiu said quietly, glancing down at the notes before speaking again. He walks his dog every night around the same time, usually along the southern path near the lake.

Victor nodded slightly.

— What did he see?

— Nothing unusual until the dog started barking near the bench, Sergiu continued, flipping one page in the notebook. He thought someone had fallen asleep there, but when he got closer he realized the man wasn’t breathing.

Victor looked toward the bench again, now empty except for the faint outline of disturbed gravel.

— What time?

— Around eleven forty.

Victor checked his watch.

It was almost two in the morning.

The city beyond the park remained quiet, its distant lights glowing faintly through the fog like dim stars trapped beneath low clouds.

— Anyone else in the park?

Sergiu shook his head.

— The guard didn’t see anyone leaving, and none of the nearby cameras caught movement on the main entrances.

Victor’s eyes narrowed slightly.

— Cameras rarely see what matters.

Sergiu closed the notebook and slipped it into his pocket.

— There is something else.

Victor glanced at him.

— Go on.

The younger investigator hesitated briefly, then spoke in a more careful tone.

— The victim’s phone.

Victor’s attention sharpened immediately.

— Where is it?

— Missing.

For a moment the wind moved through the branches above them, producing a dry whisper that echoed faintly across the park.

Victor stared toward the lake without speaking.

Then he nodded once, slowly.

— Of course it is.

Sergiu shifted slightly.

— That suggests robbery.

Victor turned his head and looked at him with calm skepticism.

— Does it?

Sergiu frowned.

— Well, someone could have taken the phone to sell it.

Victor gave a faint, almost tired smile.

— Sergiu, a man who robs people in the dark does not bring a suppressed firearm and shoot them with surgical precision.

The younger investigator sighed.

— When you say it like that, it sounds less like robbery.

Victor walked slowly back toward the bench and studied the ground again, scanning the wet gravel as if expecting some overlooked detail to reveal itself beneath the scattered leaves.

— The phone was removed because it contained something, he said after a moment.

— Messages?

Victor shrugged slightly.

— Messages, contacts, photographs.

He paused.

— Secrets.

Sergiu crossed his arms and stared toward the dark trees.

— So whoever killed him knew exactly what they were looking for.

Victor nodded.

— Which means this meeting was planned.

The younger investigator looked toward the lake again.

— Then why meet here?

Victor followed his gaze.

The water was dark and silent beneath the fog, while the distant lamps around the park formed blurred halos in the mist.

— Because parks are quiet, Victor replied. Because people believe they are safe in open spaces. Because darkness hides mistakes.

He paused before adding quietly:

— And because the killer wanted privacy.

Behind them the ambulance doors closed with a heavy metallic sound as the stretcher carrying Andrei Balan disappeared into the vehicle.

For a moment the flashing blue lights reflected across the fog and the water like shattered glass.

Sergiu spoke again.

— I ran his name through the internal database while waiting for you.

Victor raised an eyebrow slightly.

— And?

— You were right about his connections.

Sergiu stepped closer and lowered his voice instinctively, though no one stood near enough to hear them.

— Balan resigned from the ministry eight years ago, but after that he started several consulting companies.

Victor’s eyes remained fixed on the distant city lights.

— Let me guess.

Sergiu gave a dry smile.

— All of them involved infrastructure projects.

Victor exhaled slowly.

— Roads.

— Bridges.

— Public contracts.

Sergiu nodded.

— Millions of euros moving through shell companies.

Victor rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

— And yet somehow he ends up alone in a park with a bullet in his chest.

The younger investigator watched the ambulance slowly pull away along the road.

— That kind of money attracts dangerous people.

Victor shook his head slowly.

— No.

Sergiu looked puzzled.

— No?

Victor gestured toward the empty bench.

— Money attracts greedy people.

His voice became quieter.

— Murder attracts something else.

Sergiu waited.

Victor’s eyes moved slowly across the dark park, as if searching the fog for someone who might still be watching.

— Fear, he said at last.

The wind carried a faint metallic creak from the branches overhead.

Somewhere beyond the trees, a car passed along the distant boulevard.

Sergiu spoke again after a moment.

— So where do we start?

Victor slipped his hands back into his coat pockets.

— Tomorrow morning we visit his office.

— You think we’ll find something there?

Victor gave a faint, humorless smile.

— A man like Balan always leaves something behind.

Sergiu looked at the dark lake again.

— And if the killer already took whatever mattered?

Victor turned and began walking toward the police cars.

His footsteps were slow and steady against the wet gravel.

— Then we find the person who was afraid of that phone.

Sergiu followed him through the fog.

— And if that person is powerful?

Victor opened
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