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Chapter I — The Man Who Watched the Rain
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On a damp November evening, when the rain descended upon the city with a patient and almost mournful persistence, and the yellow streetlights stretched themselves across the wet pavement like trembling reflections of some uneasy dream, the city of Chișinău seemed to breathe slowly and heavily, as if it were an exhausted organism whose veins had long been filled with secrets that no one any longer tried to conceal.

Strada Ismail lay nearly deserted at that late hour, and the rain had turned the sidewalks into slick surfaces upon which the occasional footsteps of a passerby echoed briefly and sharply, like cautious knocks upon a door that had not been opened for many years.

On the third floor of an aging Soviet-era apartment block, where the window frames had begun to shed their peeling paint in thin curling strips and where the smell of damp plaster mingled with the faint, bitter scent of old coffee, a man stood near the window and watched the rain without blinking.

His name was Victor Rusu, and in that quiet hour he could not shake the uncomfortable sensation that the city itself was watching him back.

Victor held a cigarette between his fingers, though it had almost burned down to the filter, and the smoke rose slowly through the dim room in fragile spirals that faded before they could reach the cracked ceiling above him.

The apartment around him was small and sparsely furnished, and the silence inside it possessed a suffocating quality, as if the walls had absorbed years of whispered conversations and now guarded them with stubborn loyalty.

On a narrow table near the wall stood a half-empty bottle of vodka, a cloudy glass, and a thin paper folder held shut by an old elastic band that had begun to lose its strength.

Victor had not touched the glass for nearly an hour, which was unusual for him, yet that evening his thoughts circled restlessly around a single object that refused to leave his mind.

The folder.

He reached for it slowly, almost cautiously, and slid the elastic aside before opening the worn cardboard cover.

Inside were photographs.

There were only three of them.

The first photograph showed a man lying on the asphalt of a dimly lit parking lot, his body twisted at an unnatural angle while a dark stain spread beneath his head like a liquid shadow slowly claiming the ground.

The second photograph had been taken closer, and the man’s face was turned toward the camera with disturbing clarity, his eyes open and empty in a way that suggested they had been staring at nothing for quite some time.

Victor studied the image with a thoughtful stillness, though his expression revealed almost nothing.

Then he lifted the third photograph.

This one was different.

In the pale glow of the desk lamp, the image revealed a woman standing beside a black sedan, her posture relaxed and almost elegant, as if the photograph had been captured during an ordinary evening that held no particular significance.

Yet something about her gaze unsettled him.

The woman was looking directly toward the camera, and although her expression appeared calm, there was a quiet calculation in her eyes that produced a faint and unwelcome chill along Victor’s spine.

He did not know her name.

He did not know why her photograph had been placed in the file.

But he had the distinct feeling that the answer to both questions would eventually cost someone their life.

At that moment the phone on the table vibrated softly.

The sound was subtle, yet within the heavy stillness of the apartment it seemed strangely loud.

Victor watched the device for several seconds without moving, then he reached for it and answered with a voice that carried no hint of surprise.

— Yes.

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

Then a voice spoke.

It was low, controlled, and slightly hurried, as though the person on the other end of the line was speaking from somewhere he should not have been.

— Victor Rusu, listen carefully and do not waste time asking unnecessary questions.

Victor’s brow tightened slightly.

— That depends on who is calling.

A short silence stretched between them.

— Who I am is irrelevant, the voice replied calmly, but if you still have the folder that arrived this afternoon, there is a very real possibility that you will not live long enough to see tomorrow’s rain.

Victor allowed himself a faint smile that carried no warmth.

— Anonymous threats rarely impress me.

— It is not a threat.

The voice became colder.

— It is a warning.

Victor’s gaze drifted back toward the photograph of the woman.

— And if I ignore it?

For a few seconds the only sound in the phone was breathing, steady and deliberate.

— Then you have already made the first mistake in what will be a very short sequence.

The line went dead.

The apartment fell silent again while the rain continued to fall against the windows with the same patient rhythm that had wrapped the city in its gray embrace.

Victor lowered the phone slowly and placed it on the table beside the photographs.

His eyes settled once more upon the image of the woman.

For a long moment he said nothing.

Then he spoke quietly, almost to himself.

— Who are you?

Outside, a car passed along the wet street, and its headlights slid across the walls of the apartment like pale ghosts before disappearing into the darkness beyond the intersection.

Victor remained by the window, listening to the rain.

He did not yet realize something simple and inevitable.

Somewhere in the city that night, someone was watching his building.

And that person already knew exactly where he lived.
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Chapter II — The Woman From the Photograph
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The rain did not stop during the night, and by the time the gray morning light began to seep slowly between the buildings of Chișinău, the streets looked like narrow rivers of dull silver reflecting the tired sky above them.

Victor Rusu had not slept.

He remained in the same chair near the window, where the air smelled faintly of stale smoke and damp plaster, and the quiet ticking of an old kitchen clock seemed louder than it should have been in such a small apartment.

The folder still lay open on the table.

The photograph of the woman rested beside it, illuminated by the thin, pale light of dawn that crept cautiously into the room.

Victor studied the image again, though he already knew every small detail of it with an unsettling clarity.

The woman appeared to be in her early thirties, perhaps slightly younger, though there was a certain calm hardness in her eyes that suggested she had lived long enough to stop believing in coincidences.

Her dark hair fell loosely around her shoulders, and the faint outline of a half-smile rested on her lips, the kind of expression people wore when they were aware of something others could not yet see.

Victor leaned back slowly and rubbed his tired eyes.

— Whoever you are, he murmured quietly, you have already made my life unnecessarily complicated.

He stood up at last and crossed the room toward the kitchen corner, where a small electric kettle sat beside the sink like a forgotten appliance from another decade.

While the water heated, he glanced once more toward the window.

Outside, the morning traffic had begun to move cautiously through the wet streets, and buses groaned slowly along their routes while pedestrians hurried along the sidewalks with their collars raised against the cold rain.

For most of the city, it was an ordinary morning.

For Victor, it was the beginning of something that had already started to unfold long before he understood the rules.

The kettle clicked.

He poured the hot water into a chipped mug and stirred the instant coffee slowly, watching the dark liquid swirl like a storm trapped inside porcelain.

At that moment, someone knocked on the door.

The sound was firm but not aggressive.

Victor froze.

The apartment had become so quiet during the night that even the smallest disturbance felt significant, and the knock echoed through the hallway with a deliberate patience that suggested the visitor was in no hurry.

Another knock followed.

Victor set the mug down carefully and walked toward the door.

He did not ask who it was.

Instead, he glanced briefly through the narrow peephole.

For a moment his mind refused to process what he was seeing.

The woman from the photograph stood in the hallway.

She wore a dark coat that glistened faintly with rain, and several strands of wet hair clung to her cheek while she waited calmly, her expression composed in a way that felt almost rehearsed.

Victor opened the door slowly.

For a few seconds they simply looked at each other.

Then she spoke.

— Victor Rusu, I presume.

Her voice was low and steady, and there was no hesitation in the way she pronounced his name.

Victor leaned slightly against the doorframe, studying her with cautious curiosity.

— That depends on who is asking.

The woman smiled faintly, though the gesture carried more calculation than warmth.

— My name is Elena Mardari, she said calmly, and if you are holding a folder that arrived yesterday afternoon, then I am afraid we have a problem that concerns both of us.

Victor’s eyes narrowed.

— That is an interesting way to introduce yourself.

She tilted her head slightly.

— May I come in?

Victor hesitated for several seconds while the rain dripped quietly from the edge of her coat onto the cracked floor of the hallway.

— You arrived very quickly for someone who supposedly does not know me, he said slowly.

— I know more about you than you think.

— That is rarely good news.

The woman looked past him into the dim apartment.

— I promise that what I have to tell you will make the situation far worse than it already is.

Victor considered this statement with visible skepticism.

— In that case, you might as well come inside.

He stepped aside.

Elena entered the apartment with unhurried confidence, glancing briefly around the room as though measuring the space.

Her gaze eventually stopped at the table.

At the photograph.

For the first time, a subtle change appeared in her expression.

Victor noticed it immediately.

— Interesting reaction, he said quietly.

Elena walked closer to the table and lifted the photograph.

— I was wondering how long it would take for this to reach you.

Victor folded his arms.

— You sound as if it was inevitable.

— It was.

She placed the photograph back on the table and looked at him.

Her eyes were darker than they had seemed in the picture.

— Victor, the man in the first photograph was killed three nights ago near the industrial district.

Victor’s expression remained neutral.

— I assumed as much.

— His name was Andrei Balan.

Victor said nothing.

Elena continued.

— He was supposed to meet someone that night.

— Let me guess, Victor replied slowly, that someone was you.

Elena watched him carefully.

— No.

She paused.

— That someone was you.

The room became very quiet.

Somewhere in the building, water pipes rattled briefly behind the walls.

Victor frowned.

— I have never heard that name before.

— That may be true.

Elena stepped closer.

— Unfortunately, someone wanted the police to believe otherwise.

Victor’s eyes hardened.

— And you know this how?

Elena met his gaze without blinking.

— Because I was there when he died.

Victor stared at her.

— That is a very dangerous sentence to say inside a stranger’s apartment.

— I know.

Another pause stretched between them, heavy with unspoken possibilities.

Victor finally spoke.

— Did you kill him?

Elena exhaled slowly and turned toward the window where the rain continued to fall over the gray city.

— No.

Her voice softened slightly.

— But someone wanted it to look like I did.

Victor looked again at the photographs on the table.

Something about the entire situation felt carefully arranged, like the opening moves of a complicated game where neither player yet understood the full shape of the board.

— Let me guess, he said quietly.

He tapped the folder with one finger.

— Whoever sent this wants me involved.

Elena nodded slowly.

— Yes.

Victor’s mouth curved into a thin smile.

— Then we should probably assume that whoever arranged this conversation is watching us right now.

Elena turned toward him again.

— They are.

Victor raised an eyebrow.

— You sound very certain.

She walked toward the door and glanced briefly down the hallway.

Then she looked back at him.

— Because when I entered the building, there was a black car parked across the street.

Victor felt a slow tightening in his chest.

— And?

Elena’s voice dropped to a whisper.

— And the same car followed me here from the police station.

Victor moved to the window and carefully pulled the curtain aside just enough to see the street below.

Through the steady rain, a black sedan stood parked beneath a flickering streetlamp.

Inside the car, someone was sitting very still.

Watching the building.

Victor let the curtain fall.

For the first time since the night before, a genuine tension appeared in his voice.

— Elena.

She looked at him.

— Yes?

Victor’s expression had grown darker.

— I think whoever sent that folder never intended for either of us to stay alive very long.

Outside, the engine of the black car started quietly.

And the game, which had begun in silence, finally began to move.
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Chapter III — The Car in the Rain
[image: ]


The engine of the black sedan hummed quietly beneath the flickering streetlamp, and through the rain-blurred window of the apartment Victor Rusu could see only the vague silhouette of the person sitting behind the steering wheel, a still and patient shadow that seemed to belong more to the darkness than to the car itself.

For several seconds he remained motionless beside the curtain, listening to the steady rhythm of rain striking the glass while the distant sound of morning traffic drifted through the narrow streets of Chișinău like a restless current of metal and engines.

Behind him, Elena Mardari stood near the table where the photographs were scattered, her posture tense though her face retained the calm composure of someone who had already accepted that the situation had crossed a point from which it could not easily return.

Victor let the curtain fall slowly.

— The car is still there, he said quietly.

Elena did not look surprised.

— I expected that.

Victor turned toward her and studied her expression carefully, noticing how her fingers rested lightly on the edge of the table, though the subtle stiffness in her shoulders betrayed a tension she was trying not to show.

— You walked straight into my apartment while being followed, he said after a moment, his voice measured and skeptical, which means either you are extremely careless or you wanted them to see where you were going.

Elena lifted her gaze toward him, and for a brief second something sharper appeared behind
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