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Chapter I – The Man in the Snow


[image: ]


The winter that year arrived in Chișinău like an old creditor who had finally grown tired of waiting, settling over the city with a stubborn, bone-deep cold that crept through the narrow streets and apartment blocks, wrapping the capital in a gray silence broken only by the distant grinding of trolleybuses and the occasional barking of dogs somewhere in the frozen courtyards between the Soviet buildings.

Inspector Andrei Munteanu stood near the iron gate of the abandoned villa and watched the policemen move slowly across the snow-covered garden, their boots leaving dark scars in the white ground, while the pale morning light struggled to break through a ceiling of low clouds that seemed unwilling to rise above the rooftops.

The house itself had once belonged to someone wealthy, perhaps a businessman from the chaotic nineties, although now it looked like a ghost of that forgotten prosperity, with broken windows staring like blind eyes and a cracked balcony that leaned toward the frozen garden as if it had grown tired of standing upright.

A young officer approached Andrei carefully, holding a cigarette that trembled slightly between his fingers despite the thick gloves.

— They found him near the fountain, sir.

Andrei did not answer immediately, because the cold air carried the smell of wet iron and frozen earth, and for a moment he had the strange feeling that the entire city was holding its breath, waiting for something unpleasant to reveal itself.

Finally he nodded and stepped through the gate.

The snow in the garden had been disturbed by many footsteps, yet the place still felt unnaturally quiet, the kind of silence that usually surrounded bad news, funerals, or long-forgotten crimes that refused to remain buried.

The fountain stood in the center of the garden, frozen solid like a sculpture of gray ice, and beside it lay the body.

Andrei slowed his pace as he approached.

The man was lying on his back, one arm twisted awkwardly under his coat while the other stretched outward as if he had tried to grab something that had already disappeared into the night.

A thin layer of snow had gathered on his shoulders and face, giving him the distant, pale look of a statue abandoned in a winter park.

The forensic technician crouched beside the body and looked up when Andrei arrived.

— No identification yet, he said quietly. Probably late thirties, maybe early forties.

Andrei studied the dead man’s face carefully.

It was the face of someone who had lived a cautious life, with narrow lips and deep lines around the eyes, yet the final expression had frozen into something close to surprise rather than fear.

— Shot? Andrei asked.

The technician shook his head slowly.

— No visible gunshot wounds.

He lifted the edge of the man’s coat.

— But there is this.

Andrei leaned closer.

A dark stain had spread across the white shirt beneath the coat, not the sharp red of fresh blood but the dull brown shade of something that had already begun to freeze.

— Knife, the technician continued, speaking with the calm voice of someone who had seen too many bodies to react anymore. Straight into the heart, very precise.

The wind moved across the garden then, carrying loose snow through the air like pale dust.

Andrei straightened slowly.

— Whoever did it knew exactly what he was doing.

The technician nodded.

— Yes.

For a few seconds neither of them spoke, because something about the scene felt wrong in a quiet, unsettling way that Andrei could not yet explain.

Then the young officer with the cigarette returned, breathing heavily after crossing the snow-covered yard.

— Sir... you should see this.

Andrei followed him toward the broken veranda of the house.

Near the wooden steps, half hidden under a thin layer of snow, there was a leather briefcase.

Andrei crouched and brushed the snow away.

The case was expensive, the kind usually carried by lawyers or businessmen who spent their days discussing contracts in warm offices rather than wandering through abandoned gardens in the middle of the night.

He opened it carefully.

Inside there were several folders, a notebook, and a single photograph.

Andrei picked up the photograph.

It showed four men standing together in what looked like a restaurant, all dressed in dark suits, smiling with the confident ease of people who believed the world belonged to them.

Andrei recognized one of them immediately.

The smile vanished from his face.

— What is it? the young officer asked quietly.

Andrei placed the photograph back into the briefcase with deliberate care.

— Trouble, he said slowly.

He looked toward the body near the frozen fountain, where the technicians continued their quiet work beneath the gray sky.

— The kind that does not end quickly.

The wind moved through the broken windows of the villa then, producing a long hollow sound that echoed across the silent garden like the distant whisper of something already beginning to unfold.

Andrei lit a cigarette and stared into the pale winter morning.

Somewhere in the city beyond those walls, someone already knew that the man in the snow had been found.

And if Andrei had learned anything during his years in the police, it was that murders like this rarely belonged to the past.

They belonged to the future.

And that future was already walking toward him through the cold streets of Chișinău.
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Chapter II – The Photograph
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The sky above Chișinău remained the dull color of unpolished steel long after the forensic van had left the abandoned villa, and Inspector Andrei Munteanu found himself standing beside the cracked window of his office at the police directorate, watching the slow snowfall drift between the heavy apartment blocks like ash from an invisible fire that had been burning somewhere beyond the horizon.

The room smelled faintly of old paper, stale tobacco, and the bitter residue of cheap coffee that had been reheated too many times, yet the quiet inside the office felt almost comforting after the hollow silence of the frozen garden where the body had been discovered earlier that morning.

Andrei placed the leather briefcase on his desk with the careful attention of a man who understood that small objects sometimes carried the weight of very large consequences.

The photograph lay beside it.

For several long seconds he studied the image again, allowing his eyes to move slowly across the four men standing in the restaurant, their expressions frozen in that confident half-smile shared by men who believed themselves immune to ordinary dangers.

The first man he did not recognize.

He appeared heavyset and broad-shouldered, with thinning hair and the expensive watch of someone accustomed to quiet power.

The second looked younger and more nervous, the kind of face that belonged to accountants or lawyers who preferred numbers to people.

The third man was the one lying beside the frozen fountain.

Andrei had no doubt about that now.

But it was the fourth man in the photograph who held his attention.

That face had appeared too often on television screens and newspaper covers to be mistaken.

Ion Bălan.

Businessman, political sponsor, unofficial power broker whose influence moved quietly through the ministries and government buildings of the country like an invisible current.

Andrei leaned back in his chair slowly.

Outside the window a trolleybus groaned along the boulevard, its electrical cables crackling faintly against the gray sky.

The door of the office opened without warning.

Inspector Victor Rusu stepped inside, bringing with him a gust of cold air and the smell of cigarette smoke.

— I heard they dragged you out of bed early this morning, Victor said while removing his coat. Something interesting?

Andrei slid the photograph across the desk without speaking.

Victor picked it up and examined it carefully, his eyes narrowing slightly as recognition settled across his face.

— That is Bălan, he said quietly.

— Yes.

Victor looked again at the other faces.

— Who is the dead one?

Andrei opened the notebook from the briefcase and turned several pages that had been filled with small, careful handwriting.

— His name was Sergiu Lupan, he said. Real estate broker, apparently successful, several properties around Chișinău and two apartments in Bucharest.

Victor whistled softly and placed the photograph back on the desk.

— That is not the kind of man who ends up stabbed in abandoned gardens without a reason.

— No, Andrei agreed.

The silence that followed was heavy but not uncomfortable, because both men had spent enough years working together to understand how investigations began, slowly and uncertainly, like a long road disappearing into fog.

Victor poured coffee from the stained metal pot on the table and handed a cup to Andrei.

— So tell me what your instinct says.

Andrei stared again at the photograph.

— My instinct says this man did not go to that villa alone.

— And?

— And whoever killed him wanted something.

Victor leaned against the edge of the desk.

— Money?

Andrei shook his head.

— No.

He tapped the photograph lightly.

— Information.

Outside the window the snow continued falling, quiet and patient, covering the city in the same indifferent white that had hidden the dead man beside the frozen fountain.

Victor rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

— You think Bălan knows about this?

Andrei lit a cigarette and watched the smoke curl slowly toward the ceiling.

— I think men like Bălan always know more than they admit.

Victor smiled without humor.

— That sounds like trouble.

— It usually is.

The office phone rang suddenly, slicing through the quiet room with the sharp insistence of bad news.

Andrei picked it up.

— Munteanu.

For several seconds he listened without speaking.

The expression on his face changed almost imperceptibly.

When he finally placed the receiver back on the table, Victor had already noticed.

— Something else happened, he said.

Andrei nodded slowly.

— Another body.

Victor frowned.

— Connected?

Andrei walked toward the window and looked down at the gray street below, where the headlights of passing cars glowed faintly through the falling snow.

— The call came from a hotel near the railway station.

— And?

Andrei turned back toward him.

— The dead man worked for Ion Bălan.

Victor let out a long breath.

For a moment neither of them spoke, because the meaning of that simple fact was already spreading through the room like a shadow.

Finally Victor broke the silence.

— That cannot be a coincidence.

— No, Andrei agreed quietly.

The wind outside rose suddenly, pushing loose snow against the glass.

Andrei crushed the cigarette in the ashtray and reached for his coat.

— Come on.

Victor picked up the photograph again and slipped it into his pocket.

— Where are we going?

Andrei opened the office door.

— To the hotel.

Victor followed him into the dim corridor of the police building.

Behind them the empty office remained silent, the forgotten smell of tobacco lingering in the air like a memory that had not yet realized it belonged to the past.

Outside, the long winter night of Chișinău was already beginning to gather in the streets.

And somewhere in that growing darkness, someone had just made their second move.
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