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The rain had begun sometime after midnight, falling over the sleeping city with the slow, patient rhythm of something inevitable, and the narrow streets of Chișinău, empty except for the occasional trembling reflection of streetlights in shallow puddles, seemed to breathe a damp silence that pressed itself against the windows of old apartment blocks and abandoned storefronts alike.

Inspector Adrian Luca stood beneath the rusted metal awning of a closed kiosk, smoking the last cigarette from a crumpled pack that had been in his coat pocket since the previous evening, while the thin smoke curled upward into the wet darkness like a reluctant confession that nobody intended to hear.

Across the boulevard, beyond a line of skeletal trees stripped bare by the late autumn wind, the dull yellow lights of a police car illuminated a patch of asphalt where something had happened, although from where he stood it was impossible to see the body itself, which had been carefully hidden from public view by two uniformed officers holding a gray tarp that fluttered in the wind like a wounded bird.

Adrian watched the scene without moving, feeling the familiar heaviness settle inside his chest, that slow accumulation of fatigue and quiet dread that years of police work had etched into his bones with a patience no surgeon could ever undo.

He flicked the cigarette into the rain and stepped off the curb.

Water seeped instantly through the worn leather of his shoes as he crossed the street, the wind pushing against his coat while distant traffic murmured somewhere beyond the silent blocks, reminding him that the rest of the city continued to exist even when tragedy quietly unfolded in forgotten corners.

One of the officers noticed him approaching and lifted the edge of the tarp.

"Inspector Luca," the young man said with a stiff nod, clearly relieved that someone with authority had finally arrived.

Adrian crouched beside the body without answering immediately.

The dead man lay half-turned on the wet pavement, his face pale beneath the sodium light, with one hand frozen in an awkward position as though he had attempted to grasp something invisible in the final seconds before death closed around him like a tightening fist.

Rainwater collected in the folds of his dark coat, dripping slowly onto the ground with the steady rhythm of a broken clock.

Adrian studied the man's face with careful attention, letting his gaze travel across the sharp cheekbones, the faint bruise near the jaw, and the thin trail of blood that had dried along the side of the neck before the rain had begun to wash it away.

"What do we know so far," he asked quietly.

The officer shifted his weight and glanced toward the patrol car.

"Local resident called it in about forty minutes ago," he replied while rubbing his hands together against the cold, "said he heard shouting somewhere near the park entrance and then saw someone run across the street."

"Did he see the face?"

The officer shook his head.

"No, sir. Only a shadow and a coat, maybe dark colored."

Adrian exhaled slowly and turned his attention back to the dead man.

The victim looked to be somewhere in his late forties, perhaps a businessman or a bureaucrat judging by the quality of his coat and the carefully trimmed beard that suggested a man who cared about appearances even during the dull routines of everyday life.

Yet something about the posture of the body unsettled him.

It was not simply death that disturbed the scene, because Adrian had seen enough corpses during his career to understand the many shapes mortality could take, but rather the subtle tension in the man's shoulders and fingers, which seemed to suggest that the final moment had not been sudden or simple.

It had been personal.

"Wallet?" Adrian asked.

The officer handed it over.

Inside were several credit cards, a modest amount of cash, and an identification card that had already begun to soften from the rain.

Adrian held it beneath the light.

The name printed there was Victor Sârbu, a name that stirred something faint in the back of his memory, like a half-forgotten melody heard years ago in a distant café.

He could not immediately place it, yet the feeling remained.

A gust of wind swept across the boulevard, carrying with it the damp smell of wet leaves and distant smoke from somewhere in the city.

Adrian slipped the wallet back into the victim’s coat pocket and slowly rose to his feet.

"Cause of death?" he asked.

"Looks like a knife wound," the officer replied, pointing toward the side of the neck where the rain had diluted the blood into a thin reddish stain. "But the forensic team hasn't confirmed anything yet."

Adrian nodded without speaking.

Beyond the police lights the city seemed to watch them silently, its old Soviet buildings looming in the darkness like indifferent witnesses that had seen too many crimes to care about one more.

He glanced toward the park entrance, where the branches of tall chestnut trees swayed slowly in the wind, their shadows sliding across the pavement in restless patterns.

Somewhere inside that darkness someone had run away.

Someone who had left a dead man behind.

Adrian felt the first faint stirrings of something deeper than routine police procedure, that quiet instinct which occasionally surfaced when a case promised to lead somewhere darker than expected.

He turned toward the officer again.

"Did the witness mention which direction the runner went?"

The young policeman hesitated for a moment before answering.

"He said the man disappeared toward the river road."

Adrian followed the line of the street with his eyes, imagining the narrow road that curved downward through older neighborhoods before reaching the black waters of the Bîc River, where factories, warehouses, and forgotten lots created a landscape perfectly suited for things that preferred to remain unseen.

The rain intensified.

For a long moment Adrian said nothing at all.

Then he finally spoke in a low voice.

"Seal off the park and wake the forensic team again if you have to," he said while pulling his coat tighter around his shoulders. "Something about this night feels wrong, and I would prefer not to discover tomorrow that we overlooked the one detail that mattered."

The officer nodded quickly.

As Adrian stepped back from the scene, he felt the weight of the city pressing down upon him once more, that immense collection of silent apartments and dimly lit stairwells where countless lives unfolded behind closed doors, each one carrying secrets that might one day emerge into the cold light of a police investigation.

Behind him the tarp shifted in the wind.

Victor Sârbu lay motionless beneath it, already beginning the slow transformation from man to evidence.

And somewhere beyond the dark trees of the park, the person who had ended his life was still walking through the rain.

Unseen.

Unheard.

And perhaps, Adrian thought with a growing unease, not nearly as far away as everyone hoped.

Chapter II — A Man Who Had Too Many Enemies

Morning arrived over Chișinău with a dull gray light that crept slowly between the concrete apartment towers like a tired intruder who no longer expected to be welcomed, while the rain from the previous night had settled into a cold mist that clung stubbornly to the streets and turned every surface into something damp, reflective, and faintly melancholy.

Inspector Adrian Luca had slept barely three hours.

The inside of the police station smelled of cheap coffee, old paper, and wet coats that had been hung over radiators in a hopeless attempt to dry them before the next shift began, while somewhere down the corridor a malfunctioning fluorescent lamp flickered with an irregular rhythm that irritated everyone except the janitor who had stopped noticing it years ago.

Adrian sat at his desk with the case file open before him, although in truth there was very little to read.

A single photograph of Victor Sârbu’s body lay on top of the folder, the pale face frozen in that strange expression which had disturbed Adrian during the night, as though the dead man had recognized his killer in the final instant and had not quite believed what he was seeing.

Across from him, Sergeant Mihai Rotaru leaned against the edge of the desk while slowly stirring sugar into a plastic cup of coffee.

Rotaru was a large man with the heavy shoulders of someone who had once worked construction before joining the police, and although his face carried the calm expression of a patient observer, his eyes possessed the alert sharpness of a man who had survived enough difficult situations to understand how quickly a routine investigation could collapse into chaos.

"So," Rotaru said after a long silence, "you recognized the name."

Adrian lifted his gaze from the photograph.

"Not immediately," he replied while rubbing a hand across his unshaven jaw, "but it returned to me sometime around four in the morning while I was lying awake and listening to the rain hit the windows."

Rotaru raised one eyebrow with mild curiosity.

"And?"

Adrian leaned back in his chair and stared toward the ceiling for a moment before answering.

"Victor Sârbu used to work at the Ministry of Infrastructure," he said slowly, as though reconstructing a memory piece by piece. "Mid-level administrator, nothing spectacular on paper, but he handled contracts for several large construction projects along the southern highway corridor."

Rotaru let out a low whistle.

"Government contracts always bring interesting friends."

"Or dangerous ones," Adrian replied quietly.

A moment of silence settled between them, broken only by the faint humming of the old building's heating system.

Rotaru placed the coffee cup down on the desk.

"There's something else," he said.

Adrian watched him carefully.

"What."

Rotaru opened a small notebook and flipped through several pages before stopping at a particular entry.

"The forensic team finished their preliminary report early this morning," he explained while running a thick finger along the line of text. "Single stab wound to the neck, extremely precise, severed the carotid artery almost instantly."

Adrian frowned slightly.

"Professional?"

Rotaru shrugged.

"Either professional or someone very calm under pressure."

Adrian leaned forward again, studying the photograph.

A precise strike to the neck required control, timing, and a willingness to stand close enough to a victim to feel their breath in the final seconds of life.

This had not been a panicked robbery.

It had been deliberate.

"Anything else," Adrian asked.

Rotaru hesitated briefly.

"There were bruises on his hands."

Adrian looked up.

"Defensive wounds?"

"No," Rotaru said, shaking his head slowly. "More like he grabbed someone before he died."

Adrian’s eyes narrowed.

"Skin under the fingernails?"

The sergeant nodded.

"The lab is working on it now."

For a moment neither man spoke.

Outside the office window the gray sky hung low above the city, while a distant siren echoed somewhere along the boulevard, blending with the muted roar of morning traffic.

Adrian finally closed the file.

"We should speak with his family."

Rotaru nodded.

"Wife lives in Botanica district."

Adrian stood and reached for his coat, which still carried the faint smell of last night’s rain and cigarette smoke.

As they walked through the corridor toward the exit, several younger officers glanced up from their desks with the quiet curiosity that always surrounded a fresh murder investigation, yet nobody asked questions because Adrian Luca had built a reputation for answering only the ones he considered important.

Outside the station the cold air struck their faces like a reminder that winter was slowly approaching.

Their car waited at the curb beneath a row of skeletal trees whose branches scratched against the pale sky like thin black fingers.

Rotaru started the engine.

The heater coughed reluctantly to life.

Traffic moved slowly through the morning streets as they drove south toward Botanica, passing rows of aging apartment blocks whose balconies sagged beneath decades of improvised repairs, while small kiosks opened their shutters for the day and elderly women swept fallen leaves from cracked sidewalks with patient determination.

After several minutes Rotaru glanced sideways at Adrian.

"You think it was political?"

Adrian watched the passing buildings through the window.

"I think Victor Sârbu was a man who handled money that did not entirely belong to him," he said after a moment, "and men like that often end up dead when the numbers stop adding up."

Rotaru grunted thoughtfully.

They drove in silence for the next ten minutes until the car finally turned into a narrow courtyard surrounded by gray residential blocks.

Laundry hung between balconies despite the damp weather, while a stray dog wandered near a rusted playground slide that had not been used in years.

Rotaru parked near the entrance.

Several windows watched them with quiet curiosity.

Adrian stepped out of the car and looked up toward the building.

The stairwell windows were fogged from inside heat, giving the entire structure the appearance of something breathing slowly in the cold morning air.

"Fourth floor," Rotaru said while checking the address again.

The stairwell smelled faintly of cabbage soup, dust, and old concrete.

Their footsteps echoed as they climbed the worn steps.

When they reached apartment forty-seven Adrian paused briefly before knocking.

For several seconds nothing happened.

Then the sound of cautious movement approached from inside.

The door opened slowly.

A woman stood there wearing a dark sweater and holding the edge of the doorframe with pale fingers.

She appeared to be somewhere in her early forties, with tired eyes that suggested she had not slept well even before the police arrived.

Her gaze moved from Adrian’s face to the badge in his hand.

Something in her expression changed immediately.

Fear did not appear first.

Recognition did.

Her voice emerged quietly.

"Victor."

Adrian felt the weight of the moment settle in the narrow hallway.

"I’m sorry," he said.

For a long second the woman said nothing at all.

Then her hand tightened on the doorframe as though the floor beneath her had shifted slightly.

Behind her the apartment looked ordinary in the way that thousands of homes across the city looked ordinary, with simple furniture, muted light, and the quiet atmosphere of a life that had been lived without expecting the police to arrive one morning carrying news that could never be undone.

When she finally spoke again, her voice carried a faint tremor that she could not quite control.

"I knew something had happened," she whispered.

Adrian studied her carefully.

"What made you think that."

She looked down toward the floor.

"Last night he received a phone call," she said slowly. "After that call he left the apartment without explaining where he was going."

Rotaru shifted slightly behind Adrian.

"Did he say who called him?"

The woman shook her head.

"No," she replied. "But before he left he said something strange."

Adrian felt a quiet tension gather inside the room.

"What did he say."

The woman lifted her eyes again.

"He said that if anything happened to him," she murmured, "someone would have to finish what he started."

The words hung in the hallway like the first distant rumble of a coming storm.

Adrian exchanged a brief glance with Rotaru.

Then he turned back toward the woman.

"Mrs. Sârbu," he said gently, "I think your husband may have been involved in something far more complicated than a late evening phone call."

Outside the building the gray city continued its slow routine, unaware that somewhere within its streets a chain of events had begun that would soon drag several lives into darkness from which none of them would easily return.

And somewhere beyond the quiet courtyards and crowded boulevards of Chișinău, a person who believed the night’s murder had solved a problem was about to discover that some deaths only create new ones.

Chapter III — The Last Phone Call

The hallway of the Sârbu apartment carried the quiet heaviness of a place where grief had arrived too suddenly for the furniture, the walls, or the air itself to understand what had changed, and the pale morning light that filtered through the narrow window above the stairwell seemed to flatten every color in the room into something subdued and tired.

Elena Sârbu stepped aside slowly, allowing the two officers to enter with the uncertain politeness of someone whose life had just shifted into a different reality
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