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Chapter 1 – The Body in the Snow

Scene 1: The Call Comes In
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The phone screamed at 2:17 a.m.

Klara Voss jolted upright in the narrow bed, sheets tangled around her legs like restraints. For a heartbeat she didn’t move—just listened to the shrill ring cutting through the low drone of the radiator and the distant clatter of a late-night tram somewhere down Národní. Her heart was already racing before her mind caught up. It always did.

She reached across the nightstand, knocking over an empty glass and a half-read paperback of Hrabal. The receiver felt cold against her ear.

“Voss,” she said. Voice rough from cigarettes and too little sleep.

Dispatch was male, young, trying to sound official and failing. “Malá Strana. Alley off Karmelitská, near the river. Female, twenties. Looks bad.”

She was already swinging her legs over the edge of the mattress. “Define bad.”

“Throat torn. Blood’s mostly gone. They’re saying... drained.”

Klara exhaled through her nose. Drained. The word hung there like smoke. She pictured the scene before she even asked the next question: snow turning pink, frozen arcs of arterial spray that never quite reached the ground. Another one.

“Time of discovery?”

“About forty minutes ago. Drunk tripped over her coming out of a bar. Screaming about vampires when the first uniform got there.”

She almost laughed—short, bitter. “Right. Vampires. Tell them to keep the circus contained. I’m on my way.”

She hung up without waiting for a reply.

The apartment was small, Soviet-gray, one of thousands stacked in the panelák blocks on the eastern fringe of the city. Bare concrete walls, peeling linoleum, a single window that never quite sealed against the wind. She didn’t bother with lights. Moonlight slanted through the thin curtains, silvering the edges of familiar objects: the scarred coffee table, the ashtray overflowing with butts, the service pistol in its worn leather holster on the chair.

Klara stood. Forty-eight hours since she’d slept more than three consecutive. The ache lived permanently in her lower back now, a dull companion. She ignored it.

She pulled on yesterday’s black jeans—still faintly scented with cordite and cheap coffee—then a thermal undershirt, a charcoal sweater, the heavy wool coat that smelled of wet wool and gun oil. Boots next, laces pulled tight. Scarf wound twice around her throat. She checked the mirror above the cracked sink out of habit, not vanity.

Thirty-two years old. Green eyes too sharp, too tired. Short dark hair mussed from restless turning. A thin white scar ran along the left side of her jaw—souvenir from a knife fight in ’84 when a suspect decided a domestic call was a good time to escalate. She’d won. He hadn’t walked away.

She looked like someone who had seen too many bodies and not enough sun.

“Another night,” she muttered to the reflection. “Another corpse.”

She pocketed cigarettes, lighter, notebook, pen. Slung the holster over her shoulder, checked the Makarov’s magazine out of reflex—full, one in the chamber—then snapped it home. The weight was reassuring. Familiar. Almost comforting.

At the door she paused, hand on the knob. Something cold brushed the back of her neck—not a draft. A premonition, maybe. Or just exhaustion playing tricks.

She stepped into the hallway anyway.

The stairwell smelled of boiled cabbage and cigarette smoke. Fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead, flickering like dying stars. She took the stairs two at a time, boots echoing in the empty shaft.

Outside, the cold hit like a slap. February in Prague didn’t forgive. Snow fell in fat, lazy flakes, already accumulating on the parked Škodas and the rusted playground equipment across the street. Streetlights glowed sodium-orange, turning the world the color of old bruises.

Klara unlocked her car—a battered 1982 Škoda 120, paint chipped to primer in places—and slid inside. The seat was ice. She jammed the key in, pumped the accelerator twice, turned.

The engine coughed, complained, then caught with a reluctant growl.

She pulled away from the curb, headlights carving tunnels through the swirling white. The city slept around her, or pretended to. Prague never really slept; it just held its breath between one tragedy and the next.

She lit a cigarette with one hand, cracked the window an inch. Cold air rushed in, carrying the faint metallic promise of snow and river water.

Malá Strana was twenty minutes away if she pushed it.

She pushed it.

In the rearview mirror the panelák blocks shrank, swallowed by darkness and falling snow.

She didn’t notice the shadow that detached itself from the alley across the street just as her taillights disappeared around the corner.

Tall. Motionless.

Watching.

Waiting.
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Scene 2: Arrival at the Scene
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The Škoda’s tires crunched over compacted snow as Klara turned off Karmelitská into the narrow mouth of the alley. Blue emergency lights throbbed against the whitewashed walls of the old baroque buildings, turning the falling flakes electric. The river was close; she could smell it—dank, metallic, faintly rotten beneath the clean bite of winter.

She killed the engine and sat for three seconds, letting the quiet settle. Then she stepped out.

Cold slammed into her like a fist. She pulled the collar of her coat higher, breath fogging instantly. Snowflakes caught in her eyelashes. She blinked them away and ducked under the yellow tape stretched between two sawhorses. A young uniformed officer—barely old enough to shave—nodded stiffly and stepped aside.

“Detective Voss,” he said, voice cracking on the second syllable.

She didn’t correct him. Just kept walking.

The alley was barely wide enough for two people to pass shoulder-to-shoulder. Cobbled stones vanished under a fresh layer of snow, already trampled into gray slush by boots. Halfway down, the scene opened into a small courtyard formed by the backs of three buildings: a shuttered wine bar, a tailor’s shop, and what looked like an abandoned tenement. Floodlights had been set up on tripods, their harsh white glare carving deep shadows and bleaching the snow to bone.

Forensics were already there—two techs in white coveralls, one kneeling, the other photographing. A third man, older, balding, stood off to the side smoking and staring at nothing.

Klara approached the body first.

The girl lay on her back in a shallow drift near the far wall, arms flung wide as though she’d been dropped from a height. Mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair fanned out in a halo against the snow. Cheap faux-fur coat open at the front, blouse ripped down the middle, bra exposed. No sign of struggle on her face—eyes wide open, pupils blown, lips slightly parted in faint surprise. The cold had already begun to marble her skin pale blue.

But the throat.

Klara crouched slowly, knees cracking. The wound was obscene.

Two deep punctures, perfectly spaced, just above the hollow of the collarbone. Around them the flesh had been torn ragged—almost shredded—as though something had latched on and worried at it like a dog with a bone. Blood had poured out in thick, dark streams, freezing mid-flow into glossy black ribbons across her chest and pooling beneath her shoulders. Yet there was almost no spread into the surrounding snow. No wide crimson stain. Just the body and the narrow tracks where blood had run down her neck and soaked into the collar of her coat.

Drained.

Klara’s gloved fingers hovered an inch above the punctures without touching. The edges were clean in places, ragged in others. No arterial spray on the wall behind her. No spatter on the ground beyond the immediate vicinity of the body.

She glanced up at the nearest tech—a woman with short peroxide hair and tired eyes behind fogged goggles.

“Time of death estimate?” Klara asked.

“Between midnight and one, best guess. Rigor’s just starting. Liver temp was thirty-point-two when we got here.”

Klara nodded. “Weapon?”

The tech hesitated. “Not a knife. Not really. Too... irregular. Could be teeth. Big ones. Or something made to look like teeth.”

Klara’s gaze returned to the wound. She could see the individual tooth marks now—faint crescents around the punctures, like suction had pulled the skin inward before the tearing began. She’d seen animal attacks before. Dogs. Once a boar that got loose in the countryside. This wasn’t that.

This was deliberate. Controlled. Intimate.

A prickle started at the base of her skull. Not fear, exactly. Something older. Something that lived in the lizard part of the brain.

She straightened, rolling her shoulders against the cold creeping under her coat. The wind gusted down the alley, whipping snow into her face. She turned her back to it, scanning the scene again.

Boot prints everywhere—uniforms, paramedics, the drunk who found her. But one set caught her eye: longer strides, deeper impression, leading from the courtyard’s far end toward the body, then stopping abruptly a meter away. No retreat. Just... gone. As though whoever made them had simply lifted off the ground.

She followed the prints with her eyes. They ended at the base of a fire escape ladder bolted to the tenement wall. The lowest rung was six feet up. No snow disturbed beneath it.

Klara exhaled slowly, breath clouding.

Then she felt it.

Not a sound. Not a movement.

Just pressure.

Like fingers brushing the back of her neck—cold, deliberate, lingering. Her skin tightened. Pulse kicked up a notch. She turned slowly, scanning the rooftops, the darkened windows overhead, the shadowed gap between buildings where the alley bent out of sight.

Nothing.

Only snow falling thicker now, erasing edges, softening the glare of the lights.

But the pressure didn’t lift.

It settled deeper—low in her belly, curling like smoke. Not quite fear. Closer to recognition. As though some part of her had been waiting for this exact moment.

She shook her head once, sharp. Cigarette. She needed a cigarette.

She stepped away from the body, boots crunching, and fished the pack from her coat pocket with fingers that were only slightly unsteady.

The wind stole the first match before it caught.

On the second try the flame flared, orange against the white world.

She inhaled deeply. Smoke burned her throat, grounded her.

Across the courtyard one of the uniforms glanced her way, then quickly looked elsewhere.

Klara exhaled a long plume into the night.

The prickle at her nape intensified.

Someone—something—was still watching.

And it wasn’t one of the cops.

She didn’t turn around again.

She didn’t need to.

She already knew.
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Scene 3: Working the Scene
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Klara flicked ash from her cigarette and stepped back into the courtyard’s harsh circle of light. The floodlamps hissed faintly, their heat warring with the cold, sending thin steam curling up where snowflakes melted on the metal stands. She moved methodically, the way she always did when the first shock of a scene started to settle into something she could use: routine, distance, observation.

She pulled the small black notebook from her coat pocket, flipped it open to a fresh page. The paper was already curling at the edges from too many nights like this. Pencil in hand—she preferred it to pen; ink froze—she began sketching the layout in quick, rough lines: the body’s position relative to the walls, the fire escape, the single doorway into the wine bar (padlocked), the narrow gap that led deeper into the warren of Malá Strana alleys.

Next she cataloged the visible footprints. Most were chaos—uniform boots with their heavy tread, paramedic soles, the erratic stagger of the drunk who’d found her. But those longer, narrower prints still stood out. She crouched again beside one of them, close enough that her shadow fell across it. The impression was clean, almost elegant: a man’s dress shoe, size forty-three or forty-four, leather sole, no wear pattern that screamed factory worker or street thug. The stride was long, confident—someone who didn’t hurry, didn’t stumble. And then, abruptly, nothing. The prints simply stopped, as though the owner had stepped onto air.

She traced the line with her eyes up to the fire escape. The lowest rung dangled six feet above the snow. No scuff marks on the wall beneath it. No disturbed snow at the base. Impossible for a human to reach without a ladder or wings.

Her stomach gave a small, cold twist.

She stood, brushing snow from her knees, and crossed to the body again. The forensics woman—Jana, Klara remembered now—was bagging evidence: a torn scrap of blouse fabric, a single long dark hair that didn’t match the victim’s. Jana glanced up as Klara approached.

“Anything under her nails?” Klara asked.

“Not yet. Manicure’s fresh. No obvious skin or blood. She didn’t scratch whoever did this.”

Klara nodded. “Purse?”

“Gone. No wallet, no keys, no phone. Coat pockets empty except for a lighter and half a pack of Marlboros. Cheap ones.”

Klara looked at the victim’s face again. Pretty in life, probably. High cheekbones, full mouth. Makeup still intact—smoky eyes, dark lipstick—except where blood had trickled from the corner of her lips and frozen there like black wax. No defensive wounds on her hands or arms. No bruises that suggested a struggle. Either she’d known her killer, or she’d been taken so fast she never had time to fight.

Klara leaned closer, studying the throat wound under the unforgiving light. The punctures were deep—maybe three centimeters—perfectly symmetrical. Around them the skin was puckered inward, as though something had sealed around the punctures and pulled. Tiny burst capillaries radiated outward like fine red spiderwebs. She’d seen knife wounds, gunshot wounds, strangulation marks. This was none of those.

“Vampíři,” the drunk had screamed.

She hated that the word kept surfacing in her head.

She straightened and turned to the first responding officer, a stocky sergeant named Pavel who’d been on the job longer than most of the brass. He stood near the tape line, arms folded, watching the techs work.

“Witness statement?” she asked.

Pavel shrugged. “Guy’s name is Miloš. Regular at the bar around the corner—U Vlků. Says he left at closing, took the shortcut through here to catch the night tram. Tripped over her legs, thought she was passed out drunk at first. Then he saw the blood. Started yelling. Woke half the building before he ran to the phone box on the corner.”

“Drunk?”

“Smelled like a distillery. But coherent enough. Swore he saw nothing else. No one running away. No car. Just... her.”

Klara made a note: Miloš. U Vlků. Check bar security, if they have any. Unlikely in this part of town.

She glanced at the surrounding windows. Most were dark, shutters closed against the cold. A few had faint orange glows behind lace curtains—people awake, probably watching now that the blue lights were flashing. Someone would have seen something. Or someone would lie and say they had.

The wind shifted, carrying the faint metallic tang of blood again, mixed with wet stone and the distant diesel rumble of a tram crossing the Charles Bridge. She inhaled it all, letting the scene imprint itself deeper.

And then the prickle returned—sharper this time.

Not at her neck.

Lower.

A slow, deliberate heat uncoiling in her lower belly, the kind that had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with being seen. Truly seen. Not as Detective Voss, not as the woman who collected bodies like other people collected stamps. Seen as prey. As something to be taken apart slowly, savored.

Her fingers tightened around the pencil until the wood creaked.

She scanned the rooftops again—chimneys, gables, the jagged line of tiles against the bruised sky. Nothing moved. No silhouette. No glint of eyes.

Yet the pressure remained, intimate, possessive, like a hand sliding along her spine under her coat, fingers brushing the small of her back, then lower.

She exhaled smoke in a sharp burst.

“Jana,” she called without turning. “Get me close-ups of those punctures. Every angle. And the bruising around them.”

“Already on it.”

Klara took one last drag, dropped the cigarette, crushed it under her boot. The ember died with a tiny hiss in the snow.

She told the uniforms to widen the perimeter another ten meters. Told Pavel to start knocking on doors. Told herself the feeling was nothing—just adrenaline, exhaustion, the mind playing tricks in the dark.

But as she turned back toward the body, notebook still open in her gloved hand, she couldn’t shake it.

Someone had been here.

Someone had watched her arrive.

And that someone was still close.

Close enough to smell her fear.

Close enough to taste it.

She clicked her pen shut and slipped it into her pocket.

The night felt suddenly smaller.

And much, much hungrier.
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Scene 4: The Shadow Moves
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The body was finally zipped into the black vinyl bag with a sound like tearing silk. Two paramedics lifted it onto the gurney; wheels squeaked over the uneven cobbles as they maneuvered toward the waiting van. Klara watched the process without really seeing it—her attention had already drifted outward, past the cordon, past the pulsing blue lights.

She needed air that wasn’t thick with the smell of blood and diesel.

She walked to the mouth of the alley, boots crunching fresh snow that had begun to accumulate again now that the floodlights were being dismantled. The wind had dropped to a low, steady moan through the narrow streets. She leaned one shoulder against the cold iron of a lamppost, the metal biting through her coat. The sodium bulb overhead buzzed faintly, casting her shadow long and distorted across the pavement.

She fished another cigarette from the pack—her third since arriving—and cupped her hands around the lighter. The flame flared, trembled, caught. She inhaled deeply, let the smoke roll over her tongue before exhaling in a slow, deliberate stream. It hung in the frigid air like a ghost before the wind tore it apart.

The street beyond the alley was empty.

Karmelitská stretched away in both directions, lined with shuttered shops and high narrow houses whose windows were mostly dark. A single tram rattled past two blocks down, its bell ringing once, lonely and distant. Snow fell in thick, silent curtains now, softening every edge, muffling every sound. Prague felt abandoned, as though the entire city had decided to hold its breath.

Klara’s gaze drifted across the narrow street to the opposite side.

There.

In the mouth of a deeper side alley—little more than a black slit between two buildings—a figure stood.

Tall. Motionless.

Long dark coat reaching almost to the ankles, collar turned up against the cold. Pale face half-shadowed by the brim of a low hat or perhaps just the angle of falling snow. Hands in pockets. No scarf, no gloves. No breath clouding the air in front of him.

He didn’t move.

He didn’t need to.

Their eyes met.

It wasn’t a casual glance. It wasn’t accidental.

It was deliberate.

Locking.

A heartbeat stretched into two, then three.

Heat bloomed low in Klara’s belly—sudden, unwelcome, violent. Not fear. Not exactly. Something older, hungrier. Like the first sip of something forbidden after years of denial. Her pulse kicked hard against her throat. The cigarette trembled between her fingers; ash tumbled unnoticed into the snow.

She took an instinctive half-step forward.

His head tilted—just the smallest fraction. Acknowledgment. Invitation. Threat.

Then he moved.

Not toward her.

Backward.

A single, fluid step into deeper shadow, coat swirling like ink in water. Another step. The darkness swallowed him inch by inch until only the pale oval of his face remained, eyes still fixed on hers—black, bottomless, burning with something that felt like recognition.

Then nothing.

Gone.

As though he had never been there at all.

The cigarette fell from Klara’s numb fingers. It hit the snow with a soft hiss, ember winking out instantly.

Her heart hammered so hard she could feel it in her teeth.

She stared at the empty alley mouth for long seconds, willing the figure to reappear, willing it to have been a trick of light and exhaustion and snow-glare.

It didn’t.

The wind gusted again, carrying flakes that stung her cheeks like tiny needles.

She whispered into the empty night, voice barely louder than her own breathing.

“Who the hell are you?”

No answer.

Only snow falling thicker, erasing footprints she hadn’t even realized she’d been searching for.

She pressed her palm flat against the lamppost, needing the cold bite of metal to ground her. Her other hand went to the butt of the Makarov under her coat—habit, reflex, useless comfort.

The prickle at the base of her skull hadn’t faded.

If anything, it had deepened.

Settled.

Curled possessively around her spine like cold fingers sliding beneath skin.

She straightened slowly.

Turned back toward the courtyard.

The gurney was gone now. The floodlights were being packed. Jana waved once from the forensics van—Klara lifted a hand in automatic reply.

But she didn’t move immediately.

She stood there, snow collecting on her shoulders, cigarette smoke long gone, staring at the place where he had been.

Where something had watched her.

Where something had wanted her to see it watching.

The night pressed closer.

And for the first time in years, Klara Voss felt truly hunted.

She exhaled once—sharp, shaky—then started walking back toward her car.

She didn’t look over her shoulder.

She didn’t need to.

She already knew he was still there.

Somewhere.

Waiting.
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Scene 5: Drive Back 
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Klara slid behind the wheel of the Škoda, the door closing with a dull metallic thud that echoed too loudly in the quiet street. She sat for a moment with both hands on the steering wheel, fingers still cold from the snow, knuckles white against the cracked black vinyl. The engine was off. The world outside was muffled by falling snow and the slow bleed of blue police lights fading as the last van pulled away.

She turned the key.

The starter whined once, twice, then the engine caught with a reluctant cough and settled into its familiar uneven idle. The heater vents blasted cold air at first; she left them open anyway, letting the chill keep her sharp.

Wipers swept across the windshield in slow arcs, pushing wet snow into sluggish piles at the edges. Headlights carved pale tunnels through the white haze. She pulled away from the curb, tires crunching over fresh powder, and turned left onto Karmelitská.

Prague at three in the morning looked like a city in mourning.

Empty cobblestone streets gleamed wet and black under the orange sodium lamps. Tram tracks ran like silver veins through the pavement, disappearing into fog at the next intersection. Buildings leaned close overhead—baroque facades, gothic spires, the occasional brutalist slab from the communist years—all softened now, edges blurred by snow that fell in thick, relentless sheets.

She drove slowly at first, letting the rhythm of the wipers and the low growl of the engine steady her pulse.

It didn’t work.

Her mind kept circling back to the alley mouth across from the crime scene. To the tall figure in the long coat. To the way his eyes had locked on hers—not curious, not startled, but deliberate. Possessive. Like he’d been waiting specifically for her to look up and see him there.

She told herself it was nothing. A bystander drawn by the lights. A drunk wandering home. A figment born from too many sleepless nights and too much coffee laced with nicotine.

But her body remembered differently.

Her skin still prickled where his gaze had touched it—like cold fingertips trailing down the back of her neck, along her spine, lower. Heat lingered low in her belly, unwelcome and insistent, the kind of slow burn that had no place at a murder scene. She shifted in the seat, thighs pressing together against the ache, and cursed under her breath.

“Get a grip, Voss.”

She flicked on the radio for distraction. Static hissed, then a late-night station drifted in—some old Czech crooner singing about lost love and winter nights, voice thick with reverb and melancholy. She left it on low, barely audible.

The Charles Bridge appeared ahead, statues of saints looming ghostly in the snowfall. She crossed it without slowing, tires humming over the stone. The Vltava below was black and sluggish, swallowing the reflection of bridge lights like secrets.

She glanced in the rearview mirror.

Nothing.

Just snow swirling in the red glow of her taillights, the empty street receding behind her.

She exhaled, shoulders dropping a fraction.

Then—movement.

A flicker. A shape.

In the mirror, for the space of one heartbeat, a tall silhouette stood in the middle of the bridge road she had just crossed. Long coat. Pale face half-turned toward her retreating car. Snow falling around him but not quite touching, as though the flakes themselves hesitated.

Her breath caught.

She slammed on the brakes without thinking. The Škoda fishtailed briefly on the slick cobblestones before settling. Horns didn’t blare—there was no one else on the bridge at this hour.

She stared into the rearview.

The figure was gone.

Only snow. Only empty street stretching back toward Malá Strana.

Her hands shook on the wheel. She forced them still.

“Exhaustion,” she muttered. “You’re seeing things.”

But the words tasted like a lie.

She eased off the brake and accelerated again, faster this time. The engine protested, then smoothed out. The city blurred past—Orloj tower, Powder Gate, the dark bulk of the Old Town Square. Streetlights flickered overhead like dying stars.

At a red light near Republic Square she stopped again. No traffic. Just the snow and the hum of the engine and her own ragged breathing.

She looked in the rearview once more.

This time she didn’t see him.

She felt him.

A pressure at the edges of her awareness—like eyes on the back of her head, like breath against her ear even though the windows were closed and the heater was roaring. The hair on her arms stood up beneath her sweater. Her nipples tightened painfully against the cold fabric of her bra.

She gripped the wheel harder.

The light changed to green.

She floored it.

The panelák blocks rose ahead—gray concrete towers stacked against the night sky, windows mostly dark except for the occasional insomniac glow. She pulled into her assigned parking space, killed the engine, and sat in the sudden silence.

Snow tapped softly against the roof.

She reached for the door handle, paused.

In the side mirror she caught one last glimpse: across the street, half-hidden by a leafless tree and the swirl of white, a tall shape stood motionless.

Watching.

Always watching.

She didn’t turn to look directly.

She didn’t need confirmation.

She already knew.

This wasn’t over.

Whatever—whoever—had been in that alley had followed her home.

And he wasn’t finished looking.

Klara stepped out into the cold, slammed the car door, and walked toward the entrance of her building without once glancing back.

But every step felt heavier.

Every step felt claimed.

The night pressed in behind her, hungry and patient.

And somewhere in the falling snow, something smiled.
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Chapter 2 – The Stranger in the Alley

Scene 1: The Cold Trail Calls
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Klara woke to the dull metallic taste of yesterday’s cigarettes on her tongue and the gray smear of winter daylight leaking through the curtains. The clock said 11:47. She’d stolen four hours of sleep—shallow, restless, interrupted by flashes of pale skin and black eyes that weren’t quite human. Her body felt bruised from the inside out, muscles tight, skin too sensitive, as though someone had run cold fingertips over every inch of her while she slept.

She rolled out of bed, bare feet hitting the cold linoleum. The autopsy report lay on the nightstand where the courier had dropped it at dawn—thin manila envelope stamped with the Prague police crest, edges already curling from the damp. She tore it open without sitting down.

Eva Nováková, 24. Exsanguination secondary to multiple deep lacerations/punctures of the right carotid artery and both jugular veins. No defensive wounds. No toxicology positives. No alcohol, no narcotics, no evidence of sexual assault. Stomach contents: partially digested pierogi, red wine (cheap table vintage), consumed approximately two hours pre-mortem. Estimated time of death: 00:45–01:15. Manner: homicide.

Klara stared at the clinical lines until they blurred. Drained. The word kept circling back like a bad refrain. She tossed the report onto the bed and headed for the bathroom.

The shower ran icy for the first thirty seconds before the ancient boiler grudgingly coughed up lukewarm water. She stood under it anyway, letting needles of cold slap her awake. Soap smelled of pine and chemicals—hospital clean, nothing comforting. She scrubbed hard, as though she could wash away the lingering heat from last night’s prickle at her nape, the way her body had reacted to nothing more than a shadow across the street.

Dressed again in black jeans, charcoal sweater, leather jacket. Holster snug against her ribs, Makarov checked and rechecked. Notebook in the inner pocket. Cigarettes. Lighter. Keys.

She lit one on the stairwell, smoke trailing her down the concrete shaft like a ghost. Outside the panelák the snow had stopped, leaving the world slick and reflective, every puddle a dark mirror. Her Škoda started on the third try, coughing white exhaust into the frigid air.

Červený Stín—“Red Shadow”—sat tucked in a crooked alley off Újezd, below Petřín Hill. The club’s sign was dead in daylight: peeling red letters on black metal, a single bulb dangling loose above the door. The front entrance was padlocked; she circled to the service door instead.

She knocked hard—three sharp raps with the side of her fist.

A long pause. Then the door cracked open.

A man filled the frame: broad shoulders, stained white apron tied over a black T-shirt, face unshaven, eyes bloodshot. He looked her up and down, lingering on the holster bulge under her jacket.

“Police,” she said, flashing the badge. “I need to speak to the manager about Eva Nováková.”

He grunted, stepped aside. “In the back. Don’t touch anything.”

The corridor smelled of stale beer, cigarette ash, and something faintly sour—old sweat soaked into velvet. Low fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead. She followed him past stacked crates of Pilsner Urquell and a door marked PERSONÁL.

The manager’s office was little more than a converted storage closet: metal desk piled with receipts, cigarette burns on the edge, single chair facing outward like a throne. The man behind it was thinner than she’d expected—mid-forties, slicked-back hair going gray at the temples, cheap suit jacket over a polyester shirt. He looked up from a ledger when she entered, expression shifting from boredom to wariness in half a second.

“Detective Voss,” she said, not sitting. “Eva Nováková worked coat check here.”

He nodded slowly, fingers drumming the desk. “Good girl. Quiet. Never caused trouble. Showed up on time, left on time. Tips were decent.”

“Last night she left around midnight?”

“Closing time. Said she was tired. Took her coat from the rack herself—didn’t wait for me to lock up.”

Klara leaned one hip against the doorframe. “Any regulars pay her extra attention lately?”

The manager hesitated. His eyes flicked to the door, then back. “Lot of people come through. Tourists mostly. Some locals. She smiled, took their coats, took their tips. That’s it.”

“But,” Klara prompted.

He exhaled through his nose. “Couple nights back—maybe three—there was this guy. Tall. Long black coat. Sat in the corner booth near the stage. Didn’t drink much. Just... watched. Not the dancers. Her. Eva kept glancing over, looking uneasy. When he left, she asked me if I’d seen him before. Said he’d asked her weird questions.”

“What kind?”

“Her shift times. Which tram she took home. If she walked alone.” He shrugged, but the movement was too tight. “I told her to ignore him. Creeps come and go.”

“Description.”

“Dark hair, longish. Pale—like he never sees sun. Old suit under the coat, expensive-looking. Eyes...” He trailed off, searching for the word. “Cold. Didn’t blink enough. Like a snake.”

Klara’s pulse kicked once, hard. The description matched the figure from the alley mouth. The one who’d stared at her across the snow until her body betrayed her with heat she couldn’t explain.

“Did he give a name?”

“No. Paid cash. Left no tab.”

“Security cameras?”

He gave a short laugh. “You think this place has cameras? We’re lucky the lights don’t flicker out mid-set.”

She pulled a card from her pocket, slid it across the desk. “If he comes back, call me. Right away. Don’t talk to him. Don’t let him near the staff.”

The manager took the card, glanced at it, then tucked it into his shirt pocket. “You think he’s the one who...?”

“I think he’s someone worth finding,” she said.

She turned to leave.

“Detective,” he called after her.

She paused in the doorway.

“Be careful,” he said quietly. “That guy... he didn’t feel right. Like he belonged to some other time. Or some other place.”

Klara met his eyes for a long second.

Then she walked out without answering.

Outside, the alley felt narrower than when she’d entered. Snowmelt dripped from eaves, plinking into puddles. She lit another cigarette, inhaled deep, let the smoke burn away the chill that had settled under her skin.

The prickle was back—stronger in daylight, somehow more obscene. Not at her neck this time. Lower. A slow, deliberate curl of heat between her thighs, as though invisible fingers had brushed her there while she stood in that cramped office.

She exhaled smoke in a sharp plume.

Someone was watching.

Not from the rooftops.

Closer.

She scanned the alley—empty except for overflowing bins and a stray cat blinking at her from atop a dumpster.

Nothing.

But the certainty remained.

He knew she was here.

He knew she was asking about him.

And some dark, traitorous part of her wanted him to keep watching.

She crushed the cigarette under her boot and started walking back toward her car.

The day felt suddenly colder.

And much, much hungrier.
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Scene 2: Night Falls on Red Shadow
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By ten o’clock the streets below Petřín Hill had transformed. The fog rolling off the Vltava thickened into a living thing, coiling around streetlamps and turning their sodium glow into soft, bleeding halos. Snowmelt from the afternoon had frozen again into black ice on the cobblestones; every step risked a slip. Klara walked carefully, collar turned up, wool cap pulled low over her short dark hair. No badge tonight. No coat that screamed cop. Just black leather jacket, dark jeans, boots with good grip, and the Makarov tucked inside the waistband at the small of her back—cold metal against warm skin.

She paid the cover with a handful of crumpled koruna notes at the unmarked door. The bouncer—same burly man from earlier, apron gone, now in a black T-shirt stretched tight across his chest—gave her a once-over but waved her through without a word.

Inside, Červený Stín came alive in violent color.

Red neon tubes ran along the ceiling like veins, pulsing in time with the music. The bass was synthetic, heavy—some remixed 80s track, all echoing drums and minor-key synths that vibrated through the floor and up her spine. Strobe lights cut the smoke into sharp white shards; bodies moved in fractured bursts on the small dance floor. Leather jackets, fishnet tops, ripped denim, platform boots. Sweat and cheap vodka and the faint metallic undercurrent of blood from someone’s split lip earlier in the night.
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