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A new case for Superintendent Vrenko. In his third case, doubts about the circumstances surrounding 

the case arise in the minds of Superintendent Martin Vrenko, young Inspector Breznik and Chief 

Inspector Ivana Premk. 

All of a sudden, nothing is as it seems to be. The traffic accident in which a school psychologist loses 

her life turns out not to be an accident. The robbery in which the school secretary dies is in fact not a 

robbery at all. When a third member of the school’s staff dies a violent death not long after, the 

crime investigators are faced with an utterly unpleasant question. Is it possible that a serial killer is 

loose in Slovenia? 
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Synopsis 

THIN ICE 

The third case, solved by Detective Chief Inspector Vrenko and his team, starts with a 

backstory. At a New Year's Eve staff party, one of the teachers gets a little too lost in the 

moment. "For the first time in her life, she cheated on her husband. For the first time since she 

got married, she had a relationship with another man. Her first thought was whether she 

regretted it ... and then she realised that she didn't.” As she gives herself over to reflecting on 

an event she knew would never happen again, "it was just a moment, delicate and beautiful, 

like a shooting start that comes and goes," a sleazy, arrogant colleague crosses her path. When 

she tries to slip away, he holds her back forcefully and ultimately rapes her. The reader is 

instantly thrown into the midst of the dark events, which then continue two years later in the 

idyllic Breza guesthouse in the Pohorje mountains. The secondary school staff are attending a 

seminar there for a few days, and there appears to be a lot of goings-on among the staff. The 

guesthouse waitress unwittingly witnesses a conversation taking place behind a partition wall, 

but she can only hear voices, not see who they came from. She hears a woman say: "I've 

waited for years, and now I won’t wait a second longer! For the last time, you have to decide. 

I did a long time ago and I'm ready for anything, but you ... I don't know. As if you can't give 

up your myths. Isn't it high time you leave your mistakes and illusions behind? I don’t even 

know why I’m preaching to you. It’ll most likely be a case of the cobbler’s children being the 

worst shod again. Anyway ... until Sunday. Then whatever happens is your fault.” Meta, the 

waitress, also notices that the mysterious conversation has another witness, one of the 

teachers.  

The same evening there is a car accident involving three members of the group: Sanja 

Klemenčič, Magda Pintar and Nevenka Primožič. Some of the teachers were not staying at the 

guesthouse and instead drove to the seminar every day from their homes in nearby Maribor. 

On their way back home, their car skidded on an icy bend and they plummeted into a 

precipice. Branko Vreznar, a farmer from Pohorje, finds them by chance. Everyone involved is 

still alive, but later on Nevenka Primožič succumbs to her injuries in hospital.  
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Was the accident really just an accident? Branko Vreznar points out the unusual icy conditions 

that caused the accident. "In some sections, melting snow does not stay on the road and so it 

doesn’t freeze over, creating icy patches. Ever. This bend near Breza is a typical example of 

this. /.../ This whole part of the road leading to Breza never has icy patches.”  The ice pattern 

shows that it was artificially made, and since Nevenka Primožič, who had made the decision 

to go into the valley at the last minute, dies in the accident, it seems that the wrong person 

was killed. Inspector Vrenko's suspicion that the killer will attempt to take out their target 

again quickly materialises. But once again, the victim is not someone they expected. In the 

evening, a few days after the seminar and after Nevenka's death, the male members of the 

group find the body of Tjaša Kocjan, the school secretary, in front of the school centre. The 

murder initially looks like a routine robbery gone wrong, but this does not fool Inspector 

Vrenko and he does not dismiss the connection between the two cases. The secretary was 

murdered by a blow to the head with a blunt object, and shortly after the incident someone 

used her credit cards to spend thousands of euros. "Such a textbook and evidence-based case 

of robbery would have convinced Martin Vrenko and Marko Breznik, if not for a few niggling 

details. If, for example, the detective chief inspector had not been an old and experienced 

detective who was well aware of how easy and straightforward it was to cover up the much 

more subtle reasons for eliminating someone under the pretence of a commonplace robbery. 

You murder someone for personal reasons, then rob them a little just in case. Then if you 

successfully get rid of the money, credit cards and other stuff, say by burning it all or otherwise 

disposing of it permanently, you've put the dull-witted detectives on the wrong track. And 

secondly, the robbery of the unfortunate secretary Tjaša Kocen would have been much more 

convincing if a violent death had not sent a shock wave through the staff for the second time 

in less than five days. Such chance occurrences have rarely turned out to be mere 

coincidences.” However, the latest murder confuses the detectives, as the delinquent Blaž 

Mizani and his complicit mother, become involved. Later, it turns out that they were just the 

finders of the credit cards and took advantage of the opportunity. 

Even before the detectives can unravel what is going on in the group of secondary school 

teachers, they are confronted with a new death. The headmistress Sanja Klemenčič is also 

killed when a heavy flower trough falls on top her from the school balcony. Since the police 
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now suspect a serial killer may be at work and are no longer sure that the murders will end, 

they must speed up their investigation to catch the culprit who is attacking the female 

teaching staff as quickly as possible. “They thoroughly examined the window and the ledge 

from where the concrete planter crashed down. The window was in the hallway in front of the 

teacher’s room. Anyone could have accessed it. The heavy trough was attached to the balcony 

on the left and right sides with a chain and hooks. It was possible to take them off, but by no 

means could it have happened by itself. The possibility of the trough falling by accident was 

ruled out.” False leads again began emerging, for example an email was sent from the 

headmistress' computer trying to alter what was determined to be her time of death. For the 

third time in only a short while, the detectives speak to all members of the group and confirm 

their alibis. There are many suspects, as befits any good crime novel. “The murders point to 

someone who is familiar with the school building, who knows the habits and goings-on within 

the teaching staff. Maybe Toplak knows who Sanja Klemenčič might be at odds with? Who has 

anything to gain from her death? Is there anything shady about her candidacy for the position 

of headmistress?" 

All the clues lead in one direction until Vrenko, with his insightfulness and psychological 

knowledge, and with the help of an innocent comment, realises that he is on the wrong track. 

The testimony of the waitress from the Breza guesthouse who comes to the station to report 

a conversation she witnessed at the teachers' seminar turns out to be helpful. After a photo 

of Tjaša Kocen is published in the newspaper, it dawns on her that it was Kocen who overheard 

the conversation between the other two teachers.  

When Vrenko turns the case on its head, he reveals the perpetrator with the seemingly 

strongest alibi: "As to the moment of clarity and its consequences: Fifteen steps, which a grown 

man can climb at a normal pace in ten seconds, were all it took for Martin Vrenko to go from 

a flash of realisation to reaching all the crucial conclusions. In those few brief moments, he 

realised what had happened, connected all the dots that had been bothering him and figured 

out the answers to all the questions that the detectives had been working on intensively since 

the nineteenth day of the investigation. When he walked into the police station, Detective Chief 

Inspector Martin Vrenko knew the following: he knew what had bothered him about the 

discovery of the murder of Tjaša Kocen; he knew that the voice behind the partition was 
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Nevenka Primožič's; he knew with whom Nevenka had been arguing; he knew what she meant 

by ‘the cobbler’s children are the worst shod’; and, most importantly, he knew who murdered 

Nevenka Primožič, Tjaša Kocen and Sanja Klemenčič." 

The perpetrator of the three bloody crimes was deputy headteacher Danilo Toplak, who was 

the least suspicious throughout the investigation and appeared to have air-tight alibis. He had 

been in a romantic relationship with Nevenka Primožič. Vrenko, who was also a psychologist, 

could tell that it was her that he was talking to by the expressions that they used in their 

conversation. The murder victim mentioned myths, the famous Gould model of personality 

development. "I came to the conclusion that it was a case of one psychologist was talking to 

another. And you, Toplak, are a qualified psychologist. The only one in the group besides 

Nevenka Primožič. It was not difficult to figure out the rest after that realisation." Nevenka 

was pushing Toplak, who was completely incapable of making decisions, towards making a 

hard call between two choices. Apart from his indecisiveness, he was also plagued by an 

irrational fear of his wife. He even married her out of fear. At the end of the conversation, 

Nevenka mentioned that she was going home, while Toplak heard on TV that evening that a 

sudden cold front was about to roll in and got the idea to create a patch of ice with water from 

a garden hose, which ultimately put three lives at risk. He didn't think about the consequences, 

he only thought about what his wife would do to him. Tjaša Kocen, who was present during 

the conversation, asked Toplak to explain the argument and why he did not tell the detectives 

that he knew that Nevenka was also driving to the valley. That is what cost her her life. Toplak 

murdered her with an expensive Mag-Lite torch, which was spotted by detectives at the Breza 

guesthouse when he was helping Detective Breznik look for his lost keys. After Tjaša's murder, 

he replaced it and hid the one he used to kill her in a drainpipe. As such torches are quite rare 

and, in fact, quite a status symbol, it was not difficult to find out who bought one. The paint 

left in the murdered secretary's wound matched the torch's coating. Another mistake Toplak 

made was leaving his bank cards in his wallet—thus making all his efforts to stage a fake 

robbery pointless. The irrefutable proof was the receipt for Tjaša Kocen's Mura coat, which 

found its way into Toplak's home. When he robbed her, he grabbed a bunch of banknotes 

from her wallet, along with the receipt, and put it all in a box.  
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The death of Sanja Klemenčič was an accident. “People were increasingly saying that Sanja 

was the real target. That it was her that someone wanted dead. And I wanted to take 

advantage of that, because I was afraid that sooner or later you would get to me through 

Nevenka. But ..." Toplak wanted to push the flower trough off the roof so that it would fall 

behind her. But Sanja had turned around, because she had forgotten her keys, and the trough 

came crashing down on top of her, killing her instantly. 

It was also Sanja who cheated on her husband and was raped by her colleague Edi at the 

beginning of the novel. The man with whom she had had an affair a few years ago was the 

head of the seminar in Breza, while the headmistress wanted to get her colleague Edi to leave 

the school. Both events serve to plant red herrings and throw readers off the scent. 

The novel ends with a detailed psychological analysis of the person capable of committing 

such a crime and the circumstances that led to it. "The Breza case unfolded in high style and 

ended in the best possible way. They had the crowning piece of evidence, the Mag-Lite torch, 

which was brimming with all sorts of forensic evidence. Tone Lesjak's forensics team had a field 

day. As did Martin Vrenko's. All in all, they triumphantly tied up even the last loose ends." 
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