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Prologue


Zuzana wasn’t sure she’d ever seen so many people, or so much sunburn, in one place before. She had known when they booked a week in Portorož in August that its solidly doable six-hour drive would likely entice more than just her and her friends, but she had stupidly forgotten to consider that six hours from Bratislava also meant a similar distance from large swathes of Austria, and parts of southern Germany. The seaside in high season was like a tiny nation without a shared language, just a love for the sea and nostrils filled with the fumes of a thousand suncreams. She had found herself awake early every morning, despite the spritzes and the shots of overpowering homemade plum or wormwood liquors which they had every night, bouncing around the tiny private room she shared with her friends in the hostel, desperate to do it all again. As their last day dawned, she felt herself getting pre-emptively sad, picturing herself sitting in a lecture theatre in a few weeks’ time, her tan fading, scrolling through photos she hadn’t even taken yet and sighing to herself.

‘Do my back?’


Zuzana jolted, almost spilling her drink, as Michal threw himself across her lap, face-down.

‘Finally!’ shrieked Viktória. ‘It’s been your turn to watch the bags for ages. We want to swim too, you know!’

They started to bicker about exactly how long the boys had been swimming, and precisely how many portions of salty fries from the restaurant down the promenade that this meant the girls were owed. Zuzana ignored them, rubbing suncream methodically into Michal’s shoulders, watching as a pair of children and their mother hauled themselves out of the sea and onto the concrete beach and rushed on tiptoes across the hot surface towards a snoozing man in the shade of a rentable beach umbrella. Oliver and Filip weren’t even back yet, still wallowing in the water like a pair of otters on their backs, polarised sunglasses winking wickedly in the sun. A few speedboats were moored in the gaps between long wooden piers, the water around them a melee of children in cheap supermarket snorkels and old ladies burnished the colour of chestnuts.

The layout of the beach at Portorož was both exactly what she had been expecting and something entirely alien. She imagined that, from above, it would look like a slice of watermelon, the sea the semicircular wedge of red, boats and pontoons shining black seeds, the various layers of infrastructure onshore like the slivers of white and green rind. The water’s edge was coated in concrete and pockmarked with the occasional metal pool ladder, red-hot in the sun. This promenade gave way to a low wall, penning in the terraces of touristy bars and restaurants, an eclectic mix of tiled patios and shaded

dancefloors, a few man-made beaches covered in deckchairs and plastic models for sandcastles. The businesses themselves formed a third layer of the semicircle, beyond which was a shaded pavement and then, finally, the road along the coast. On the other side of the road, more hotels than she could count. Narrow little walkways had been cut through the layers, rat runs like veins from the road to the sea.

Zuzana and her friends had quickly identified the pick of the sunbathing locations: rectangular platforms cut into the low wall, the perfect size for a few beach towels and a gaggle of friends who didn’t mind being slightly too close to one another for comfort. Occasionally a child would run straight through them on their way to the Ledo ice-cream stand a few metres behind them, or they’d be unable to hear one another over the cackling from the Aperol Spritz bar on the terrace next to them, but it was worth it. She felt in the middle of things, like summer was all around her, the fried scampi and the water guns and the perfect view of the inflatables as they were towed out to sea, customers shrieking and hanging on for dear life. There was so much life going on around her that she barely had to engage with her own, she could just lie in her oversized sunglasses with her e-reader blotting out the sun, reading thrillers and romances about girls doing almost exactly the same thing.

She had harboured a hope, as they unpacked their things in the small hostel room, that she might have a holiday romance of her own, but the presence of Michal, Filip and Oliver seemed to have put off any potential suitors. They had met a group of British men the night before at one of the many

bar-cum-clubs that lined the promenade, but they had disappeared before the lights came up. She wondered idly if they’d be out again tonight, whether she should suggest to Viktória that they wear their matching minidresses again. They could give the yellow ones a quick rinse in the sink, they’d dry in moments in this sun. It wasn’t the most hygienic, and her grandmother would be appalled at the mere idea of it, but she was pretty sure just the concept of clubbing in Portorož would horrify her grandmother. Not that it was her who Zuzana was trying to impress. Boys loved matching minidresses, they were like catnip.

She heard familiar bellowing coming from somewhere in the direction of the water, Oliver’s booming voice yelling in English. Michal shot upright, smears of cream in the shape of her fingers across his shoulders.

‘What’s he saying?’

Zuzana put her sunglasses up on top of her head, sitting up straighter, listening intently. She could see them now, Filip hauling himself up onto one of the speedboats like a walrus as Oliver scrambled up the ladder onto the closest pier. Another man threw himself into the water, swimming over towards Filip, who helped him up onto the boat, while a nearby woman hustled a group of children down the pier.

‘Ambulance!’ yelled Oliver. ‘Someone call an ambulance!’ He switched into Slovak, yelling louder so his friends could hear. ‘Someone is hurt, on the boat. A girl, she’s hit her head.’

Zuzana grabbed her phone, dialling rapidly with shaking fingers, rushing towards her friend, then stopped when a

woman on the promenade shouted in heavily accented English, ‘I’m on the phone; they’re coming!’

Zuzana came to a stop next to Oliver, grabbing his arm as he gazed out in horror at Filip and the stranger on the boat. The stranger turned to Filip, asking him something, and Filip nodded and turned to shout at his friends.

‘Phone again, and ask for the police,’ he said urgently in rapid Slovak, eyes darting across the gathered Germans and Austrians, obviously hoping to obscure his meaning by speaking a language they didn’t understand. ‘She’s dead.’






Chapter One


It wasn’t even midday yet, and Inšpektorica Petra Vidmar felt fraught, the August heat doing its best to maintain a parched brittleness in everything it touched. No matter how many bottles of water she drained, vampire-like, until they crinkled and imploded, her brain still felt thick and slow. She could see it in the faces of the holidaymakers around her, too. Parents trying to control their children as they sprinted from one dopamine hit to the next, groups of young people already three luridly coloured cocktails into their day starting to get testy with one another. Petra loved summer, the early starts and late evenings, time with friends in bars and with her parents in the mountains. She was yet to be convinced, however, that she loved summer on the Slovenian coast. The sheer density of people, especially hemmed in on one side by water, was making her anxious. When she thought of the Petra who had arrived in Koper just a few months ago, marvelling at the tailbacks of Dutch campervans and German estate cars, she laughed at her own naivety. This was in a league of its own.


The call about the – potentially – dead girl on a powerboat in Portorož had, fortuitously, come just as she and Policist Aleš Koren were halfway along the waterfront path from Piran, the eyesore casino billboards coming into view as her phone trilled in her pocket. Her uniform trousers pinched and pulled as the pair of them sprinted towards the pier, her gun smacking into her hip. She hadn’t worn uniform in over a year, and had been forced to borrow a set from Medved for the first week of the season before her father had driven to Koper with the box full of discarded tops and trousers that had been stored in her parents’ garage in Ljubljana. The purpose of summer foot patrols, her commanding officer, Svetnik Horvat, had piously informed her, was to make the police visible, and dissuade any potential pickpockets from getting busy. There was little point in her mincing about in linen shorts. Not that she particularly minded. She quite liked the summer uniform, with its bright blue sports-style, sweat-wicking t-shirt and dark trousers. It was very easy to wash.

As they got closer, she found herself shimmying and dodging around human obstacles, calling ‘oprostime, excuse me, verzeihung’ as she squeezed her way through. Behind her, she could hear Koren trying to keep up, struggling to make use of some of the smaller gaps she slipped past, and instead just shouting ‘Policija! Police! Polizei!’ in an attempt to clear the way. The ambulance, wherever it was, wouldn’t make it here for quite some time, no matter how many well-mannered drivers who pulled neatly aside they encountered. There simply wasn’t space, the main road through Portorož constantly at

a standstill as people engaged in stand-offs for parking spaces and waited for crocodiles of tourists to cross the road from the sea to the hotels.

As they came into view, a group of young people on one of the piers further ahead started to jump up and down, yelling and waving. Koren sped up at the sight of them, streaking past both her and the next two piers. One of the teenagers ran towards Koren, eyes fixed on the bright blue uniform, water flying off him as he went. Petra slowed as she neared them, coming to a stop in front of the group.

‘You are police?’ asked the boy in English, pushing his wet fringe out of his eyes with both hands, and blinking at them manically. His tone was panicked, voice almost cracking.

‘Yes,’ Koren replied. ‘What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Is one of your friends in danger?’

Petra turned, sensing eyes on her, phone cameras pointed at her. She smiled tensely at the group of sunbathers nearest her, and turned back to the boy.

‘No, no. We are not hurt. There’s a girl on that boat.’ He jabbed a finger in the direction of a speedboat in one of the little marinas formed by two piers, still rocking unnaturally after the frenzied splashing of the three boys. It was seemingly moored to a submerged anchor, drifting a few metres from both the shore and the side of the pier. Petra could see another teenaged boy, pale-faced, standing on the swimming deck at the back. An older man crouched next to him, frowning. His eyes widened at the sight of Petra and Koren, and he straightened up.

‘There is blood,’ the boy went on, ‘her head is hurt. That man, he says she’s dead.’


Desperate to help, or perhaps to demonstrate the severity of the situation, one of his friends started jumping up and down further down the promenade, pointing at the boat. ‘I can pull it in?’ he shouted, gesturing at one of the lead ropes dangling in the water. ‘I can jump into the water, and pull it over?’

His words were unnecessary, however, as Koren was already shucking his belt, dumping his radio, and leaping into the water. The boy followed suit, slipping back in with slightly more grace and swimming the few strokes out to the boat. Together, they easily pulled the boat over to the land, dragging it by the lead rope away from whatever submerged anchor lay below. Petra and the other two teenagers rushed forward to catch it, tying it to one of the rings attached to the concrete.

‘Koren, don’t,’ shouted Petra, as he tried to haul himself on board, uniform boots weighing him down. ‘You’re wet. Let me.’

She jumped over the nose of the boat, half-scrambling across the shiny wooden panel built into the deck at the bow, and edging around the console to access the stern deck and swimming platform. Curled against the back headrest of the cream leather bench seat, completely hidden to anyone viewing the boat from anywhere except the back, was a young woman in a black bikini. Her long blonde hair was pulled up in a messy bun, tangled strands falling around her shoulders and across her forehead. Her eyes were closed, and at first Petra thought she could have been asleep. Then, she saw the head wound. A pool of strangely diluted blood had collected under the woman’s head, her hair stained red and stuck in a

clump to the edge of the wound, the damage largely hidden at first glance by the bench seat behind her.

Petra dropped to her knees, placing her ear against the woman’s chest and her fingers on the woman’s wrist, searching for breath and pulse. She was warm, but in a strange, dry, uneven way. Salty residue was visible around the neckline of her bikini and around the tendrils of hair which had dried and stuck to her arms, at odds with the blue of her lips. Finding no signs of life, Petra placed her hand on the woman’s face, avoiding the wound, trying to check her airway. She recoiled slightly when she felt how wet the bits of the woman’s hair that hadn’t been facing the hot sun were, slick tendrils snaking around the back of her neck.

‘There’s no need, Officer,’ said the older man, now next to her. He spoke English in a hushed tone, glancing over his shoulder at the remaining teenager, who looked green around the gills. ‘I’m afraid she’s dead.’

Petra swallowed, sitting back on her haunches. She hated to admit that he was right, the young face in front of her so pale under her tan, unnaturally still.

‘I’m a doctor,’ the man explained quickly. ‘On holiday. I knew as soon as I saw her. It looks like a nasty head injury, she must have fallen.’ He was younger than she’d originally thought, with a kind face, although slightly sunburned. He gave her a sad smile and opened his mouth to speak again, but was cut off by commotion on the pier. Petra stood up as she saw the familiar orange trousers and white t-shirts of the paramedics, stepping aside as two of them hopped with varying levels of deftness onto the deck.


The older paramedic gave her a terse nod as he clambered to the swim deck at the back of the boat, shooting a look at the teenaged boy and the doctor in his brightly coloured Bermuda shorts. He knelt beside the woman, doing all the same checks as Petra had before him.

‘She’s dead,’ repeated the doctor, forehead creased up as he spoke, squinting in the sun. If he had been wearing sunglasses, they hadn’t survived the frantic swim out to the boat.

The paramedic swallowed, nodding. In thickly accented English, he said, ‘Yes,’ then looked up at Petra as though waiting for her to say something.

‘He said it looked like a head injury,’ she began, in Slovene.

‘The tourist?’

‘He’s a doctor.’

The paramedic shrugged. ‘I’d say that he’s right. Not as much blood as you’d expect, but there’s definitely a wound there.’ He stood up, looking over his shoulder at his colleague, who was still lurking in the prow of the boat, hands on hips, staring at the teenager.

‘You can go back to your friends,’ Petra said gently to the boy, feeling instantly guilty at how relieved he looked. ‘Give your details to my colleague, please. Are you staying locally?’

He nodded rapidly, already scurrying across the boat and towards the pier. ‘We’ll stay on the concrete, we’ll be there.’

‘You too,’ she said to the doctor, who gave the boy a nod as he leapt onto the pier and into the arms of his friends. ‘Just give your number and the name of your hotel to the policeman on the pier, the wet one. We’ll be in touch.’


The paramedic shrugged again, uninterested in police logistics. ‘There’s no point taking her to a hospital. Get the coroner to figure it out.’

‘You don’t think there’s anything unusual?’

He gave her a strange look. ‘Other than the fact she’s about eighteen and dead as a stone? No.’ He gestured with his head at his colleague, who produced a tightly folded white sheet from a pocket and chucked it at him. Petra sucked her teeth as they covered the girl, nodding at each other as they backed away from the body, absolving themselves of responsibility.

‘Just call the coroner, Officer,’ he said as he stepped onto the pier, with an air of paternal indifference, the passing on of knowledge to someone who didn’t know any better. ‘This is their problem now.’

Petra frowned instinctively, ready to bite his head off, then remembered that she was indeed in uniform. The paramedics started off down the pier without waiting for a response, someone’s radio crackling as they went. She glanced up at Koren, his clothes dripping onto the concrete as the teenagers all wrote down their details on his pad. The doctor was heading off down the pier, running his hand through his damp hair as he went. One of the teenagers, a pretty girl with long hair in two plaits, glanced at him, then at her friends, worrying at her bottom lip.

Something about this felt wrong, something that she couldn’t put her finger on. The paramedic was right, the girl on the swim deck looked so young, the pool of blood around her so small for a corpse with a head wound. A streak of watery dried blood snaked out from under the sheet, pointing at

Petra’s boot, accusatory against the polished wooden boards. She swallowed again, then looked up to Koren. He sensed her gaze, glancing at her immediately.

‘Koren, call whoever you know at the station in Piran. Tell them what’s happened. We’re going to need some form of traffic control, either for the main road or to clear people off the promenade.’

Koren nodded, reaching down for the belt he’d discarded before his attempted act of heroism, a stream of water rushing down his arm and dripping all over the parched concrete.

‘Oh, and tell them we need more officers. “No” isn’t an acceptable answer; I don’t care what they have going on. We need to set up some form of perimeter on land. At least for now, we’re counting this as a suspicious death.’






Chapter Two


Petra thought they’d done rather a good job of crowd control, all things considered. It helped, admittedly, that the average holidaymaker seemed to have very little interest in what was going on after the initial drama, being more interested in their books and their beers than in a pair of police officers. Koren himself, Petra decided, was now too much of a contamination risk to the scene of an unexplained death, and so could not be allowed on the boat to drip salt or one of the stringy tendrils of seaweed he kept finding stuck to his person on either the dead woman or her surroundings. As such, they decided the best option was to let the boat back out again, releasing it to drift out on its anchor. She’d already called in for reinforcements from Koper, cautious that Piran probably didn’t 
have much manpower to spare, and made a request for someone from forensics to attend the scene.

From her place on the pier, Petra noted down the registration number of the boat, painted in an angular script just under the front railing.

‘DU-333,’ she read aloud. ‘Does that mean anything to you?’


‘That’s the code for Dubrovnik, I think, so the boat must be registered there. And isn’t the number three lucky? I guess whoever they are they thought they needed some luck.’

It hadn’t been very lucky for the girl currently lying dead on the swim deck, but Petra didn’t voice this thought. ‘I’m not sure I’d want to come all the way from Dubrovnik in that,’ she mused instead. ‘How long would that take?’

Koren considered this for a moment. ‘By sea, I have no idea. A while. It’s about eight hours by car most of the year. Maybe twelve in this traffic, though. Just because the boat is registered in Dubrovnik doesn’t mean it came straight here, though. Maybe from Pula?’

Petra imagined a map of Croatia, thinking of the Roman city of Pula at the tip of the Istrian peninsula, just an hour from where they were now. By contrast, Dubrovnik, on the Dalmatian coast, was so far as to seem ridiculous. She’d seen boats registered in Croatia, flying little chequerboard flags, many times recently, but the distance from home seemed incongruous. She tapped out an email to the desk sergeant back at the station, asking for them to check the ownership records on DU-333.

Confident that she’d done all she could for now, Petra turned to Koren.

‘Well done back there,’ she said quietly. ‘Jumping in like that. It was very impressive.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘I’m not quite sure why I did it, to be honest. It just seemed like the right thing to do.’

Petra nodded. ‘It was. You thought on your feet.’

Looking at him, you could barely tell he’d been in the water. He had dried out impressively in the sun, his hair left

spiky and mussed. He beamed at her, but the light in his eyes quickly dimmed as his gaze fell on the speedboat once more. ‘Not that there was much point, in the end.’

Petra shook her head. ‘You didn’t know that, and you did your best.’

Koren’s attention didn’t shift from the boat, and Petra found herself taking it in in more detail herself. She knew nothing about boats, having been a city or mountains girl until the day she’d been dispatched to Koper to solve the murder of a serving police officer, but even she could tell that this one was something special. It was black with chrome trim, and sat high in the water. The front deck, stretching from the bow to the windscreen on the sunken cockpit, was covered in dark wooden boards, the hatch for the anchor completely disguised by expert craftsmanship until it was opened. The cockpit itself was covered in buttery cream leather, two chairs immediately behind the console, and a wide bench behind forming three sides of a square. A small table sat behind the chairs, at the perfect distance for those on the bench to reach for cocktails or an ice bucket of champagne. Behind the bench’s headrest, at the same level as its gorgeously sewn top seam, was a second wooden deck, which gave way to a matching panelled swimming platform, sitting inches above the water. A discreet towing hook nestled next to the enormous engine, which was covered in gleaming black casing. It looked like something that belonged off the coast of St Tropez, and Petra realised that many of the stares she and Koren were receiving had nothing to do with the body on the rear deck, but were just appreciating the boat itself.


‘Are you allowed to moor here?’ asked Petra. ‘This close to the promenade?’

Koren shrugged. ‘Not in Koper, but I have no idea about Portorož. There’s a marina and boatyard towards Lucija, just over there.’ He gestured south, in the opposite direction to where they’d run from earlier, towards Croatia. ‘They have berths for luxury boats; you’re more likely to see something like this there. And Piran has a marina too, obviously. I’m not sure why or how you’d be allowed to leave your boat here, where people want to swim.’

Petra nodded, then jolted in surprise as a voice behind her piped up.

‘It isn’t technically allowed, but they don’t stop it. The laws of the jungle apply. If you leave your boat somewhere stupid and something happens to it, then that’s on you. If you want it safe, you should book a berth in Marina Portorož.’

She turned to see a gangly young man with short-cropped hair standing behind her. He had a wide, flat face and a large nose, green eyes partially hidden under untamed eyebrows. He wore a police officer’s uniform, the top stretched tight, as if he had grown since it had been issued. There was a moment of silence in which Petra looked askance at him, and received only a wide-eyed grin in return.

She waited another beat, then spoke. ‘I’m assuming you’re my relief officer from Piran?’

‘Yes!’ the young man responded. ‘Žiga Bizjak, at your service. Very excited to meet you, Inspector. Aleš has told me all about you. All good things, of course; how could he say anything bad? You solved our first murder in years! We are

all so happy you decided to stay on the coast, really, thank you. I never thought I’d get to work with you this soon. My lucky day!’

Petra blinked at him, and noticed that Koren had gone very stiff beside her. She turned to him, giving him an amused look. He was staring straight at Bizjak, his expression murderous.

‘Aleš didn’t mention that he had a friend based in Piran,’ said Petra, aiming for a neutral tone. ‘Have you come alone, or are there more of you?’

Bizjak, it appeared, had little interest in anything that wasn’t exuberance, whether it be legitimate or out of nervousness. ‘We were at the academy together!’ he announced with a grin. ‘And he dated my cousin.’

‘When we were twelve,’ said Koren tightly.

‘I remember your birthday cake that year, it was very good. How is your mother?’

‘Bizjak,’ Petra began, sensing that Koren was getting overwrought, ‘I am very grateful that you managed to make it here, given all the traffic. I admit that I was slightly hoping for a bigger contingent from Piran?’

‘Oh, but it is August!’ he replied with a boisterous laugh, as if Petra had told a very funny joke. ‘There are ten of us, to patrol the whole of Lucija, Portorož, Piran and Strunjan. Well, eleven. We haven’t redone our staff rotas since before Croatia joined Schengen, so we still have an extra person to man the maritime border office in Piran harbour. Today, that’s me!’

‘What luck,’ said Koren, under his breath.


‘We have officers attending from Koper, as well. They should be here soon, to help with reinforcing the perimeter,’ said Petra, trying to move the conversation along.

‘Wonderful! I love to network with colleagues; meeting new people has always been one of my favourite activities. Not that they’re that new, I think Aleš has told me all about you all. Who will you phone? Matteo Crevatini? I’d love to meet him; Aleš makes him sound like such a character! I think I’d have met him before, if he hadn’t gone to the Italian high school. I don’t know how we haven’t crossed paths.’

Petra felt her smile stiffen slightly; her eyes glassed over as she tried to work out how to regain control of the conversation. ‘I’ll have to see who is available. In the meantime, could you and Aleš keep the crowds back? I’d like to have this pier cleared of people, and ideally the part of the promenade nearest to the boat. The priority is still keeping an eye on the boat, just make sure no one can get close.’

‘Of course!’ responded Bizjak. ‘I’ll start with the pier. Aleš, have you been for a swim?’

Petra widened her eyes at Koren as he and Bizjak moved off down the pier, and received only a shake of the head in return. She hid her grin, resolving to ask him later exactly why he’d been gossiping with Bizjak about the entire Koper station. Leaving the men to their task, she headed back towards the promenade, ensuring that Koren and Bizjak still had the speedboat in their sights, and walked in the direction in which the four teenagers had gone.


She found them easily, clustered around a mess of beach towels on one of the sundecks built into the promenade wall, next to a small grassy lawn whose trees offered the only natural shade on the whole stretch of beach. They were sitting with a fifth friend who hadn’t been on the pier, all looking slightly manic. One of them clutched a bottle of beer which was sweating profusely, water droplets dripping down the boy’s hand and onto the towels without him noticing.

‘Hello,’ she said in English as she approached, tucking a loose piece of hair behind her ear. ‘Are you able to answer some questions on what just happened?’

‘The man on the boat, the doctor. He was right, the girl is dead?’ one of them said suddenly, as if the question was bursting out of him, unbidden.

‘She is.’ Petra kept her tone calm. ‘I’m very sorry you had to see that, but thank you so much for trying so hard to help her. You did exactly the right thing.’

‘When did she die?’ asked a second boy, sitting between two pretty, teenaged girls, both of whom had an arm around him.

‘I don’t know yet,’ she admitted. ‘I am waiting for someone from forensics to arrive.’

One boy repeated ‘forensics’, sounding confused, and his friends quickly switched into another Slavic language, translating for him.

‘Are you happy to do this in English?’ she asked, realising that she’d assumed they were comfortable in a second language. ‘I can get an interpreter, if you prefer. Where are you from?’


‘Slovakia,’ said the boy with the long fringe who had leapt into the water with Koren. ‘We are from Bratislava. We can speak English, that is fine.’

‘Perfect, thank you. Do you like Slovenia so far?’

‘Yes,’ said the boy with the two girls wrapped around him. ‘Until the dead girl.’

Petra nodded, and supposed this was fair. Perhaps it had been a stupid question. ‘Are you staying in Portorož?’

‘Yes. We have finished school, so we are on holiday.’

‘Congratulations,’ she said, with some warmth. She could remember her own end-of-school holiday well, a trip with her closest friends to climb Slovenia’s tallest peak, Triglav, and then get drunk in various bars and mountain huts in the valley below.

‘Thank you. We arrived last week, today is our last day.’

‘Did you raise the alarm immediately, when you saw the body? How long had you been near the boat? Did you see anyone else?’

‘No,’ said the boy with the fringe, emphatically. ‘We saw her, and knew she wasn’t right. There was blood all over the wood. Poor girl.’

‘Have you ever seen her before?’

‘Yes.’ The girl with the plaits’ voice was quiet, one hand frozen in a death-grip on her friend’s knee. ‘Steffi.’

Petra jolted, surprised. ‘You know her name?’

‘We met her yesterday,’ explained the other girl, giving her friend a concerned look. ‘At a bar; we started chatting. 
She’s here with her friends. She’s an influencer, I follow her on Instagram.’ The girl went into the large beach bag next to her,

pulling out a phone in a brightly coloured case and squinting at the screen in the harsh sun.

‘She’s famous?’

The girl shook her head, still scrolling. ‘I didn’t know her before, but I looked her up when she spoke to us. She’s big in the Netherlands.’

Petra wasn’t entirely sure how much fame ‘big in the Netherlands’ translated to, and made a note of it. Perhaps Koren was young enough to be plugged in to that sort of thing. Realistically, she probably was too, but she enjoyed at least pretending she was above it all.

‘How did you start speaking to her, if you didn’t recognise her?’

‘The Hugo Spritz,’ said the first girl, distracted, still scrolling. ‘She gave it to Zuzana.’

Petra raised an eyebrow. ‘Hugo Spritz?’

Plaits, presumably Zuzana, spoke up again. ‘She tried to get free drinks from the barman for her friends, then when she got them, she gave hers to us. She said she didn’t want it. She was nice.’

Petra gave them a questioning look.

‘That’s the one with …’ The other girl trailed off, speaking in rapid Slovak to the boy next to her, seemingly debating a piece of vocabulary. ‘Elderflower in it.’

‘She got the drinks for a review,’ said one of the boys, giving his friend a look that suggested he was confident that Hugo Spritz recipes weren’t high on Petra’s priority list. ‘The barman had to get his manager to agree, it was a big thing, and then when her friends left she gave hers to Zuzana.’


‘That’s why we went to the boat,’ said another boy, warming to the theme. ‘We recognised her, when we were swimming behind it. We didn’t see her at first, but then Oliver saw her arm. We thought she was sunbathing, and maybe she was more famous than we thought, with a boat like that one.’

‘The boat was never on her Instagram,’ said Viktória, finally finding what she was looking for and handing her phone to Petra. ‘I just looked. You wouldn’t have a boat like that and not put it on social media!’ She sounded so confident that Petra was tempted to agree.

Petra squinted at the phone. She could see dozens of small, square photos, arranged in a grid, three wide and seemingly endlessly long. She tapped on the first one, peering at an image of a girl standing with her back to the camera, arms spread wide and placed on the railing of a glass balcony, gazing out at the sea. It had been posted yesterday morning. The previous one showed an achingly on-trend bedroom, notes and pastel-coloured highlighters spread artfully across a pristinely white desk. It put Petra’s own bedroom to shame. When she finally got to a face shot of Steffi, posing next to a tulip stall in Amsterdam, she felt her own face crumple. Take away the contoured make-up, the styled hair, and it was her: the girl from the boat.

‘She was studying to be a vet,’ said one of the boys. ‘Her father is one.’

‘No, that was one of her friends! She was studying English Literature,’ said Zuzana, shaking her head at the boy, then blinking earnestly at Petra as if to persuade her to trust her, and not her friend.


‘How many friends was she with, in the bar? Do you remember their names?’

‘We didn’t speak to her friends,’ said one of the boys. ‘They were already inside when we spoke to Steffi, but there were three of them. All girls.’

Petra nodded, making a note. Three teenagers, somewhere in Portorož, who didn’t know yet that their friend was never coming back. Or did they? Were they calling the police as she stood here, garbling on the phone, panicking? She had to find them. ‘Do you know which university? One in the Netherlands?’

They all shook their heads again. ‘She was reading Othello, because the characters are Venetian, and the Slovenian coast is full of Venetian architecture. That’s why we know; she said she couldn’t understand Shakespeare if she had a Hugo Spritz.’

‘Prosecco and Shakespeare do not mix,’ confirmed Viktória, intoning it as though it was an item of great philosophical merit.

Petra nodded, and went back to the screen, a thought occurring to her. She knew you could tag a location on photos like this, specify exactly where you were. She looked up in the top corner of the photo, and sighed when she saw it was empty. Security-conscious, then. Much good that had done her. Petra copied down Steffi’s username carefully, and looked up as she heard the teenagers descend into Slovak again, debating something between themselves.

The boy with the fringe screwed up his face, trying to remember something.


‘Anything, no matter how small, could help,’ Petra prompted.

‘She was staying near the bar,’ he said eventually, ‘I think. She said she could see her balcony from there on the beach, and wanted to go back to her room for some peace, but it would have made her friends mad.’

‘That’s very helpful, thank you. Which beach bar was it?’

‘Cunami,’ said one of the boys. ‘The one next to the boat rental … house.’

‘Shed,’ corrected Viktória. ‘The shed where you can rent the inflatable bananas.’

‘The ones you ride in the sea,’ clarified Zuzana tearfully.

Petra wasn’t sure she wanted to hear more about inflatable bananas, so she thanked them again, then told them to try to enjoy the rest of their holiday and to have a safe trip back to Bratislava. As she walked away, she could hear them start to talk rapidly to one another in Slovak again, all speaking over one another, desperate to be heard.






Chapter Three


When she returned to the boat, Petra was frustrated to find that Koren and Bizjak were still manning the site alone.

‘No one?’ she asked, largely rhetorically. ‘Still?’

‘Traffic,’ said Koren, while Bizjak nodded enthusiastically. ‘They’re nearly here. What did the Slovak kids have to say?’

Petra filled them in, quietly, on what she’d been told. She saw Bizjak open his mouth to interject a few times, but he stayed silent on each occasion, eyes fixed on Petra. It was quite nice to have such a rapt audience, she thought. She felt a little like a celebrity. As she spoke, she saw Koren pull out his phone, looking up the username Petra had got from the girls.

‘Steffi … spullen?’

‘It means “things” in Dutch,’ said Petra. ‘I looked it up. Nice alliteration. Do you recognise that view, the one she posted yesterday, from the balcony? The Slovak kids say she was staying locally, close to the beach bar they met her in.’

‘That’s Savudrija,’ offered Bizjak. ‘But the hotels are all so close together, they get a pretty similar view.’

All three of them looked up, taking in the view from the promenade. Barely three kilometres from where they stood,

across the glinting blue of the Gulf of Piran, lay the green, Croatian peninsula of Savudrija, stretching across the horizon. The waters of the gulf were, as ever, quiet and still, pristine blue interrupted only by swimmers, yachts and inflatables. It looked very much like Steffi’s photo. Petra turned around, trying to work out which of the hotels the photo might have been taken from. As Bizjak said, there were so many, clustered along the short Portorož shoreline, that it was impossible to say for sure. Even the metal railings Steffi was holding did little to help; Petra could count four hotels from here which seemed to have the same, even though many were covered by colourful beach towels and dripping-wet swimwear. She suspected there were more fruitful uses of her time than playing spot-the-difference, and turned back to her colleagues.

‘Bizjak, do you think you can manage here by yourself for a moment? I’d like to borrow Aleš to go and speak to the team at Cunami. Even if Steffi didn’t pay for her drinks, they might know where she’s staying. If she made a case for getting freebies, she might have done some name-dropping.’

He nodded, ever willing to please, and made a show of holding his arms out on either side of him. ‘Of course! I won’t move until you’re back. Nothing will get past me.’

Bizjak’s next thought was interrupted by Koren, who started to speak quietly, every word loaded with urgency. ‘As always, I’ll be sharing more details about this paradise when I’m home. A week of sun, sea and spritzes, just what the doctor ordered. Kisses, Steffi.’

‘What?’ Petra turned back to him, intrigued. The words were nothing special, probably exactly what whoever had paid

her to say them had wanted, and hearing them felt like the echo of a young life wasted.

‘The caption of her photo, I translated the Dutch. That’s what it says.’

‘Oh, that’s awful. That poor woman,’ said Bizjak, as Petra blinked at Koren. She was finding it slightly difficult to marry the happy, smiling girl on his phone with the limp, discarded body she’d seen just an hour ago, who still lay behind her on the boat. She couldn’t stop herself from glancing over her shoulder, just to check that the corpse was still there, that this wasn’t an elaborate hoax which ended in her appearing on a mildly successful internet prank compilation. What she wouldn’t give, she thought, for that to be the case.

‘Cunami,’ she said after a moment, her voice hoarse. She wasn’t surprised. Her brain was feeling brittle again, the heat and the exertion and the awfulness of the situation catching up to her. ‘Come on, Aleš.’

Petra didn’t wait for a response from either of them, just turned on her heel and walked off along the promenade in the direction of the bar. She sensed Koren falling into step next to her, his long strides measured to match hers. She’d never been to Cunami personally, but she recognised the name from her patrols of the beach over the last few weeks. It was a low, flat building with a little beach area outside, orange deckchairs and sponsored beach umbrellas crowded around an outdoor bar. The entrance from the promenade onto the beach was narrow, with a large arch over the top reading ‘Cunami’ in a bubbly script, a shark’s fin erupting out of the ‘n’ and a small starfish dotting the ‘i’. Petra wasn’t entirely sure how these

motifs were related to tsunamis, specifically, but she respected the effort to go all-in on a theme.

‘So,’ she began, marching along the promenade too fast for the scorching heat. She needed a slight distraction, something to get her brain going again, and either Koren’s conversation or a sheen of sweat would do. ‘Žiga Bizjak. Old friend?’

Koren let out a dramatic sigh, catching the attention of a pair of passing women, both of whom gave him an appreciative glance. He did suit the mussed hair somehow, the jaunty angle of some of the spiky shards giving him a beachy, surfer-boy look that was totally at odds with the uniform. Then again, Petra thought, lots of people fancied uniforms. Maybe the hair was just an added bonus. She wondered whether she should send him home to change, whether his feet hurt in his presumably still slightly soggy shoes. She doubted he’d go, even if she asked him to.

Koren seemed equally eager for a distraction from Steffi’s sunny online presence. ‘When I was at the academy, Bizjak was the only other cadet I knew. The rest of them were all nice enough, but they came from Ljubljana and Maribor and Kranj, and were going to work together afterwards. We all formed little groups. Žiga and I just kind of … stuck together.’

‘Makes sense. Familiarity in situations like that is very appealing.’ Even if Petra suspected sharing a room with Bizjak when he wanted to gossip would have been rather trying.

Koren sighed. ‘He’s very nice, if incapable of keeping his mouth shut. We still go for drinks every so often. He was kind to me when Inspector Furlan died, and then he was so excited when you arrived and solved the murder. To be honest,

for a while, Žiga was the only one I really wanted to talk to. His mentor is an old donkey, so stubborn, incredibly set in his ways, but Žiga would take a bullet for him. He understood how much the inspector getting murdered hurt me.’ His voice had become quieter as he spoke, to the point where Petra was struggling to hear him over the Europop pumping from the speakers rigged up on the Cunami sign.

‘So, we like Žiga?’ she asked gently, regretting bringing up a subject which had so quickly pivoted back to the last murder they had worked together. She had been trying to put that out of her mind.

Koren nodded emphatically. ‘Very much. He’s an excellent officer, and a good friend. He just doesn’t think before he speaks, and so is capable of being incredibly embarrassing. Like back there, for example. I don’t want you to think I spend my nights off sitting in bars with every officer on the coast, telling them war stories, or talking incessantly about you. I don’t. That would be weird.’

Petra thought back to the last person who had talked to her about war stories, and felt herself deflate slightly as she remembered sitting with a glass of orange wine in hand, swapping tales, unaware of who she was sitting opposite, or of what they were truly capable of. This happened, sometimes, flashes of what could have been, the alternate timelines and possibilities that crept up on Petra when she least expected them, taunting her. It was especially bad when she was feeling low, and today was no exception. If everything had actually been how it seemed that night, then things might have turned

out very differently. Her first case on the coast had truly done a number on her.

Petra gave herself a little shake, and plastered a smile on her face as she looked back up at Koren. ‘That’s a shame. I was rather hoping you did.’

‘Žiga was so jealous that he wasn’t involved in the operation,’ said Koren, changing the subject again. ‘Jealous is probably the wrong word. He was appalled at what happened, but I think part of him wished it was him who got to play sidekick to an inspector sent specially to root out traitors, and take down an international drug-smuggling ring.’

‘Are you telling me that there is not, in fact, an extra eleventh man still scheduled at Piran for a maritime border that no longer exists?’

‘I’m telling you that if Žiga heard there was an opportunity to get involved on a case with you, he’d have left his own wedding to get here. I hate to think what deal he came to with his colleagues to get this gig when the call came in to their station.’

‘I’ll try not to disappoint,’ Petra replied, inclining her head towards the Cunami archway. It was time, she knew, to get back to the matter at hand. ‘Shall we?’






Chapter Four


Petra walked up the terracotta-tiled path of Cunami, Koren following behind. On either side of her were man-made beaches, studded with brightly coloured beach towels and the occasional bucket and spade. Halfway down the path, directly in front of them, was a U-shaped outdoor bar with a cluster of stools around it. There was an obvious and slightly overbearing tiki theme to the whole establishment, carved wooden heads leering down from various vantage points in the structure of the awning over the bar, and leis strung between trees and around the necks of a few of the guests. It was impossible to make out the barman, his face obscured by palm fronds dangling from the edges of the bar’s wooden roof.

‘Excuse me?’ she said as they approached, peering through the veil of decor to catch the barman in the middle of vigorously shaking a cocktail.

He blinked at her, eyes dropping from her face to her uniform, and put the silver shaker down so quickly it almost toppled into the novelty coconut cup next to it. ‘Let me get the manager,’ he said immediately, and bolted into the main building behind him before Petra could say another word.


Neither Petra nor Koren spoke, instead watching through the floor-to-ceiling glass panels as the barman rushed through the empty indoor bar, heading towards a man in a white shirt.

‘We must be above his pay grade.’

Petra raised her eyebrows, and crossed her arms across her chest. Next to her, Koren adjusted his uniform cap, wiping his brow. A tiny cascade of salt fell from his forehead, and he quickly replaced the hat, obviously hoping Petra hadn’t noticed. For both of their sakes, she looked off in the other direction.

They tracked the movement inside the bar as if it were a tennis match, the barman following the other man around and pointing emphatically out of the window. Finally, the manager grabbed something from inside and headed towards them. As he came out of the door, Petra realised that it was a laminated piece of paper.

‘We had the inspection!’

He hadn’t even reached them before he thrust the laminated paper at them, a look of satisfaction in his eyes. ‘The full one. We passed. No more exposed wiring near crates of alcohol.’

Petra blinked, but thankfully Koren was faster on his feet. ‘That is excellent news, gospod, but I am afraid we are not here about inspections. A body was found near here this morning, and we have reason to believe that the individual might have been a customer of yours yesterday. I was wondering if you, or your barman, remember a blonde girl in a black bikini? We believe she was Dutch.’

The manager and barman looked at each other, frowned slightly, and then shrugged as one. ‘I am afraid my staff see

many girls in black bikinis every day. I couldn’t expect them to remember every single one. We ask that patrons wear a
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