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Part I – The Path Begins
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The helicopter skimmed low over the plateau, rotors thumping a steady rhythm through the cold morning air. Below, the Tasmanian wilderness unfurled in vast, silent layers — alpine moorland, scattered tarns reflecting dull silver, and the jagged silhouettes of dolerite peaks rising like weathered spines.

Dr. Eva Thompson steadied herself against the vibration, her harness clipped tight. Even from above, the central highlands looked ancient and indifferent — no roads, no fences, just a sprawling interior that swallowed noise, people, and mistakes with equal ease.

Detective Dan Keenan leaned toward her over the headset.

“Rangers say he’s early twenties,” he said. “Solo hiker. No PLB.”

Eva nodded; gaze fixed on the small timber hut coming into focus. “Cause of death?”

“They didn’t want to describe it over the radio,” Keenan replied. “Just said it wasn’t an accident.”

The pilot flared the landing skids, sending loose button grass whipping into the air. When the chopper settled, two Parks & Wildlife rangers waited by the hut — windburned, tense, hands shoved deep into jacket pockets.

As Eva stepped out into the cold, the air bit at her face. She reached into her pack and pulled out a folded Tyvek suit, snapping it open.

O’Connell, the senior ranger, raised an eyebrow. “Thought you’d want to look first.”

“I will,” Eva said, pulling the white suit up over her clothes. “But I don’t want to contaminate the scene.” She tugged the zipper to her chin, sealed the hood, then snapped nitrile gloves over her wrists. 

Keenan smirked. “She sleeps in that stuff.”

Eva ignored him, tightening the elastic around her boots. The Tyvek rustled sharply in the thin alpine wind.

“Let’s go,” she said.



Inside the hut, the body sat propped against the wall — legs extended, back straight, head resting slightly to the right. At first glance he looked like a tired walker taking a break. Then the details registered.

The throat.

Cut so deep the cartilage gleamed.

Eva inhaled through her mask. “No one touch him. No one touch anything.”

The victim was young — early twenties, athletic build, freckles visible under dried arcs of blood. His boots sat neatly beside his pack, laces tied, socks rolled with almost military precision.
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