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The sun beat down mercilessly, baking the cracked asphalt. Ivan's knuckles whitened as he gripped the steering wheel, his eyes darting across the desolate landscape. The monotonous hum of the engine filled the oppressive silence.

Sweat trickled down his temple. He blinked, squinting against the harsh glare. There. Movement on the horizon. Two silhouettes shimmered in the heat haze.

Ivan's heart raced. A familiar thrill coursed through his veins.

"Well, well," he murmured, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. "What have we here?"

He eased off the accelerator, the car slowing as he approached. Adrenaline surged. His mind whirled with possibilities.

Closer now. He could make out details. Backpacks. Dusty clothes. Desperate faces.

Perfect.

Ivan wet his lips, anticipation building. He'd have to play this carefully. Charm them. Disarm them.

The figures grew larger in his windshield. His pulse pounded in his ears, drowning out the engine's drone.

"Easy now," he muttered to himself. "Nice and slow."

He flexed his fingers on the wheel, steadying himself. A predator stalking its prey.

The hunt was on.

The hitchhikers materialized from the heat-warped horizon, their youthful faces etched with exhaustion and hope. A boy and a girl, barely out of their teens, stood with thumbs extended. Dirt streaked their sun-reddened cheeks, clothes rumpled and sweat-stained.

Ivan's lips curled into a predatory smile. "Fresh meat," he thought, his mind already dissecting their vulnerabilities.

The sterile courtroom flashed in his memory—the judge's stern face, the jury's hushed whispers. He could almost taste the acrid fear that had coated his tongue as he awaited the verdict.

"Not guilty," the foreman had declared.

Ivan's pulse quickened at the recollection. He'd outsmarted them all, walked free. Now, the open road stretched before him, ripe with possibilities.

"Focus," he growled to himself, pushing away the courtroom echoes. He studied the hitchhikers, noting their body language, the girl's nervous fidgeting, the boy's protective stance.

Ivan's mind raced, piecing together a plan. He'd need to appear harmless, helpful. Just another good Samaritan on this godforsaken stretch of highway.

"Show time," he muttered, plastering on his most disarming smile as he approached the unsuspecting pair.

The gravel crunched beneath the tires as Ivan eased off the accelerator. His keen eyes caught the hitchhikers' exchange—a quick glance, a subtle nod. Relief flooded their faces, shoulders sagging as they realized help had arrived.

Ivan's fingers drummed against the steering wheel. "Patience," he reminded himself, fighting the urge to floor it. The thrill of the hunt coursed through his veins, but he forced himself to maintain the charade.

As the vehicle rolled to a stop, Ivan took a deep breath. He reached for the door handle, savoring the moment. The hinges creaked—a sound that had become music to his ears over the years.

He unfolded his massive frame from the driver's seat, relishing the flicker of apprehension that crossed the hitchhikers' faces. His shadow stretched across the sun-baked earth, a dark harbinger of what was to come.

"G'day," Ivan called out, his voice deceptively warm. "You two look like you could use a lift."

The boy stepped forward, shielding the girl slightly. "Yeah, mate. We've been out here for hours. Where you headed?"

Ivan's mind raced, weighing his options. "Just up the road a ways," he replied vaguely. "Hop in, and we'll sort out the details."

As the hitchhikers hesitated, Ivan's patience wore thin. He needed to seal the deal, and quickly. "It's a scorcher today," he added, gesturing to his air-conditioned cab. "Better than baking out here, eh?"

The girl tugged at her companion's arm. "Come on, Tom. We should go with him."

Ivan's pulse quickened. They were so close to taking the bait. He could almost taste their fear, their desperation. It was intoxicating.

"After you," he said, stepping aside and motioning towards the passenger door. His smile never wavered, but his eyes gleamed with predatory anticipation.

Ivan's gaze swept over the two young travelers, his smile widening. "Come on now, don't be shy," he coaxed, his voice a silky purr. "It's a long, lonely road ahead."

Samantha shifted uneasily, her brown hair whipping in the hot wind. She locked eyes with Oliver, a silent conversation passing between them.

"Where exactly are you headed?" Oliver asked, his English accent tight with barely concealed tension.

Ivan's mind raced, crafting the perfect lie. "Just north of here. Stopping at a little town called Mildura." He gestured expansively. "Plenty of room for both of you."

Samantha's fingers tightened on her backpack strap. "What do you think, Ollie?" she whispered.

Ivan's ears strained to catch their hushed exchange. His heart pounded with anticipation, the thrill of the hunt coursing through his veins.

Oliver squared his shoulders. "Look, mate, we appreciate the offer, but—"

"But what?" Ivan cut in, his tone sharpening. "You'd rather risk heatstroke out here?"

The hitchhikers flinched at his sudden intensity. Ivan forced his features to soften, reminding himself to play the part of the affable stranger.

"Sorry," he said, chuckling disarmingly. "Just worried about you kids, is all."

Samantha and Oliver exchanged another glance, uncertainty written across their faces. Ivan could practically taste their indecision, knowing that isolation and desperation were working in his favor.

The car door creaked open, its metallic groan echoing across the barren landscape. Samantha slid into the backseat first, her backpack clutched tightly to her chest. Oliver hesitated a moment longer before following suit.

Ivan's pulse quickened as he heard the door slam shut behind them. A finality in that sound, like the closing of a trap.

"Right then," he said, his voice carefully modulated to project warmth. "Let's get this show on the road, shall we?"

He settled into the driver's seat, his large frame filling the space. The engine roared to life, a predatory growl that sent a shiver of excitement down Ivan's spine.

As the car lurched forward, Ivan's eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. Samantha's face was pinched with worry, while Oliver's jaw was set in a hard line.

"So," Ivan began, his tone light and conversational, "what brings you two out to this godforsaken stretch of nowhere?"

"We're backpacking," Samantha replied, her voice small. "Seeing the real Australia, you know?"

Ivan nodded, a wolfish grin spreading across his face. "Oh, I know. And believe me, you're about to see parts of Australia most tourists never do."

The double meaning of his words thrilled him, but the oblivious chatter from the backseat continued. Ivan gripped the steering wheel tighter, his knuckles whitening as he fought to contain the storm of violent impulses brewing beneath his calm exterior.

The road stretched ahead, an endless ribbon of asphalt cutting through the red earth. Sparse vegetation dotted the landscape, blurring into a monotonous haze as Ivan pushed the accelerator. His grip on the wheel tightened, knuckles white against the worn leather.

"You two picked a hell of a place to go wandering," Ivan said, his voice a controlled rumble. "Not many folks out this way."

Oliver leaned forward, his earlier hesitation seemingly forgotten. "That's the point, isn't it? To get away from it all?"

Ivan's lips curled into a thin smile. "Oh, you'll get away alright."

He watched their reactions in the rearview mirror, savoring the flicker of unease that crossed Samantha's face.

"So, where you headed exactly?" Ivan asked, his tone deceptively casual.

Samantha shrugged. "We're not sure yet. Just... wherever the road takes us, I guess."

"Wherever the road takes us," Ivan repeated, his voice low and menacing. The words tasted bitter in his mouth. These kids, with their naive notions of freedom and adventure. They had no idea what real freedom was. The freedom to take what you want, when you want it.

"Well," he continued, forcing lightness into his tone, "I know some great spots off the beaten path. Places tourists never see."

Oliver's eyes lit up. "Really? That'd be amazing!"

Ivan nodded, his mind racing with possibilities. "Oh yeah, I can show you things you'll never forget."

As the miles rolled by, Ivan carefully steered the conversation, asking questions about their lives, their hopes and dreams. With each passing minute, he could sense their guard lowering, their initial wariness melting away.

But beneath his affable exterior, Ivan's thoughts churned with dark anticipation. Every word, every gesture was a calculated move in a deadly game. And these naive hitchhikers had no idea they were already losing.

The sun dipped lower, painting the sky in fiery hues. Ivan's grip on the steering wheel tightened, his knuckles whitening. His mind wandered to the familiar terrain of Belanglo State Forest, its dense foliage and hidden clearings calling to him like an old friend.

"Beautiful sunset, isn't it?" he remarked, his voice eerily calm.

Samantha leaned forward, her face bathed in the fading light. "It's breathtaking."

Ivan's lips curled into a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Wait till you see where we're headed. It's a real... hidden gem."

A shiver of anticipation ran through him, a dark thrill building in his chest. The forest was waiting, patient and silent, ready to keep his secrets once more.

"How much further?" Oliver asked, stifling a yawn.

"Not far now," Ivan replied, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. Long shadows stretched across the asphalt, reaching for the car like grasping fingers.

He could feel it now, the familiar pull of the hunt. The world outside faded away, leaving only the steady thrum of the engine and the quiet breathing of his unsuspecting passengers.

"You two ever been camping?" Ivan asked suddenly, his voice cutting through the silence.

"A few times," Samantha answered. "Why?"

Ivan shrugged, his face a mask of casual interest. "Just thinking we might want to stop for the night soon. I know a great spot."

As the last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon, Ivan's mind raced with possibilities. The forest was calling, and he was ready to answer.

The car plunged into darkness, headlights carving a narrow path through the encroaching night. Ivan's knuckles whitened on the steering wheel, his anticipation building with each passing mile.

Hayley leaned forward, her voice tinged with concern. "Shouldn't we be seeing some lights by now? A town or...?"

"We're taking a shortcut," Ivan replied smoothly. "Trust me, it'll save us hours."

Samantha's eyes narrowed, her gaze fixed on Ivan's reflection in the rearview mirror. "And where exactly are we going?"

A moment of tense silence filled the car. Ivan's mind raced, weighing his options. He opted for a half-truth.

"There's a campsite nearby. Thought we could rest for the night."

Oliver shifted uncomfortably. "Mate, we appreciate the ride, but maybe we should find a proper town..."

Ivan's grip tightened on the wheel. "No towns for miles. This is the best option."

The car swerved suddenly, leaving the main road for a bumpy dirt track. Trees loomed on either side, their branches scraping against the windows like skeletal fingers.

Samantha's breath caught in her throat. She exchanged a worried glance with Hayley, both women now acutely aware of their vulnerability.

As the forest swallowed them whole, Ivan felt a surge of power. He was in control. The car disappeared into the inky blackness, carrying its passengers towards an uncertain fate.

The Outback kept its secrets well, and Ivan Milat was about to add three more to its vast, unforgiving expanse.
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The sun-baked asphalt shimmered like a mirage, heat rising in waves as Lucy and Sarah stood with thumbs extended. Sweat trickled down Lucy's back, her pack heavy on her shoulders. A dust cloud appeared on the horizon, growing larger with each passing second.

"Finally," Sarah muttered, shielding her eyes.

Lucy's heart quickened. A ride, at last. But something in her gut twinged with unease as the battered ute drew closer.

The vehicle slowed, crunching to a stop beside them. A burly man leaned out, his piercing gaze sweeping over them. 

"Need a lift, ladies?" His voice was surprisingly gentle.

Lucy hesitated. Sarah beamed.

"That'd be great, thanks!" Sarah chirped.

The man's weathered face crinkled into a disarming smile. "Hop in then. I'm Ivan."

Lucy's instincts screamed caution, but Sarah was already moving toward the passenger door. 

"I'm Sarah, this is Lucy," she said brightly.

Ivan's eyes locked onto Lucy, who forced a smile. "Where you headed?" she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

"Wherever the road takes me," Ivan replied with a wink. "Life's an adventure, eh?"

Lucy nodded stiffly, her mouth dry. As Sarah clambered in, Ivan's gaze never left Lucy. 

"Coming?" he asked softly.

A chill ran down Lucy's spine despite the oppressive heat. Every instinct screamed to run. But where? Miles of empty road stretched in both directions. She swallowed hard and reached for the door handle.

Lucy squeezed into the back seat, the cramped interior forcing her knees against the front seat. The stale air reeked of sweat and something metallic. Sarah chatted animatedly, oblivious to the tension.

"So, Ivan, what brings you out this way?" Lucy asked, trying to keep her voice casual.

Ivan's eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, locking onto Lucy's. "Oh, you know, just... exploring." His lips curled into a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

Lucy's skin prickled. She glanced at the doors, noting the lack of interior handles.

"Exploring what exactly?" Sarah chirped.

Ivan's knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. "Life's possibilities," he said, his tone shifting subtly. "The things people are capable of when pushed to extremes."

Lucy's heart hammered. She caught Sarah's eye, trying to convey her unease.

Suddenly, Ivan veered off the main road onto a dirt track. The ute bounced violently.

"Hey, where are we-" Sarah's question died as Ivan's demeanor changed.

"Quiet," he growled, his voice dropping to a menacing calm. In one fluid motion, he produced a knife, its blade glinting in the harsh sunlight. "Now, ladies, here's how this is going to work."

Lucy's breath caught in her throat. She'd been right. God, she'd been right, and now it was too late.

Lucy's mind raced. Pulse pounding. Breath shallow. The ute's interior seemed to shrink, walls closing in. Sarah whimpered beside her.

"Please," Lucy managed, her voice barely a whisper. "You don't have to do this."

Ivan's eyes met hers in the mirror again. Cold. Calculating. "Oh, but I do," he said, his tone eerily conversational. "It's who I am, you see."

Sarah's trembling hand found Lucy's. "We won't tell anyone," she pleaded. "Just let us go."

A mirthless chuckle escaped Ivan's lips. "And deprive myself of the pleasure?" He tightened his grip on the knife. "I'm afraid that's not an option."

Lucy's mind raced. There had to be a way out. She leaned forward, fighting to keep her voice steady. "Ivan, listen. We're people, just like you. We have families, dreams-"

"Spare me," Ivan cut her off, his voice sharp as the blade he wielded. "Your lives mean nothing to me. You're just meat."

The casual cruelty of his words hit Lucy like a physical blow. She recoiled, pressing herself against the seat. Sarah sobbed quietly beside her.

"Now," Ivan continued, his tone chillingly calm, "we're going to take a little walk in the bush. And if either of you tries anything..." He left the threat unfinished, but the message was clear.

Lucy's eyes darted around, searching desperately for any means of escape. But Ivan's control was absolute, his attention never wavering. She realized with growing horror that their fate was sealed the moment they stepped into his vehicle.

Lucy's heart pounded, her eyes flicking to the door handle. A crazy idea sparked in her mind. Now or never.

She lunged, fingers grasping wildly. The door flew open with a rush of wind and dust.

"No!" Ivan roared, the vehicle swerving violently.

Sarah screamed. Lucy's stomach lurched as she clung to the seat, the road blurring beneath her.

Ivan's massive hand shot out, grabbing her hair. "You stupid bi-"

Sarah's elbow connected with his jaw. A sickening crunch. The knife clattered to the floor.

"Jump!" Lucy yelled, shoving Sarah towards the open door.

They tumbled out, hitting the ground hard. Pain exploded through Lucy's body as she rolled, gravel tearing at her skin.

Tires screeched. Ivan's enraged howl pierced the air.

Lucy scrambled to her feet, yanking Sarah up. "Run!"

They sprinted towards the scrubland, hearts hammering. Freedom tantalizingly close.

Behind them, a car door slammed. Heavy footsteps pounded the earth.

"You can't escape me!" Ivan's voice boomed, a promise of violence.

Lucy pushed harder, lungs burning. Just a little further. They could make it. They had to.
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The crunch of leaves echoed through the stillness. Ivan Milat paused, his massive frame casting a long shadow across the forest floor. He tilted his head back, eyes narrowing as he scanned the dense canopy overhead.

Perfect. No one for miles.

A twisted smile played at the corners of his mouth as he inhaled deeply, savoring the musty scent of decay. This was his domain now.

Ivan's gaze swept the undergrowth, cataloging every dip and hollow. His mind raced with possibilities.

"So many places to hide," he murmured, voice low and menacing. "So many secrets these trees could keep."

He moved deeper into the forest, each step deliberate and purposeful. Marking his territory. Claiming this wild place as his own.

A twig snapped underfoot. Ivan froze, muscles tensing. Then he relaxed, chuckling darkly.

Just an animal. For now.

His eyes glittered with predatory focus as he assessed the terrain. There—a dense thicket, perfect for concealment. And there—a steep ravine, ideal for disposal.

Ivan's pulse quickened with anticipation. Soon, very soon, he would put this place to use. 

"You and I are going to become well acquainted," he whispered to the silent forest. "I have such plans for us."

Ivan's calloused fingers dug into the earth, sifting through the damp soil. He crouched in the clearing, his hulking form unnaturally still. The forest seemed to hold its breath.

"Perfect," he muttered, eyes gleaming. "Soft enough to dig, hard enough to hold."

He lifted a handful of dirt to his nose, inhaling deeply. A primal satisfaction flickered across his face.

"You'll keep my secrets, won't you?" His words were barely audible, meant only for the silent trees.

A distant rumble broke the eerie calm. Ivan's head snapped up, predatory instincts on high alert.

***
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Miles away, dust billowed behind Sam Thompson's car as it jolted to a stop at the forest's edge. She killed the engine, heart pounding with a mix of anticipation and unease.

"Get it together, Sam," she whispered, gripping the steering wheel. "It's just a forest."

But as she stepped out, the looming trees seemed to watch her every move. Sam adjusted her camera strap, its familiar weight a small comfort.

"Right," she breathed, squaring her shoulders. "Time to uncover your mysteries, Belanglo."

Her finger hovered over the shutter, ready to capture whatever dark truths lay hidden in the shadows ahead.

Sam's boots crunched on the gravel path as she approached the ranger station. Her grip tightened on her notebook, knuckles whitening. A stocky man in a khaki uniform emerged from the wooden structure, his weathered face etched with wariness.

"Excuse me," Sam called out, her voice steady despite the flutter in her chest. "I'm looking for information about the recent disappearances."

The ranger's eyes narrowed. "And you are?"

"Samantha Thompson. Journalist." She held up her press badge, studying his reaction. "I was hoping you could shed some light on the situation."

He hesitated, then gestured to a nearby bench. "Might as well sit. It's a long, strange tale."

Sam perched on the edge, pen poised. "I'm all ears."

The ranger sighed, his gaze drifting to the treeline. "This forest... it's not like others. Things happen here that defy explanation."

"What kind of things?" Sam probed, leaning forward.

"Shadows that move when they shouldn't. Sounds that don't belong." He lowered his voice. "And people who vanish without a trace."

Sam's skin prickled. She fought to keep her voice level. "How many have disappeared?"

"Too many," he replied grimly. "And lately... it's getting worse."

Sam scribbled furiously, her mind racing. What am I getting myself into? she wondered, a chill creeping down her spine despite the warm afternoon sun.

Sam's pen hovered over the page, her brow furrowed. "Getting worse how?" she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

The ranger leaned in, his eyes darting. "More frequent. And... violent."

A twig snapped in the forest. Sam flinched, her heart skipping. Calm down, she chided herself. Focus.

"I need to see for myself," she said, rising.

"You shouldn't go alone," the ranger warned.

Sam squared her shoulders. "I'll be fine."

She strode towards the treeline, each step deliberate. The forest loomed before her, a wall of green shadows. As she crossed the threshold, the air changed. Cooler. Denser. Her skin prickled.

Leaves crunched underfoot. Sam's eyes darted, scanning. Every rustle, every flicker of movement set her nerves on edge. Is someone watching me?

She pressed on, deeper into the gloom. The canopy above filtered the sunlight, casting dappled patterns on the forest floor. Beautiful, she thought. And terrifying.

A branch cracked overhead. Sam whirled, heart pounding. Just a bird, she realized, exhaling slowly. Get it together, Thompson.

She continued, hyper-aware of every sound, every sensation. The silence felt heavy, oppressive. As if the forest itself was holding its breath, waiting.

For what?

Sam shook off the thought, focusing on her surroundings. She'd come for answers. And she wasn't leaving until she found them.

No matter how much her instincts screamed at her to run.

Sam's fingers tightened around her camera, the cool metal grounding her. She lifted it, peering through the viewfinder. The forest transformed, framed and focused.

Click. A gnarled tree, its bark twisted like frozen screams.

Click. Shadows stretching like grasping fingers across the forest floor.

Click. A single, vibrant wildflower pushing through the gloom.

She lowered the camera, scanning the area. Something felt off. A broken branch here, disturbed leaves there. Small details, easily missed. But to Sam's trained eye, they spoke volumes.

"Hello there!" A cheerful voice shattered the silence.

Sam spun, heart racing. A group of hikers emerged from a side trail, their bright clothing jarring against the muted forest tones.

"Didn't mean to startle you," a man with a salt-and-pepper beard apologized, his smile not quite reaching his eyes.

"No worries," Sam replied, forcing a smile. "Enjoying the hike?"

A woman clutched her partner's arm. "It's... interesting. Bit creepy, though, isn't it?"

Nervous laughter rippled through the group. Sam's eyes narrowed, catching the tension in their postures, the way they huddled close.

"First time in Belanglo?" she asked casually.

The bearded man nodded. "Heard so much about it. Had to see for ourselves."

"Brave," Sam murmured.

"Or stupid," another hiker muttered, earning a sharp elbow from his companion.
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