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Dylan Byrnes didn't know her name, and neither did she know his name. This was his first time at "dogging", meeting a random stranger for anonymous sex. The idea excited him when a workmate joked about it to him, showing him websites for it. "But you're married to a great lady, so you needn't do that," his work mate told him, slapping him on the back. But it was too late. The idea intrigued Dylan, and he thought about it often enough he experienced a permanent erection. He imagined what it would be like, flesh meeting anonymous flesh; he'd need a condom to avoid diseases. Then he shook off the idea. It wasn't worth fulfilling that dream. So it lived in his head for months, like an impossible fantasy, until tonight when his dream came true.

It started when he argued with his wife over something stupid. He couldn't remember the reason behind it, but he remembered feeling pushed so much he needed air. So he drove to a neighbourhood park, parked his car, and sat in the dark with his thoughts. An adulterous meeting was not forefront in his mind, but that's how it started.

He wasn't aware of the other car's headlights washing his car's interior as it turned into the parking space. Angry flashbacks of the argument still flickered across his mind, making his heart thump hard in anger. Then knocking at his window broke him from the dark memory and he looked up to see her, sex dripping from her silhouette and the moonlight glancing off shiny skin. His mouth dried, and he wiped his eyes when he saw her. Her voice bewitched him, easing his worries with her sympathetic voice, and her eyes glistened from the streetlights. The mood overtook him, and he soon found her delicious mouth engulfing him, his fingers tangling in her auburn tresses. He almost reached the point when she turned around, quick as a practised dancer. Her clothing rustled, underwear dropping as she raised her skirt, rubbing herself up to him. It felt good, but also bad. He didn't want to be there now he felt aware of others watching, their hands stroking themselves. He wondered why the woman used no condom; they didn't know each other. But then he realised too late he was about to-

Bile rose in the back of his throat as his conscience spoke its mind. He pushed the woman away, stepping back, and stumbled almost tripping on his pants wrapped around his ankles. What had he done? He hurried to pick his pants up, doing up the button but forgot to zip up. His fingers fumbled for his car keys, and he heard the woman ask him what was wrong. He mumbled some kind of apology, said he is married, but he couldn't get his words right. Another man stepped forward to the woman who accepted his advances, and they started a new dance on the bonnet of her car.

But Dylan didn't care. He needed to leave, clear his head, and think. What had he done?

After escaping the scene, Dylan felt a horrible tightness squeeze his chest, head and neck. It made him want to vomit, and another part of his mind screamed suicidal thoughts in his mind. How could he face his wife? What would he say when she asked how it happened? His breath caught in his chest, and he wanted to cry again. The memory of the soft, warm wetness around his member charged through his brain, and he let the tears flow. He needed to think. Then he saw the fast-food restaurant ahead. Dylan steered the car into the last parking spot, stopped the car, and rested his wet face in his hands for a moment. He paused, realising where his hands had been, and he felt dirty. Leaving the car, he rushed towards the restaurant's toilets.

The tap's cold water shocked him back to reality, helped him clear his mind. A wretched man's tortured eyes stared back at him from the mirror, filled with redness, as he looked at his reflection. He tried to control his emotions, his mind wondering where he could stay. Vicki wouldn't take him back if she knew. She'd smell the stench of sex on him. He had to wash. As fast as his guilt could take him, he dropped his pants and put soap on himself down there and cleaned it off the best he could. Panic filled his mind, and he fumbled to wash faster. Dylan wondered about his anonymous lover's cleanliness; how long would it take spots to show up if she carried infection? What if he showed no visible symptoms and passed it on to Vicki? What would she say?

His hearing, sensitive from guilt-ridden shame, picked up approaching voices, and his fingers fumbled in desperation to finish. He had just re-zipped his fly when the door opened, and a man entered with his young son. The father looked with suspicion at Dylan as he guided his son to a private stall. Dylan swallowed; he must have looked creepy right now. Once the stall's door closed, Dylan hurried outside.

Dylan strode out the door toward his car, aware that the teenagers behind the counter knew he had used the toilet without buying food; he could hear their indignation. The cold air that breezed over his wet skin made him more uncomfortable. Then came the aroma of juicy, hot burgers. He needed to eat. Maybe that would mask the guilty taste lingering in his mouth. A few minutes later, he chomped on a chicken nugget while driving away from the drive-through counter. It wasn't the best tasting food, but it would do. His thoughts turned back to his wife and the argument. She was right as usual. Maybe he could smooth things over before he arrived home.

He picked up his phone, writing a text as he chewed the salty fries.

Police received the call at 9:38pm of 28th May. Witnesses reported that Dylan seemed to lose control of his car. It weaved a few times before heading straight for the side of the road. His car engine roared at full acceleration as the vehicle wrapped itself around a telephone pole with a sickening crunch. Its engine continued to roar like a feral lion, but the car otherwise remained still.

Dylan died before the first person arrived to find him in the car. Fries overflowed from his mouth, filled beyond bursting, and his eyes stood open wide as though in terror.
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Their unspoken questions filled the darkness that enveloped the room's occupants, tingeing it with a tense anticipation. Ramsey smiled to himself, his own mood much more humorous than everyone else's, and listened to what the others were less likely to hear. The woman sitting next to him in the darkness squeezed his hand, maybe without realising it, as she tensed. Ramsey turned his head in her direction, remembering her attractive profile before someone turned the lights off. It wasn't often that he held hands with a beautiful stranger in the dark, and he enjoyed what the touch told him.

The guest speaker spoke in a solemn voice. "Would everyone please keep holding each other's hands? The circle must remain unbroken. Never break it under any circumstances."

A slight mumble came from another direction as a guest shifted in his or her seat, scraping wood on carpet. Ramsey could not see who it was.

"Quiet, please." The man's voice spoke, regaining control. "We need silence."

Silence came over the room again as the man, a medium called John Angel, began by muttering a prayer. Such a thing wasn't necessary, but Craig Ramsey knew showmanship's importance. Ramsey could not hear it all but heard the words-blessings, love, light and spirits-and figured the words were part of a prayer before the real show started. He chuckled in silence, knowing it made little difference.

Angel stopped praying aloud for a moment. Ramsey could imagine Angel pretending to be concentrating while feigning the expression under darkness so that his acting could carry more conviction.

A friend, knowing Ramsey's background, had invited him to this evening's performance because they felt suspicious of the medium and wanted Ramsey's expert opinion. People in Ramsey's circle, both friendly and unfriendly, knew him well for his uncanny ability to weed out the fake from the real. This was thanks to his background, both as a real psychic and stage magician. He could appreciate the difference, even if his balanced stance upset people on both sides of the fence.

The medium in question, John Angel, was one of the over-confident ones who appeared from nowhere. Posters and pre-publicity had appeared in various places across Statton, announcing his arrival several weeks beforehand. People, some on Angel's staff perhaps, shared and posted YouTube videos from his social media pages. Some appeared convincing but smacked of editing and staging to Ramsey, just like other magicians who claimed to be psychic. Craig had seen them before and felt that Angel was more dramatic and fake than fey.

In one clip, Angel appeared with Anja Williams, one of the top celebrity TV hosts, and gave her a reading. He made a few statements, some general enough to fit most people, but Anja nodded at them with enthusiasm. Others struck like a lightning bolt that left Anja stunned. But that wasn't all. Angel said he had something else to impart to Anja, something meant only for her ears. Was it okay for him to whisper it to her? The talk show host laughed, assuming flirtatious Angel only wanted to kiss her, but Angel's expression showed him to be serious.

Whatever he said must have been true. Anja appeared shocked, looking at Angel with a worried expression, and asked him if he was serious. Angel only nodded, leaning forward to whisper more to her. His words, known only to Anja, must have been comforting, as Anja seemed to relax with a relieved expression. But there was still a look of worry behind her eyes.

It turned out that Anja had to visit the hospital. A close friend of hers had suffered a terrible fall from a ladder at that moment Angel was telling Anja about it. How could he have known? He could not have set it up himself or even with help, could he? A week later, Anja gave Angel more airtime again. This time other celebrities attended, and some audience members picked earlier at random, and Angel was happy to read for them too with the help of his spirits.

That had happened a year ago. Now Angel was coming to Australia, visiting its capital cities, and a few of the larger towns and cities in the rural areas. Statton was part of that tour.

Under normal circumstances, Ramsey would not have taken part. He stayed away from most psychic shows. Having worked as a stage magician and mentalist in the past, he found many performances crude and substandard. They lacked theatrical merit and entertainment value. Then there were those who believed themselves psychic when, in reality, they suffered delusions of grandeur with a mild Messiah's complex. But the friend who invited him, a past client who still passed referrals for him, had insisted he come along to see Angel's work. He refused at first until something changed his mind, which made his friend happy because the expensive tickets were non-refundable.

Angel spoke out loud again to everyone. His voice sounded disembodied in the darkness. "Does someone here know Albert?"

Another voice, a guest's voice, responded. "Yes."

"Who are you?" Angel asked.

Silence dominated for a moment, and the voice, a woman's, answered. "It's Doris."

"Albert is your husband?" Angel asked. "I mean, he was your husband?"

"No, he was - "

Angel interrupted her. "You don't have to answer. I know. Albert is here. He says you need to look behind the nightstand beside the bed. His ring is there and -"

"His what?" A male's voice responded from next to Doris.

Doris' voice answered, sounding upset in the darkness. Ramsey had to stop himself from laughing as he sensed the obvious drama unfolding. Doris started, but Angel's voice interrupted.

"It is not what you think, Trevor," Angel asserted, emitting a sound of authority in his tone. "Be calm."

"But he - "

"But he what?" Angel interrupted. "Screwed your wife? Is this the time for you to cast stones right now?" His tone seemed to carry an accusation there while carrying enough ambiguity to avoid libel charges.

Whatever the truth, it helped Angel regain control. Trevor went quiet, and Ramsey's eyebrow cocked a little as he listened.

"I told you my name is not Albert!" A hoarse whispering voice spoke, heard by no mortal ears other than Ramsey's. It sounded angry.

"There is no Albert here," a harsher whispering voice said. "But I know him."

Ramsey heard the voice emphasise the word, him, but could not tell who it meant. Angel seemed oblivious to the voices and answered Trevor. "Albert is innocent of any cheating," he explained. "He came by to fix the pipes in the en-suite."

Doris confirmed. "Yes, he did because you never fixed them yourself, Trevor. You kept finding something else to do."

A voice next to Ramsey's ear, belonging to a woman, whispered. "Can you hear the others, Craig?"

Without moving his lips, Ramsey answered by his thoughts, telepathy. "Sure do, Emily."

Angel continued making his quick readings for the audience who responded with sounds and replies of approval. Meanwhile, the other disembodied voices in the room became louder and more insistent.

^ "Why are you not taking notice of me? I know you can hear me!"

^ "What does this one have to hide perhaps? Perhaps he is not such an Angel as he claims."

^ Ramsey silenced his thoughts, wondering if the disembodied voices had heard him instead. It made no difference.

By now, the voices thundered and a new one joined in, sounding even louder. This new voice-arrival seemed more insistent, ominous, and more than capable of getting what it wanted.

"I'm here for Thomas," it said, in a matter of fact tone. "Which one is Thomas?"

Ramsey looked up with surprise at the voice's tone. He felt no doubt. It came from Angel, but it wasn't his voice speaking.

"What? Who is this?"

Emily's voice whispered in Ramsey's ear. "Did you hear that?"

Ramsey nodded, leaning forward to concentrate so his vision could focus better with his psychic senses.

Angel sounded distracted when he responded. "Thomas?" he said aloud.

A man sitting near Victor, who had invited Ramsey, responded. "I'm Thomas."

Everyone, not just Ramsey, could sense Angel's movements and that of another being they could not otherwise hear. Ramsey knew it was a real spirit being this time, much meaner in temperament than the others who insisted on Angel's full attention. This one had Angel's complete attention when it spoke.

"I have names that will interest Thomas."

Angel relayed the message and mentioned a name aloud. "Bradley Harris."

Thomas responded with a gasp. "What?" he stammered.

Angel's voice sounded stunned; Ramsey thought it was because he heard a voice that did not belong to his hidden assistant who had been whispering information to his hidden earplug's receiver. "Bradley is here with us." He paused. "And so is Emma Gent, David Han, Jason Craig and - "

"Stop!" Thomas' voice cried, betraying a sound of fear he tried to hide in vain. "What are you doing? I don't know those names."

"Ah, but you do!" the spirit intoned through Angel's vocal cords, having possessed his body.

The lights came on with a pop and everyone gasped in surprise to see Angel's face had taken on the pallor of a dead man. His California tan had disappeared, replaced by a pale porcelain colour, and a spider web of veins criss-crossed his features. His eyeballs had also withdrawn in their sockets, sinking back, and glowing from within their cavernous recesses with a brilliant red.

Ramsey felt a pain in his left hand, realising the woman beside him was holding a tight grip on him from the initial fright. He saw no one near save for the handful of spirits who he guessed had competed for Angel's attention while he gave fake readings earlier. Breaking her hand's grip on him, Ramsey moved forward to get a closer look at Angel who was several feet away. Angel showed all the signs of possession.

Thomas also showed strange signs, reacting with growing fear with each name Angel rattled with machine gun speed.

"Jenny Queen. John Fraser. Oliver Frank."

As each name came from Angel's mouth, a new voice seemed to speak up in the room until Ramsey realised the room seemed crowded. Children, or rather their spirits, filled the room until it seemed like there was no room to move. Each child cried their name aloud until such a hullabaloo rose in the room that Ramsey wanted to cover his ears. But, the voices spoke in the mind more than in the ears.

The man named Thomas stood, pushing people out of the way, as he backed away towards a wall. Each child's spirit moved towards him, cornering him. Sweat gushed from his face, shining with pure panic, as he heard each of their names, and even saw the spirits rushing towards him. The other audience members turned to watch what was happening, some panicking as they saw the spirits too.

"Where did all these children come from?" one of them asked.

The woman who had held Ramsey's hand earlier in the circle cried out, "They're after Thomas. Why would they be after him?"

Possessed Angel's voice boomed. "Thomas, your victims have named you and is time to take your punishment."

A fierce gusting wind came from nowhere, blowing with the speed of a hurricane, and pushed at Thomas. His long blonde hair, exposing itself as a fake hairpiece, blew away like a dead creature's skin, landed on a woman's head, and she screamed. Picture frames, furniture, and any other loose object flew towards Thomas. He did his best to fend the flying articles away with his hands and arms, with little effect, as the children continued crowding about him and chanting their names.

At last, it became too much and Thomas ran, pushing past the living and running through the intangible spirits. Everyone else stayed where they were, watching Thomas flee like a madman, except Angel whose features reverted to his normal tanned flawless self as he fell into a heap. Ramsey noted the spirit form that left Angel's body at that moment. It resembled a man he had seen somewhere before but he was not sure of when or where.

The spirit wore a leather jacket over a t-shirt and casual jeans with a brown Calvin Klein belt, its CK insignia visible in the leatherwork, and Nike shoes. Whoever the spirit was, he could not have died over ten years earlier, but Ramsey felt it was more recent. The spirit moved past Ramsey, appearing to ignore him, save for an eye movement that acknowledged his presence but showed no recognition. Ramsey felt the being's energy and interpreted it to be angry by its reddish tinge, but it was also a good spirit. It was not evil, just driven and vengeful, and it enjoyed scaring the living daylights from its targets.

Emily appeared beside Ramsey, speaking in her Scottish brogue to him. "Does he look pissed to you?"

Ramsey replied, "Just a tad. I'm going after him."

"I don't think you will stop him," Emily called after him.

Ramsey followed the avenging spirit, which was flying after Thomas who was trying to get to his Mitsubishi Pajero. The children's spirits milled about the adult spirit as though he was the pied piper, cheering on their avenger who followed Thomas without distraction. Ramsey had heard something about this thing before but could not place what it was.

Thomas reached his vehicle and fumbled in his pocket for the remote. At last, he found it, just as the avenging ghost reached him and grabbed his neck from behind. He screamed in terror as the spirit pushed him hard, so hard, that his face hit the car's window with a sickening thud. Astral fists crashed into Thomas' body and he felt the wind knocked out of him. Somehow, he ducked another fist and dashed off down the street, throwing the remote to the side as he ran.

"Wait!" Ramsey called to the male spirit. "Who are you?"

It paused a moment to regard Ramsey, sizing him up to see if he was a foe or not, and bellowed back at him. "My name is not important to anyone but him right now." In a blink, it seemed to fade into a wispy cloud before it gained mass and rushed off after Thomas who was halfway down the street.

Ramsey made ready to chase when he noticed that the children spirits were vandalising Thomas' Pajero. Random scrawling and graffiti appeared as though done by invisible spray paint cans on the vehicle's once pristine exterior. One of them, appearing to be a teenaged boy, manifested a large knife in its astral form and stabbed the tyres until it deflated.

Ramsey snorted, pulling a helpless smile, before chasing after Thomas and his pursuer. He couldn't see them by this time, but Thomas' screaming was a dead giveaway leading Ramsey straight to a playground. Ramsey huffed down the street, approaching the park where a single streetlight illuminated the scene enough for him to see what was going on. The avenging spirit had caught up to Thomas and was now proceeding to rip the clothes off him as though they were paper. Garments and pieces of cloth flew about in all directions, ripped and torn. The leg of Thomas' jeans landed just in front of Ramsey as he stopped to take in the scene in disbelief.

"Holy shit," he whispered.

The spirit now had Thomas pinned face down to a playground roundabout and Ramsey wondered what it was doing to him. A smell of burning flesh reached Ramsey's nostrils, almost making him gag, and Thomas screamed louder. As he approached them, Ramsey felt an invisible force holding him back and all he could do was watch and wince at the smell of burning flesh.

At that moment, Emily appeared beside Ramsey. Distracted, he looked at her. "Can't you stop it?"

Emily shook her head. "No, that would not be my place to do. That gentleman has unfinished business with him."

Ramsey looked shocked. "Unfinished business. I'd say it's more than not splitting the lunch bill."

Thomas stopped screaming and Ramsey looked back again to see the spirit stand again from its victim. Turning to face them, the spirit approached Ramsey and Emily, looking them both in the eye.

"I am not done with him yet."

Ramsey looked past the spirit. "He looks finished. What is your beef with him?"

Thomas called out with a pathetic voice. "Has it gone? I've had enough. I'll talk. Just keep it away from me."

The spirit, a hint of a smile on his face, turned back to Ramsey. "It was not just him. It is his kind. He's not the first, and he's definitely not the last."

Ramsey felt a flash of recognition. "You're Gerard Hohn, aren't you?"

The spirit reacted to the name, stepping back. "I am not known by that name any more."

Ramsey realised what had caused the burning flesh smell and knew what he would see tattooed across Thomas' shoulder blades and the small of his back. He also knew what word Hohn's spirit had burned into Thomas' forehead, and the man deserved it. All who had contact with the spirit world knew Hohn's obsession with hunting down paedophiles and child traffickers. He looked back at the vengeful spirit; it was concentrating upon the helpless man, one powerful hand holding Thomas to the roundabout's platform while the other did its work upon him.

"Hohn," Ramsey said, holding up handcuffs from his jacket's pocket, and walking around to Thomas. He snapped one cuff over Thomas' right wrist and the other over one of the roundabout's metal handholds. "I'm a private investigator. I can take him to the authorities. You're done with him."

Hohn turned to Ramsey, paused a moment, and was about to say something but Ramsey's mobile phone rang, interrupting them.

"Wait right there," Ramsey said, holding up a finger, as his other hand answered the phone for him. He was not on the phone a long time, but he didn't need long to listen to what the caller said and to answer. "I'm on my way."

Looking back at the roundabout, he gasped in surprise to find just his handcuffs swinging from its handhold. Thomas and Hohn were gone.

"I told you to turn that phone off before," Emily quipped, floating across the ground to him. "Do you see what happens when you let it distract you?"

Ramsey shrugged, knowing police officers would find Thomas "gift-wrapped" on either the police station's front doorstep on in one of their watch-house cells. There Thomas would blabber about the ghosts of the children he had molested, trafficked and killed in the past twenty years before telling them about his still-living victims. The psychic community, the real one, know Gerard Hohn's spiritual journey for justice well.

"We've got to go," he said, walking past his spiritual companion who felt increasing sadness from him. "Something's wrong."
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Blue and red lights flickered across the scene as Sergeant Hohenhaus examined the carnage before him. A camera flashed as the police photographer took pictures of the damaged vehicle and its unmoving occupant. The other vehicles passing the scene slowed down, slower than necessary, as they passed.

Blasted rubberneckers, he thought to himself as he watched one car slow down to less than a crawling pace. Its occupants, a family of five, gawked at the twisted metal frame of the car as it passed. Another camera flash popped through the air and Sergeant Hohenhaus cursed. Some police officers had placed a shield to obscure the public's view of the body in the car. But a lucky photographer could find the right angle, snapping a photo of the corpse. He hated to think what would happen if that picture made it to Instagram or Twitter.

"Hey!" he called out to a uniformed officer. "Divert the traffic down that other street, can you? We still have a body in that car, for Christ's sake. Do you want that ending up on the news?"

The ambulance had taken away the surviving passenger but the deceased driver still sat there, waiting for its trip to the morgue.

Detective Cogan appeared beside the Sergeant. "What is it with this corner?" Cogan asked, tossing her empty coffee cup in a nearby bin. "I've never seen so many accidents here."

Hohenhaus looked back towards his colleague. "It's too many," he replied. "Ten accidents in one week on this same corner, fifteen on East and Turbot."

Cogan stood back as the police photographer finished taking photos of the damage. "There must be a pattern here."

"But what is it?" Hohenhaus replied, sounding frustrated. "The visibility is so perfect here. You can't miss seeing a thing here that blind Freddy wouldn't know about."

He pointed to a second crumpled vehicle. Everyone from that car survived. "That car was in front, and the area is well lit. Even if its tail-lights were not working, the other driver couldn't miss seeing that. The intersection is lit up more than Kings bloody Cross."

Cogan just looked about, thinking, her eyes searching for something. She didn't know what she would find, but she felt certain she would know when she saw it.

"The passenger from this car," she said, indicating the corpse's vehicle. "What can you tell me?"

"A young guy, early twenties, I think. Samoan kid. He's taken away already."

Cogan looked up from checking the passenger's seat and walked around to check an angle from the front. "What did he have to say?"

Hohenhaus shook his head. "The kid's unconscious, or at least he was when we arrived. He was still out when the ambo's came for him."

Cogan's blue eyes narrowed, checking the cracked windscreen before turning back to Hohenhaus.

"What about the driver?" Cogan examined the driver's side, eyes moving and noting details.

"She must have been dead upon impact," Hohenhaus replied, pointing a thick finger at the driver's side window. Cogan saw the impact mark upon the glass, near the door frame.

"Looks like her head hit the side of the car," she said, noting the bruise mark on the victim's temple.

"Poor thing," the sergeant said, shaking his head. "Too bloody young, even if she was in the wrong."

Cogan ignored the sergeant. "But the other car was in front of her, and she drove straight into it."

"Yeah, and?"

Cogan looked him in the eye. "If you hit something straight on, where do you expect your head to go?"

The sergeant stopped a moment to think. "Straight into -"

Cogan interrupted. "Yes, straight into the steering wheel. No air bag either. Her head should have hit the steering wheel, not the side window."

"Who knows how these things can happen in an accident," Sergeant Hohenhaus shrugged.

"Simple physics," Cogan said, calling the photographer back. She explained that she wanted more photos, pointing out the angles for them before turning back to Hohenhaus. "When a body is moving in a particular direction, it stays on that path until another force pushes it in another. It's called inertia."

"So how do you explain this?" Hohenhaus asked, nodding at her explanation as he showed the bruise and its position. "Could she have looked in another direction before the collision?"

"No," Cogan replied, walking away from the scene. "Someone or something forced her towards the car door. We need to speak with the survivor."

***
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COGAN WALKED INTO THE patient's room, almost expecting the patient to be asleep. The doctor who gave her permission to speak with the accident victim also advised her to keep it short. She knew the patient needed rest, given the circumstances, but it was important Cogan gained the information she needed while it was fresh in his mind.

"Tyrone Manson?"

She looked at him, noticing that Hohenhaus had been wrong about the passenger's age. He was a well-built Samoan boy, large enough to be mistaken for a young adult, but Cogan recognised the looks of youth in his face. The teenager's eyes opened to regard Cogan, his eyes bleary and unfocused. She hoped the sedatives he received had minimal effect upon his ability to recall things.

"Yeah." He found speaking difficult, but it wasn't fatigue.

The doctor had warned Cogan to not tell Tyrone of his sister's death yet, due to his shock from the accident. Cogan disliked being dishonest to the poor kid, but seeing his extensive injuries, she didn't want to make things worse just yet either. Bruises, black and purple, darkened his brown skin in patches and his nose looked as though broken. He had been through too much to learn of her demise yet.

Cogan offered her hand, but he felt too whipped to take it. "Tyrone, I'm Detective Brianna Cogan," she told him. "I'm here to learn about the accident. Are you up to it?"

Whatever friendly light had been in Tyrone's eyes disappeared like a candle's flame in a breeze. "What about it?"

Cogan found a chair, pulled it closer to the bed, and sat on it, facing Tyrone. She tried her best to be as friendly and supportive as she could. "You're looking pretty banged up there. Are you in much pain?"

She knew it was a stupid question, but she didn't know how else to lead into things. It didn't seem to faze Tyrone though, and he responded. "I think I hit the dashboard, but I had my seatbelt on." He mentioned the last part as though trying to convince her he was good.

Cogan smiled and rested her hand on his. "It's okay. I'm not worried about the seatbelt and I am sure you were wearing it. Can you tell me how it all happened?"

Tyrone hesitated a moment before shrugging. "I guess Debbie couldn't stop the car in time. Are the people from the car we hit okay?"

Cogan smiled in a way designed to relax him. "Yeah, they're fine, maybe a little shaken but they're okay."

"What about Debbie? She's dead, isn't she?"

Cogan tried her best to stay calm without faltering. Something told her Tyrone was perceptive, most teenagers are, and she didn't want to lie either. "She's sleeping at the moment."

Tyrone looked at her a moment and Cogan let her best poker face show while letting her eyes work to keep his trust.

"I like you," he told her, "but you're not a good liar. My uncle Craig would see through you even better than I can."

"What do you mean, Tyrone?"

Tyrone looked her straight in the eyes. "You said Debbie's asleep. But you didn't say if you had seen her, if you were going to be seeing her, or if she was fine or not. When my mother and father died, they told me they were just sleeping because I was a kid. I know what it means."

Cogan opened her mouth to respond, and Tyrone held up a hand to interrupt. "I know they drugged me, but I can still see through you and I know that you're trying to make things easier."

Cogan hesitated, measuring her words before responding. "Of course I am interested in your welfare, Tyrone, and Debbie's. I - "

Tyrone would hear nothing off it, and he raised his voice a notch. "Listen, I know you think I'm a dumb kid still, but I'm sixteen, and I know what I'm talking about. What do you really want to know?"

Cogan wasn't sure if she was regaining control or if Tyrone had played her; she suspected the latter. "I want to know what happened, Tyrone. Will you tell me?"

Tyrone's features turned stony as he went silent. His hand, relaxed earlier, now tensed into a fist and his eyes closed. Cogan looked at him and noticed the closed eyelids, but not for sleeping. He felt anger and emotional pain, but was he angry with Cogan or was he angry after the accident? Then she saw a tear forming in the corner of his eye. It trickled down the side of his face towards his ear as he lay back on the pillow.

"I wish I could take it all back," he said, his bottom lip quivering.

"Take your time," Cogan reassured him, her hand over his balled fist. She felt it relax. "Tell me about it please."

Tyrone opened his eyes, and he tried to sit up but gave up in frustration. The sedative must have affected his motor skills. Cogan stayed silent, watching him with an open expression. Her other hand held the iPhone closer, its App recording the whole conversation to save Cogan from writing notes, which she hated doing.

***
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DEBBIE AND TYRONE HAD been out that night, watching the latest young adult movie with Jennifer Lawrence as the heroine. Although the two of them were close, the three-year gap between them made it difficult. Tyrone was in his senior year of high school. It was a tougher year than usual for him with studies although he had picked his favourite subjects in mathematics and the sciences. On a similar note, Debbie was studying at the University of Queensland in Brisbane to be a dentist. That meant she was away from home and could only catch up when their holidays coincided.

This week was one of those times and Debbie had driven the eight-hour drive to Statton just three days ago.

Debbie negotiated the car out of the cinema's underground car park and onto the street. A few spits of rain hit the windscreen, and she flicked the wipers on.

"So what did you think of Jennifer's bum?" she asked Tyrone, grinning.

He laughed. "Yeah, she's got a nice one all right. They just don't show it enough in the movie. What did you think of it?"

Something Tyrone missed most with Debbie away at Uni was when they used to always talk about girls. Tyrone was happy with his sister being lesbian as long as they weren't pursuing the same girl. That irked him, and he didn't like the competition either, but it was a double-edged sword. His sister was gorgeous herself, but he liked how she served as a good wingman, and he did the same for her.

"She's not too bad for a white chick," Debbie laughed.

Her mobile phone beeped as it received an SMS, and Debbie picked it up without thinking to read the message.

Tyrone looked horrified, seeing someone crossing the street in front of them. "Hey! Eyes on the road, sis!"

Debbie looked up, slowing enough to let the pedestrian cross between the parked cars at the side. "Stop stressing, little bro," she said. "You worry too much for a sixteen-year-old. Has anyone told you that?"

"That's because I want to live to be seventeen, bitch!" he said.

She slapped him with the hand that held the phone. "Don't call me a bitch, you little bitch. Besides, I can multi-task. I'm a woman."

"Still," Tyrone answered. "You shouldn't be doing that. You could kill someone."

"You need to get laid," Debbie quipped, brushing off his comment by changing the topic.

Tyrone looked out the passenger window through the raindrops, noticing two girls he recognised from school.

"Which one of them do you have the hots for?" Debbie asked, looking back for herself.

The phone beeped again before Tyrone could answer. Debbie picked it up, read the message and began thumb-texting an answer back. Tyrone was unsure what happened at first; Debbie's scream caught him by surprise. When he looked, he saw someone else in the car with them; it was a man dressed in a kind of black robe. Where had he been hiding?

The man was sitting in the back seat, reaching between Debbie and Tyrone. A loud slapping noise came to Tyrone's ears through Debbie's screams, and he thought he felt something hit his foot. He looked and saw Debbie's phone, its screen lit up on the Facebook App, and then he looked back at the man. The stranger gripped Debbie's right wrist, forcing it to the console behind the handbrake, and his other hand gripped the top of Debbie's head by her long hair.

Tyrone heard the sound of Debbie's hair ripping as the stranger pulled it by its roots. He steeled himself, her screams of pain filling his mind, and he reached around to fight the man away. He noticed the blank expression on the man's face, and he heard the steely voice from his grey lips, which remained still. But he couldn't catch the words. The stranger spoke again, words just as intelligible, and forced Debbie's fear-contorted face to the steering wheel.

Tyrone punched towards the man's head, impeded by his twisted position in the passenger's seat, and felt surprised when his fist passed through the man's head. Instead his fist slammed the driver's seat, wracking his wrist with daggers of pain. He didn't even see the stranger retaliate or flinch from Tyrone, but Tyrone sure felt the impact as his nose exploded with copper-flavoured blood. The stranger moved that fast. Tyrone pushed through the pain, and kept flailing, trying to reach the man's body to force him away from his sister. He had trouble seeing from the punch, but Tyrone discovered the car was out of control. He could hear Debbie's screams. They were now screams of pain, punctuated by the hard impact of her head against what must have been the driver's door and window. The stranger was slamming Debbie against them.

"Leave her alone," Tyrone roared out, trying to grab Debbie's shoulders to keep her away from the door. But it was too late.

A loud cracking sound filled his ears, paralysing him with a knowing dismay. Debbie slumped in the seat, unmoving. He couldn't remember what happened to the man. The next sound he heard was the car hitting another car.

And he blacked out.

***
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COGAN WATCHED TYRONE as he finished telling the tale. Tears streamed down his face as he told it all, recalling how he tried to save his sister.

"I knew she was dead when I heard that loud crack, Detective Ma'am," he said. "That was her neck breaking, wasn't it?"

Cogan felt the waves of compassion rush over her. She had seen action in Afghanistan herself during her time in the Army before joining the police. The pain of losing friends, and even family, felt familiar to her, and this kid had seen more than he should have seen by witnessing his sister's death. But she also knew no one else had been in the car apart from Tyrone and his sister Debbie. Witnesses had not mentioned seeing anyone leaving the scene, and that was not a detail likely to escape notice or mention. Either shock was affecting Tyrone's recollection, or he was lying. She had seen teenagers lie before, having been one herself, and she believed this was more likely to be shock.

The detective nodded, not wanting to say the words to answer Tyrone's question. Cogan was about to stand and thank him for his time when Tyrone's next words startled her.

"You won't be able to catch him, you know?"

Detective Cogan hesitated, measuring her response. "We usually do. Why do you say that?"

Tyrone's eyes remained closed and his voice confident when he answered. "You don't catch men like him."

Cogan stood, taking in his confident words, and walked out the door with the boy's words playing on her mind.
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Chapter 4
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It was Friday morning and half an hour had passed since the sun first poked its golden head above the horizon. The early morning traffic was in full swing as people made their way to work to start the day. But the observer was working already, watching the traffic with eagle eyes as it passed him. He watched each of them; some of them looked awake and others looked half-asleep still. One caught his eye, and he moved to get a better look at a beaten up Toyota Corolla hatchback across the street. It seemed to move much slower than the rest of the traffic, much slower than the limit. He focused on the driver and felt no surprise when he saw the damning evidence. Why don't they ever learn?

He took in the car's details as it slowed a little more before turning left. Its turn was too sharp, and its rear left tyre jumped up on the footpath's edge. Pedestrians waiting at the corner had to jump back to avoid it, yelling at the car's jerk driver to watch what the hell he was doing. But the car's ignorant driver took no notice and kept driving. The car's rear wheel crunched back to the road as it left the footpath.

The car looked like it had seen better days. A blanket of pockmarks covered its faded black paintwork; signs of being in a hailstorm. Another car had crashed into its once, leaving a sizeable dent in the right-hand back passenger's door. A criss-cross patchwork of faded silver duct tape covered the dent, holding something together. Even the duct tape was lifting from the car as it peeled. The engine sounded like it needed professional tuning too. So the driver could not afford repairs or was too lazy to take the time to visit a panel beater.

The silent watcher's eyes, like those of a hunter, narrowed as he took in the car's registration number from its dented plate. He almost felt sorry for the driver who had signed his own death warrant. The observer didn't know the driver, not enough to decide if he liked him, but he knew enough to decide this was the next target.
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