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  Prologue

19th May 2009


Barely dawn, the rising sun struggled to break through the gloomy sky over the valley where the tiny Victorian country town, Miners Gully, nestled despondently into a small hill. The birds had started their morning chorus, while a solitary kookaburra laughed loudly in the distance, as if mocking the residents of this sad and peculiar little place. Only a handful of buildings still stood on the main street of this long forgotten and neglected gold-mining town; the majority of heritage homes and shopfronts built in the 1860s, now abandoned decades ago, left to rot and decay. Seemingly with few really noticing, or caring one way or another. 
The police, many of whom had made the three-hour drive from Melbourne, were eerily silent given their numbers as they waited for the all clear to enter the property they had silently surrounded only fifteen-minutes before, parking their marked and unmarked cars in the side streets—the few residents that remained in their ramshackle homes sleeping off the misery of the night before.
A dim glow had penetrated the menacing sky, while it had started to drizzle, only adding to the wretched feeling about the place. The dilapidated weatherboard cottage on the outskirts of town stood silently, as if in defiance. Not ready to give up its secrets willingly of the family within who had lived there for close to three-decades, or reveal the horror it had witnessed within its walls.
A detective picked up a long metal ram-rod and soundlessly made his way to the front door, while several Tactical Response Officers hurried into position and surrounded the home, leaving no means of escape for the occupants. He felt the cold steel in his hand as he ascended the two steps leading up onto the small front porch, the rotting wood emitting a low groan as it threatened to give way under his weight. He stood stone still as he impatiently waited for the remaining officers to catch up with him and take their positions at the front of the house, along with several members of his own squad who would enter the premises after them.
'Be careful. The floor’s rotten and you’ll go through it.' He kept his voice low as four officers stood behind him, all kitted up in black protective gear holding their weapons, the rest of their team only metres away and waiting for entry so they could raid this place and get what they came for. He pulled back the flimsy screen door, noticing the hinge was already broken, before raising the rod and signalling to his colleagues he was ready.
One, two, three. He held his hand down low as he silently counted on his fingers for the others to see, before slamming the rod hard into the wooden door—splintering it on impact as chaos erupted over the silence of the valley.
'Police. Get down. Don’t move. Police.' The heavy pounding of footsteps down the dark hall thundered around them, while their loud shouts awakened the residents immediately as they stormed through the house—a woman's screams in the front room piercing the commotion. Detective Constable James Cavanaugh raised the steel rod again, breaking down the locked bedroom door before discarding it on the floor and barrelling in, pulling what remained from its hinges as he went. She sat up in the sparsely furnished room, the small double bed pushed against the wall, the worn but clean sheets crumpled, while several pillows lay scattered around her. Two threadbare blankets discarded on the floor in a heap appeared to be the only source of warmth, while a chest of drawers and a small dressing table, both as old as the house itself, were all that furnished the cold and damp bedroom other than a small table next to the bed, a lamp precariously placed on top where an empty bottle of whisky stood alongside an overflowing ashtray. She wore a singlet top and a pair of pyjama pants that had seen better days, while he sat behind her in his tattered boxer shorts with a knife to her throat, the old and new bruises that covered her body standing out against her pale skin.
'Put the knife down, Michael.' His voice calm, his hand steady, he raised his gun—and aimed at his heart. At that moment, Detective Cavanaugh wanted to pull the trigger, ending it here and now; however, his conscience wouldn’t allow it. There were families that deserved answers; they needed justice for their loved ones whom they would never see again in this lifetime, and without that, there would be no closure for any of them. He needed answers, as this case had consumed him for the last two-years and robbed him of his sleep and his sanity. The striking detective inhaled deeply, the smell of apple and cinnamon filling the room, confusing him for a moment. He didn’t move, nor did he flinch, as his target pushed the knife a little deeper against her throat and snarled.
'Oh, fuck off, Cavanaugh. I’ll kill her if I have to. Just like I’m gonna cut your throat, ya fuckin’ dirty pig.' He tightened his arm around her chest as she let out a moan. Droplets of blood trickled down her neck as tears streamed down her face.
'Despite what I know of you, Mick, I’m bloody sure that’s the last thing you're gonna do.' Four tactical response officers surrounded the bed, all silent and unmoving, their weapons pointed at his forehead, the sounds of birds singing in the distance filtering in through the broken window of the otherwise quiet room. Detective Cavanaugh slowly lowered his gun and motioned for the others to back away, maintaining eye contact with the devil who had haunted his dreams. 
In the distance, a girl shrieked, clearly terrified, causing the man to become distracted and loosen his grip on the woman and the knife for only a moment. 
'Help me, Daddy. Help me!' 
The woman whimpered at the sound of her daughter’s voice coming from the back of the house before she desperately squirmed away, knocking the knife from his hand. Detective Cavanaugh watched as the weapon bounced on the mattress, while the man frantically tried to retrieve it, before attempting to grab the woman as she lashed out at him, hitting him in the throat with her fist while he clutched at her singlet. He roared menacingly before crumpling back onto the bed, while she jumped to her feet and ran towards the door, straight into the arms of a police officer, who hurriedly led her from the bedroom—the sounds of her anguished screams diminishing as he guided the hysterical woman down the hallway towards the back of the dingy house and out of earshot. 
In one swift move, Detective Cavanaugh launched his enormous frame onto the man’s scrambling body, his eyes going wide and his face full of fear as he watched the officer descend on him, while grunting in pain as the Detective knocked the knife from his reach, his full weight on him as he struggled to breathe. The weapon fell from the bed and onto the floor as the furious officer placed his large hand around the offender's neck and squeezed. He was well aware just how wrong that could have gone, but he would not risk another death, or the possibility of this evil bastard getting away. Again.
The room was silent, bar the sounds of the birds and Michael Mae clutching at his throat and gasping for air as he fought for his life under the weight of Detective Cavanaugh—who appeared intent on strangling every breath from his body until he could breathe no more. No one moved or uttered a word, silently hoping their colleague was successful in draining the life out of him. Karma, many present felt, for what this man had inflicted on what police believed were at least forty-nine victims over a thirty-five-year period, the first when he was just fifteen-years of age.
'Get him out of here before that boofhead kills him and I’m forced to explain,' an Inspector barked from the hallway before stepping on the discarded door, the wood splintering into pieces under his weight as he continued down the hallway and towards the back door. The burly detective reluctantly pried his fingers from the man’s neck, pushing him violently before rolling away and leaving him struggling to breathe. Taskforce officers swiftly moved in and restrained him, cuffing his hands behind his back before leading the nearly naked man through the hallway and out onto the street. Several weary neighbours had gathered in their nightwear to see what the noise was about and enquire what the police were doing in their poor but quiet town. 
Detective Cavanaugh slowly rose to his feet, breathing heavily as he straightened the dark blue uniform he rarely wore anymore, while adjusting the lightweight jacket he wasn’t used to—the expensive suits he usually donned for work being inappropriate for an early morning raid. Formally requesting permission to be present when the warrant was executed, and the offender taken into custody, he had lived and breathed this case since being promoted to the homicide squad what felt like a lifetime ago—and it had been granted, much to his surprise. Most working alongside him in homicide were veterans, and although they still considered him a recruit and wet behind the ears, they respected and liked the affable young man who had broken the case and led them to Michael Mae—the man they now identified as The South East Strangler.
He had been operating in the South-Eastern states of Australia for over three decades, combing the cities and towns of Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland for victims—his target mostly homeless, mentally unwell or drug-addicted women who would not be easily missed. Police considered him an opportunistic predator, suspected of kidnapping and killing many more innocent women than could be proven based on evidence alone. Most of his victims, they suspected, had innocently crossed his path going about their daily lives and had never been found. Although police believed, without doubt, he was involved in their disappearances and likely murders, proving it in a court of law without a body, forensic evidence, a witness, or a confession, meant it was more likely the Pope would donate the Vatican to the homeless before they could secure a conviction against Michael Mae. These women were now listed on missing person posters all across Australia and considered ‘cold cases’, with the likelihood of them being solved thought almost impossible by most. 
But not Detective Cavanaugh. He had been just two-years out of the academy when he was promoted from general duties to homicide—an almost impossible task for a young man of twenty-one with minimal life experience. The police hierarchy had ignored his tender years and lack of experience, pursuing him for his brilliant mind and methodical investigation techniques, many believed instilled in him by his father from a young age. Mr Cavanaugh senior was a thirty-year veteran of the homicide squad, retiring only six-months prior at sixty-years of age, with multiple demons on his back. Beyond proud of his tenacious son, he believed he'd taught him well. 
He expected nothing less from James, being a descendant of the famous Aaron Cavanaugh, the son of a hardworking fisherman who was executed at the Old Melbourne Gaol in October 1902. He had sought vengeance on behalf of his wife, Abigail Cavanaugh, after she had been brutalised by a high court judge by the name of Maslow. And he swung for it, to the uproarious protests from the people of Australia and across the world. Aussies to this day considered him a hero; the myths and legends only growing over the last one-hundred and seven years, and his story had now been included in the school curriculum since 1971. James was the great-great-grandson of Aaron’s brother, Aiden, and his wife, Victoria, and although not a direct descendant of the man himself, the family was proud to boast of their famous connection to anyone who would listen. 
Detective Cavanaugh crossed the room in two strides, his sandy blonde hair appearing grey in the dimness of the dingy bedroom. Striding through the doorway, he stepped over the splintered door before making his way towards the back of the house, voices filtering down the hall. He stepped into the drab kitchen, finding Michael Mae’s wife, June, sitting at the small, rickety wooden table surrounded by detectives. She sobbed loudly, her head buried in her hands as her body shook, while her fifteen-year-old daughter, Molly, sat beside her, murmuring gently in her ear as she stroked her face. She was a pretty girl who didn’t appear to belong here. Her long, freshly washed dark hair shone under the dim light above, and she wore a new pair of designer pyjamas; her manicured fingernails painted a soft pink, while her unusual lilac coloured eyes were mesmerising. She appeared calm now, and her screaming had ceased, although her face was still tear-stained as she glared around at the strangers in her home who had barged in unannounced and arrested her father. Her seventeen-year-old brother, Michael Junior, sat beside her, his face like thunder as he reached across and squeezed her hand for a moment before fixing his gaze on the broad-shouldered Detective Cavanaugh, eyeing him suspiciously.
'Where have you taken our father? And why?' he demanded to know, raising his fist then slamming it down hard on the old, wooden kitchen table, his anger palpable as the cigarette butts scattered across the yellowed, lace tablecloth from the overflowing, filthy ashtray that had been upended. Detective Cavanaugh returned his stare before pulling out a chair and sitting down heavily. 
'Your father has been asked to assist the police regarding a series of kidnappings and homicides. He’s been taken to Bendigo police station to be interviewed. I'm not at liberty to disclose any further information at this time.' He leaned back, the chair groaning in protest as their eyes went wide, while Michael Junior shook his head in disbelief as Molly let out a strangled gasp.
'He couldn’t possibly know anything about it if that’s what you’re doing here. He’s our dad, and has been nothing but good to us.' Tears filled the young girl’s eyes as she stared at the detective, silently pleading for him to help her understand, as she clearly could make no sense of it. 'I know you’ll judge us by the state of the house, but this is a normal family. Our dad isn’t here much, but when he is, he’s nothing but a good husband and father. A dedicated family man, even if he’s a loner. He’s been driving trucks my whole life, and he tries his best with what God gave him. It’s not his fault he puts all his wages through the poker machines, and our mum has to struggle to keep the electricity on. It’s a disease.' Her voice trailed off as she lowered her head and let the tears fall, her body trembling as her brother handed her a tissue. She took it, smiling weakly at him through her swollen, red-rimmed eyes as she lifted it to her dainty nose and blew loudly.
'I understand this is traumatic for all of you, and I’m sorry. We need to interview you all back at the police station in Lowan Creek. It is only fifty kilometres from here. Since the station in Miners Gully closed ten-years ago, it’s our only viable option, unfortunately. We’re happy to drive you, and I'll arrange transport for you to return to secure accommodation when the interviews are concluded.' Molly’s eyes went wide as she glared at the detective.
'You’re kicking us out of our home? Do you think we’re in on it? That’s if he even knows anything about it, which I know he doesn’t. What a dick you are,' she spat, her eyes glinting dangerously. The detective leaned back in his chair and sighed deeply, running his hand exasperatedly through his neatly cropped hair before fixing her with a stern stare.
'No, young lady. We don’t believe you're in on it, and at this stage, we only want to speak with you. Our forensic team has secured the property and will continue the investigation while you are with us. We’ll arrange a motel in town for you until you're permitted to return here. If you do ever want to return.' He focused his attention back on June Mae, now howling loudly while running her fingers through her wild, curly red hair, pulling hard at it as she cried for her husband. She hadn’t noticed that the superficial cut to her neck had stopped bleeding long ago, just as she seemed to have forgotten the husband she now wept for had threatened to kill her in cold blood only moments before.
Detective Cavanaugh rose gracefully to his feet and strode over to the window, staring out at the wet, grey day. Only a few weeks away from winter, yet out here it had come early, he watched a yellow-crested cockatoo land in the muddy backyard on the hunt for food, shivering as he dug his hands deeper into his pockets, although they provided little warmth in the freezing cottage. There was no heating, from what he could tell, other than a wood fired combustion stove that appeared as old as the house itself, and likely installed when the cottage was built over a hundred-years before. It felt even colder out here compared to Melbourne; the heavy rain pounding down onto the already mud filled backyard. He didn’t envy those who would spend the day out in it, excavating the rocky ground that still held many secrets and, no doubt, some undiscovered treasures, hoping to find those who were lost. Dense vegetable gardens covered the entire acre block from corner to corner, with small paths winding their way through to provide access to the plot of land that sat on the border of the town, where residential homes gave way to the farms and more substantial properties. It was going to be a big job. He moved away from the window, glancing over at the basket of wood sitting next to the cold stove to find only a few twigs. He sighed deeply, grimacing as if in physical pain, before sitting back down at the table.
'We will need you all to get dressed so we can leave. I apologise for the distress this has caused you. Hopefully, we can find some answers, and leave you in peace.' He looked across at the three of them sympathetically as they clung together, June Mae now quiet except for the hiccups that unwillingly escaped her, her bright blue eyes unable to hide the grief that had settled on her soul. She raised her tissue to her face and wiped away the tears that continued to fall silently. Clearly heartbroken, the woman appeared to have no idea she had been living with a monster, and it seemed neither had their children.
'I don’t believe you. I’ll never believe you,' Molly spat, pointing her shaking finger in his face as she pulled herself up, unsteady on her feet, her face twisted in rage while holding the edge of the table for support. 'My father wouldn’t hurt a fly. I mean that literally. He can’t kill a spider, and is always catching them in a jar and releasing them outside. He wouldn’t harm anyone, nor does he associate with anyone who would. How can a person like that commit a violent crime against another human being? You’ve ruined our lives by falsely accusing him of being involved in the disappearance of anyone.‌ No one in this town will ever let us forget it, even though he is innocent and will be proven so. Our lives were hard enough before all this. You’ve now made it impossible.' She crumpled to the ground as Michael Junior leaned forward and caught her, pulling her onto the chair beside him. Her eyes red and swollen, the tears wouldn’t stop, no matter how hard she tried to regain her composure.
'Well, let’s get this over with, then. I need to let my sister know what’s happened. She lives in Bendigo with her husband. I’m sure she'll have us stay with her, considering the circumstances.' June Mae was barely audible as she rose to her feet, her body still quivering as she placed a comforting hand on her daughter’s shoulder. Molly looked up at her mother and smiled half-heartedly, nodding her head slightly in defeat before standing up next to her and slipping her arm around her waist. Michael Junior joined them before Detective Cavanaugh stood, pulling himself up to his full height and towering a foot above Molly and her mother, while Michael Junior was only a few inches shorter than the imposing detective.
'What’s your sister’s contact details? I’ll get someone to contact her for you and advise her of what’s occurred. She can meet with you after the interview at the station.' Detective Cavanaugh smiled gently at them as June Mae rolled her eyes before fixing him with a glare.
'Do you really think my sister is in on this too? That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. She’s the kindest person you’ll ever meet, should you ‌ever be fortunate enough to do so.' She shook her head in disbelief. 'Her name is April Mae-Tully, and here is her number.' Detective Cavanaugh was well aware Michael and his wife were both Maes and were in fact first cousins, their fathers’ born to the same parents. The fact that she was thirteen-years younger than her husband left him uneasy, given they had been together openly since she was twelve and he was twenty-five. She scrolled through her mobile phone before handing it to the detective, who recorded the details in the small notebook he pulled from his back pocket.
'Thank you. I’ll pass it on. Please organise yourselves now so we can leave. It’s going to be a long day for you all, so I suggest you pack a bag with everything you’ll need for the next week, possibly two.' They nodded indifferently at him before making their way to their rooms, several officers following them into the hallway and remaining outside their bedroom doors. Detective Cavanaugh returned to the window in the empty kitchen and stared out at the officers, who were digging in several locations in the backyard. He knew in his soul this was Michael Mae’s own private graveyard for his victims. How many he didn’t know. It was the only thing that made sense to him after working this case day after day and hitting brick walls every time. How he managed to get away with it for so long, he would never understand, but he was determined to find out.
It was clear to Detective Cavanaugh that Michael Mae’s wife and children were oblivious to his true nature, and this had shocked him. He was unsure if he believed any of them at this stage, as it just didn’t seem possible to him, or the majority of his colleagues, that anyone could live with such a malevolent man and not even suspect it. They all appeared quite bright, another thing he hadn’t expected, while leaving him feeling a little ashamed he had judged them so quickly and unfairly, based on his own bias. Hearing a shout from the back of the garden, the detective looked out across to where several members were holding up their hands and calling out for the others to come closer. He sighed deeply before turning and making his way towards the back door. He knew what this meant, and as the ominous dark cloud settled on his soul while weighing heavily on his heart, he also knew with certainty this was only the beginning of what was to come.






  
  Chapter One

Thursday 20th February 2020


The twenty-year-old blue Ford Falcon rattled into the small car park on St Kilda Road, Melbourne. Dark grey smoke billowed from under the bonnet as the weary brunette pulled into one of the vacant spaces—the vehicle rolling forward until she pulled the handbrake. Cursing under her breath as the old bomb jolted, shuddering violently before finally going silent. The woman behind the wheel stubbed out her cigarette in the overflowing ashtray, her hand trembling slightly as she gathered the rest of her belongings from the passenger seat and threw them on top of the large cardboard box holding some of her most precious possessions. Slowly opening the door, she groaned as she struggled to her feet, the heavy box under her arm, before retrieving her large suitcase from the boot, along with several plastic bags. Slipping the handles of the bags over her wrist, she stood motionless in the bright, early morning summer sunshine, the chestnut highlights in her hair glistening in the sun—the promise of another glorious day felt in the breeze as it gently caressed her tanned skin while she gazed up at the building she would call home for the next few years. 
The beautiful red brick heritage mansion had been converted long ago into a hotel, providing over two-hundred apartments, one-hundred of them privately owned, while at least half of those were tenanted out to residents, like her, who could only afford to rent. The remaining rooms were leased to the hotel for short-stay accommodation. The modern, grey high-rise built this century on the vacant land behind the property, connected to the original building via a modern, oblique hallway, while the accommodations inside varied from luxury penthouses to tiny studio apartments. She often dreamed of living in the city in her own place, but had never had the means to do so, nor had she been able to break the cycle of addiction she had fallen into ten years ago. Until recently. 
She let out a deep breath before clasping the handle of her suitcase and straightening her shoulders, and with a determined look in her eyes, she made her way towards the four steps with the heavy cardboard box tucked up under her arm. She took them one at a time, not her usual two, while her suitcase banged along behind her before turning left into the entrance of the building. Admiring the beautiful stained glass above and beside the elaborate arched door, she stepped into the elegant reception area and quietly crossed the busy room to the front desk, where she waited patiently behind several people who appeared to be checking into the hotel. John Beswicke had built the Edwardian mansion as a private home in 1896—its most notable features, the transitional modern gothic design with an asymmetrical facade. It had a prominent gable with pointed arches and a colonette, the intricate stained glass window overlooking the polished staircase, catching her eye as she fidgeted nervously with her car keys. 
'Can I help you?' The man behind the desk raised his eyebrows as she snapped out of her daydream and stepped forward, leaving her luggage near the fireplace.
'Hi there. My name is Molly Mae, and I’m moving into my apartment this morning. I was told to collect my security card here at the desk.' His face lit up as he reached across the counter and shook her hand, pumping her arm up and down several times, much to her amusement.
'It’s nice to meet you, Molly. My name is Ewan Lee, and I’m the manager of the hotel, but I'm also happy to assist the private residents. Your landlord left your card here yesterday and asked me to give it to you. I’ll need to see some form of identification.' He opened a drawer and fumbled around until he found a white envelope before passing it to her. Of Asian appearance, and in his early thirties from what Molly could tell, his short black hair gleamed under the enormous antique chandelier hanging high from the ornate ceiling rose centred above. Helpful and friendly, she found his cheerful manner contagious, and her face lit up in a smile as she took her driver’s licence from her purse and pushed it across the marble counter.
'Thank you. It still has my old address on it, but I'll update it this week.' He nodded politely before turning away for a moment, her licence in his hand. 'Do I have a letterbox here?' She looked around the room inquisitively as he shook his head, his crisp white shirt immaculately pressed along with his black pants and suit jacket, while his silver name tag was pinned neatly to his breast pocket. He placed her driver’s licence back on the counter after taking a photocopy and filing it away in a drawer, before shaking his head again.
'The mail is delivered here at reception, so you will need to collect it from the desk.' He smiled before gently dismissing her with a wave of his hand and focusing his attention on the couple who were patiently waiting near the fireplace behind her. She swallowed hard as she noticed a tall young man cross the room and disappear through an office door before joining Ewan behind the desk. He looked to be in his early thirties, and although dressed in the same uniform as the hotel manager, he was unkempt and appeared to have just woken. His dark brown hair, bound at the nape of his neck into a tight ponytail, hung limply halfway down his back, while several strands at the front had already escaped. He was of a solid build and carried extra weight around his middle. His face was homely, which she found comforting and somewhat familiar as he politely smiled across at her.
'Can I help you?' His blue eyes sparkled in amusement as she shook her head, hurriedly slipping her licence back into her purse.
'No. I’m sorry. I’m moving into the building today, and just picked up my security card.' She backed away from the desk, her face flushing as she bent down and collected her belongings, loading everything back up under her arm before grabbing the handle of her heavy suitcase.
'Welcome. I’m Jason Penny and I work here… obviously.' He smiled shyly as he pointed to his uniform, then nodded at her in polite dismissal before the woman in line stepped forward and he focussed his attention on her, much to Molly’s relief. She quickly turned down the hallway connecting the two buildings, old and new, before slowly making her way towards the lifts. As the glass hallway widened into a small reception area where the elevators stood, a man hurtled out of a corridor near the communal gymnasium and around the corner, knocking her over in his haste and sending her crashing towards the ground. She lost her grip on the box as she put her arms out to protect herself before landing hard on her backside, her belongings scattering around her.
'I’m so sorry. Please don’t report this to management, or I’ll lose my job.' He bent down, his gentle face full of concern as he reached out to help her to her feet. She accepted it politely, grimacing in pain as he helped her up, then gathered her strewn possessions. Slowly straightening her shoulders, her lower back throbbing, she pulled herself up to her full height of five-feet and barely five-inches, her hand unconsciously rubbing her backside. Watching him on hands and knees packing everything she owned into the cardboard box and plastic bags, she grunted to herself, noticing the box was now broken down one side. This man resembled Jason at reception, and she would have sworn they were brothers, apart from the fact this man was of Asian appearance and slightly older, his long black hair streaked with grey and secured neatly in a bun at the nape of his neck. He wore a blue uniform, suggesting he didn’t work front of house, although he was well-ordered and clean without a hair out of place. He struggled to his feet, the box under his arm, while he reached across with his free hand and shook hers with enthusiasm.
'My name is Ruben Panopio. I carry out maintenance here. I hope I haven’t hurt you, and I apologise once again.' She smiled back up at him before reaching across and taking the box from under his arm.
'I’m perfectly fine, thank you. I’m Molly, and I’m moving in today. As you can see.' He took the handle of her suitcase, the plastic bags now firmly in his hand as he walked towards the elevators while she trailed behind, protesting politely as she caught up just as the silver doors opened and he stepped inside. 
'What floor are you on? I’ll take this up for you.' She nodded slightly before reluctantly following him in. He took his security card from his pocket and scanned it before looking across at her expectantly as the doors closed, both silent for several moments until he raised his eyebrows at her. 'Level?' He widened his eyes at her in amusement. 'We won’t move until you tell me.'
She smiled nervously, her hand holding her lower back as she gently massaged the base of her spine where she had landed so ungraciously, her pretty face cringing at the memory, her cheeks still flushed. 'I’m on level twelve. Apartment twenty.' He courteously pressed the button before leaning back comfortably against the shiny black and silver panels, the elevator slowly ascending as her stomach lurched.
'Are you okay, Miss Molly? You’ve gone white.' She smiled again as she shook her head, her hand gripping one of the vertical, silver rails fixed to the back wall of the lift for what appeared to be decorative purposes.
'I’m fine, thank you. I’ve just been really nervous about relocating to the city by myself. The move seemed so far away in the future, but here I am. It’s a little overwhelming, and I probably haven’t been eating as I should, that’s all, but thank you for asking.' He grinned down at her, his eyes sparkling as he nodded reassuringly.
'You have nothing to worry about here. I moved to Australia from the Philippines last year, and it’s very safe. Well, in comparison. I rent a studio apartment in this building, and I’ve had no problems. People keep to themselves here, particularly the permanent residents. You will see heaps of tourists, though, as we get many Chinese travellers staying short term for business and pleasure. It is ‌very quiet, and there is rarely any trouble, other than occasionally having to evacuate the building when the fire alarm is activated. Often it’s thanks to the idiot hotel guests smoking in the hallways and setting them off.' She made a mental note to smoke near a window as he smiled to himself, glimpsing her packet of cigarettes that lay on top of her open handbag as it hung from her shoulder, one strap having slipped and exposing the contents of the brightly coloured tapestry bag. She blushed slightly before straightening the strap, then zipped the top of the bag shut.
'You're a bit of a leper if you smoke these days. For me, it is the lesser of two evils. Well, probably the lesser of a dozen evils, when I really think about it.' She smiled sadly to herself as the lift came to an abrupt halt and the doors opened. She hurried out into the grey-carpeted hallway, Rueben two steps behind her.
'Your apartment is around here.' He directed her to the left before walking ahead to show her the way. The corridor, narrow and dark, the cream paint tired and the carpet appearing well worn in places, they turned left twice more before stopping at a brown door opposite an internal fire escape, a sign above clearly directing you to use the stairs in the case of an emergency. It was the last apartment before a door marked Storeroom, blocking further access to the rest of the floor. Relieved she wouldn’t have people passing her door, Molly hadn’t been sure what she’d signed up for, renting the apartment sight unseen directly from the owner, a Miss Annabella Baker-Darling. She had responded to Annabella’s advertisement on Minus The Agent just over a week ago, asking for a private tenant, as she’d moved back to her family’s farm in Mount Duneed to take over the family bakery in Geelong. Annabella hadn’t wanted to list her city apartment with a real estate agent, preferring to advertise independently and choose her own tenant under her own terms. Molly had immediately agreed, given most rental properties required an advanced payment ‌of a month's rent, along with the same amount for the security bond. Annabella had only asked half that for the bond, and had agreed she could pay two-weeks in advance, and required no previous rental references—something Molly didn’t have given she'd lived with family in the past, or shared housing with others, and had never signed a lease for anything in her life. She had been working for the last twelve-months in a cafe in Lowan Creek, and saved every dollar she had earned, other than what she gave her mother, who struggled from week to week on a disability support payment from Centrelink.
'Well, it was lovely to meet you, Miss Molly. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to contact me.' He let go of the handle of her suitcase after pushing it up against the wall and stepped back, grinning down at her. She smiled back at him as he handed her a card he kept in his pocket, listing him as a maintenance worker for the hotel, along with his mobile phone number.
'Thank you, Ruben. It was lovely to meet you too.' He nodded politely before turning and hurrying back to the lift, leaving her alone in the quiet hallway. Taking the security card from her pocket, she inserted it into the small panel in the door. The tiny light built into the end of the silver slot flashed green as she pulled it out. She gripped the handle and pushed; the door, clicking open before she grabbed her suitcase and dragged it behind her into the apartment. Placing the box and bags down on the floor next to the bathroom door, she gently closed the front door and straightened up in the tiny space, no bigger than the bedroom she had rented in a friend’s house for a time. Passing a compact fridge, while running her hand along the marble bench-top of the bright aqua and silver kitchenette to her left, she took several more steps down the narrow space and into a small room with a large window. The only window in the place. A double bed sat next to a small, built-in mirrored wardrobe, and the tiny lounge room held a small couch and a coffee table. Although it was only one small room, the bedroom could be sectioned off by closing two frosted-glass doors that slid out from within the walls. A new, slimline television mounted on the freshly painted white wall could be viewed from the couch or the bed, while there was a desk and chair in the corner by the window. Although sparsely furnished, she was relieved to find it was neat and clean, and the furniture it did hold was of good quality and appeared comfortable. 
Sighing deeply, she lifted her suitcase onto the bed and unzipped it. She was determined to get everything put away so she could enjoy the rest of the day and explore the exciting streets of Melbourne. There was time later in the week to knuckle down and start searching for a part-time job to support herself, while allowing her to study social work full time at university. The money she had saved would only last for the next month, and even then, she was pushing it—but she was grateful for the unexpected opportunity to further her education and make something of herself. She had lost all hope of ever bettering her life until a chance encounter with a man who had once been a lecturer at Melbourne University. A man she would later come to call a friend. 
He had frequented the restaurant, The Boyz Cafe, after becoming a published author and relocating to Lowan Creek to pursue his writing. He spent every morning eating breakfast at the premises and tapping away on his laptop, living in his own head. Molly became the only person he would order from, and they soon became firm friends. An odd friendship, many would say, between the eccentric old professor and the lost and damaged waitress. Well, that was one rumour she'd heard. And one of many she had chosen to ignore. He could see she was tormented and did not appear surprised when she confided in him six-months later of the baby boy she was forced to relinquish at the age of sixteen, a subject she refused to discuss with even her closest friends. A topic that weighed heavily on her heart every moment of every day, confirming in her own mind just what a shit person she was, and often reminded her of her tainted blood, and that she was spawned from an evil, sinful man.
Sighing again as she carefully hung every garment in the empty wardrobe, she soon hurried to the bathroom door to retrieve the box and several plastic bags, putting away the last of her clothes, Placing her personal items around the apartment one by one, she gave a satisfied nod as she took her new laptop from the bottom of the suitcase and carried it over to the desk. Leaning over to light one of the apple and cinnamon candles she'd purchased from the farmer’s market in Bendigo last week, a present to herself for achieving all she had in the last year as a reminder of just how far she had come, a smile touched her lips. Setting it down gently next to her computer before sighing contentedly, the sudden craving for apple pie almost overwhelmed her. Stepping towards the window, she pulled gently on the chain to open the white blinds, fumbling for several moments as she tried to figure out which chain worked the two separate blinds that were somehow one. The canvas at the back completely blocked light from the room, while the front blind was sheer and stopped people looking in while still allowing light to filter through. They hung from a sleek pelmet and suited the modern and upbeat design of the place. Annabella had advised her she'd recently replaced the floors and kitchen, as the apartment had become a little run down over the years, and she felt it needed freshening up if she were to continue to rent it out. The grey floorboards lining the bathroom, kitchen and lounge room looked expensive, while the carpet in the bedroom was a plush silver her feet sunk into. She already felt at home here and knew she would at least be comfortable and feel safe, even if a little lonely living amongst strangers. The large window looked out onto the side of the neighbouring building on St Kilda Road in all its splendour; however, there was a corridor of twenty-metres running between the structures, allowing a view of the road if you stuck your head out of the window. She regretted not renting an apartment with a balcony, but knew she would struggle to pay for this if she didn’t get her act together. 
Turning away, she made her way back to the bed, picked up the empty box and gathered the plastic bags, along with the remnants of the breakfast she bought at a service station on the Calder Highway just before Bendigo. Finding it inedible, she'd shoved it into her handbag, not bothering to stop again until she arrived in Melbourne two-hours later. Silently making her way to the front door, she picked up the security card as she passed the kitchen bench before opening the door with her free hand and stepping into the quiet hallway. The door clicked closed behind her, the hallway lights flickering on brightly above, triggered by a sensor, while she looked for the garbage chute she knew was somewhere on this floor. Continuing on past the lifts, she followed the hallway to the right, where she found it immediately next to a laundry chute she assumed the hotel staff used for dirty linen and towels. Hearing the lift chime and the doors open, she reached out to pull the handle to dispose of her litter, while a man hurrying from the other direction came around the corner, bumping into her. Inhaling sharply, she stepped back, the broken box filled with rubbish crashing to the ground.
'Sorry,' he murmured as he rushed past her and disappeared from sight before she could say a word. She grunted, then bent down and collected the scattered bags while ripping up the box so it would fit into the narrow opening.
'Sorry, my arse. What is it with people today? Everyone’s in a rush, and no one has any bloody manners anymore,' she muttered to herself before straightening up to grab the stainless steel handle, impatiently tugging it open. Bending down to push the armload of rubbish she now carried inside the narrow chute, she stopped dead, noticing blood stained the smooth steel inside. She gasped aloud as she looked deeper into the small tunnel, the rubbish falling to the ground again and scattering unnoticed around her feet as her heart pounded in her chest as if it would explode. 
What looked like a bleached blonde wig caught her eye as she stared a metre into the dark opening at what appeared to be the body of a woman brutally jammed inside, before slamming it shut and stepping back, her terrified screams penetrating every apartment on the twelfth floor and beyond.
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  Chapter Two


The detective knocked twice on the brown door of apartment 1220, then stood back as far as possible in the narrow hallway while he waited. He straightened his charcoal-grey suit, tailored to his massive frame, before letting his hands drop to his sides as the door opened. A uniformed police officer soon poked her head out, while looking up at him and raising her eyebrows inquiringly. 
'Hey, how’s it going? I’m Detective Sergeant James Cavanaugh from the homicide squad. I understand the person who discovered the body lives here?' The red-haired officer opened the door wider then moved back into the kitchen to allow him access, nodding politely as she eyed the size of him in the doorway, her mouth twitching in amusement.
'Come in. I’m Constable Longstead. She’s in the lounge room. You’ll have no problem finding it.'
He made his way past the petite young constable and into the tiny room, feeling as if he'd just stepped into a child’s toy house; the small space reminiscent of the cubby house in their suburban backyard where his younger sister spent most of their childhood pretending to be a magical princess and casting spells on her brothers; the memory causing him to smile for a moment. He stared down at the young woman, wrapped in a pink, fluffy blanket, her long, shiny chestnut hair loose and hanging from her bowed head to her waist as she sat huddled on the purple velvet couch; her face hidden and body trembling while she silently sobbed as he cleared his throat. She jumped before raising her head, her swollen, red eyes going wide in disbelief.
'Are you fricken kidding me? What the bloody hell are you doing standing in my apartment? How dare you?' 
He reeled back as if she'd punched him in the gut, unprepared for a confrontation with a woman he hadn’t seen in a decade. She was angry then, and had obviously carried that with her to this day. After Michael Mae’s trial, he'd tried several times over the years to contact June Mae to see how they were faring; however, she'd ended the call before he could even finish saying hello every single time. 
He attempted to regain his composure as he sat down on the chair next to the desk, forcing a sympathetic smile but refusing to break eye contact.
'I apologise that my presence makes you uncomfortable, Miss Mae, but neither of us has a choice in the matter. I have a job to do, and unfortunately, you discovered the body and will now be required to provide a statement to the police. I’m happy to find another detective to talk to you, though, if that would make it any easier?' She scowled before taking a deep breath, throwing off the faux-fur blanket from her bare shoulders over the back of the couch and brushing her gleaming hair from her tear-streaked face, then adjusting the strap of her black singlet top.
'I would rather speak to someone else if I have a choice. I certainly don’t want my words twisted and manipulated by you. I would more than likely be charged and convicted of the murder of that poor girl, despite having nothing to do with it.'
He pushed away the frustration rising from his belly and smiled at her again, his eyes showing no emotion. She certainly hadn’t lost the fire in her soul he had experienced firsthand when she was a young teenager; however, now she was an articulate woman and stunningly beautiful, and she was certainly a little intimidating, even to a hardened detective. He had never seen eyes of that colour, and it unnerved him. While investigating her father, he'd come across some fascinating information regarding the Mae family, none of which related to the case itself, but interestingly enough he had delved deeper into their family history out of pure curiosity, and the connection between his family and theirs. 
Discovering Michael Mae was the descendant of a convicted murderer, and named in his honour, this alone drove him on to dig deeper. The first Michael Mae had been arrested in 1907 for the cold-blooded murder of a fellow resident at a commune called Utopia, and from this point, the detective could not look away. The first Michael and his wife, Martha, had moved to the commune near Hamilton from Gippsland, taking their four children with them; the youngest, Onyx, being Michael’s great grandfather. Onyx left the commune to return to Melbourne when he turned thirty, having married a beauty by the name of Lilly, who had unusual lilac eyes and dainty features, just like the scowling woman who sat before him. She had been born at the commune and was rumoured to be the granddaughter of the founders of Utopia, Jasper and Lilith Arcadia. It was while scanning through old documents and photographs on the internet he realised Jasper and Lilith were close friends of Abigail Cavanaugh and her husband, who visited often and attended the trial in 1908 when the jury found him guilty, and sentenced Michael to death by hanging at the Old Melbourne Gaol.
'I'll leave now and find a detective to speak with you.' He stood abruptly, nodding his head at her before taking the few steps to the front door, grateful to be away from her hateful glare. 'I’ll send Detective Senior Constable Dick Pick in to take her statement.' The young constable snorted while James rolled his eyes, a wry smile crossing his lips for a moment. 'He gets it all the time, and yeah, it’s his real name. One I would’ve changed by deed poll as soon as legally allowed. It’s unfortunate he has parents that bloody cruel, especially in this line of work.' He opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, letting it slam shut behind him as he quietly chuckled to himself. Uniform members had cordoned off the entrance to the building, along with the entire floor on level twelve with blue and white tape before he arrived, while residents had been asked to stay inside their apartments until notified otherwise. 
Several uniformed officers stood guarding the hallways, watching on as detectives and forensic officers photographed the scene and searched for evidence that would identify the person responsible for murdering thirty-eight-year-old Louella Zuckerman. He had confirmed she was the girlfriend of Robin Lendener, or Rob, as they knew him in the building; an unemployed handyman who happened to rent an apartment on the same floor where her body had been located. It was by pure luck they had found her wedged only a few feet inside the opening of the rubbish chute, her clothing caught on a jagged piece of metal that had come away from the side; preventing her body from dropping twelve-floors down and into the open bin that sat on the ground floor in a locked refuse room, holding the garbage of hundreds of residents. 
He believed Mrs Zuckerman had been beaten and strangled due to the injuries on her neck, face, and arms, but he would have to wait for a forensic pathologist to examine the body and provide an official cause of death in the next few days. They had taken her corpse in a grey body bag to the morgue ‌in South Melbourne at the Coronial Services Centre; the Victoria Institute of Forensic Pathology, also based in the same building. He had directed two members of his team to take Rob in for questioning back at the station while the forensic team examined the room. The man appeared quite shaken and distressed and had advised them off the bat he had an alibi, although Detective James Cavanaugh knew better than most that didn’t mean he was innocent. He knew the victim was estranged from her husband of fifteen-years with whom she shared two young children, both living with their father since she'd left the family home two-months ago to move in with a friend in nearby Prahran. 
He strode over to where two officers were speaking to one of the hotel cleaners; the poor woman unable to stop shaking as tears trickled down her face. 
'Dick, can you go to apartment 1220, please? Miss Mae is still waiting to be interviewed.' The detective nodded before giving the woman his card and encouraging her to make contact if she remembered anything that could be helpful to the ongoing police investigation. As they watched her walk away, pushing the heavy trolley laden with cleaning products and dirty linen, Detective Senior Constable Pick turned towards the strapping blonde sergeant and pointed his finger in his face.
'I’ve told you, stop shortening me name, you wanker. It’s Richard.' The detective punched his senior officer warningly on the arm before striding off down the hallway with his partner, Detective Constable Andrew Spencer, following behind, while
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