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Chapter 1


It would’ve shimmered back then, she thought. Like Brisbane’s own version of Rivendell, minus the elves but heavy on the scandal. Socialites in silk gowns drifting through the lobby. Bellhops with pressed collars and secrets. A pianist in the corner playing Gershwin while someone upstairs made a decision they’d regret.



She let her eyes close just for a second, imagining the clink of champagne glasses, the scent of powder and cigarette smoke, the velvet hush of privilege.

In the present the Grand Hotel smelled of old wood, dust, and secrets. A circular saw leaned against the concierge desk like it had just checked in and was waiting for a bellhop. Drop cloths hung like ghostly curtains from the ceiling, and someone had left a takeaway coffee on top of a toolbox—half-drunk and forgotten.

Harry Langston paused in the doorway, letting her eyes adjust to the filtered morning light slanting through grimy windows. Her cane tapped softly against the stone tiles as she stepped inside, the weight of her satchel pulling at her shoulder. A slow burn had already started up her spine, a flare announcing its unwelcome presence like a bad party guest.

“Smells haunted,” she said to herself brushing her untameable, greying locks off her forehead.

Beside her, Courtney Love snorted, a delicate sound of judgment, and trotted ahead with her pink harness gleaming. The dog’s tiny claws clicked neatly over the marble as she sniffed her way to a pile of paint tins, tail held high with the confidence of someone who had never once paid rent.

Harry followed more slowly, mindful of a low-hanging beam. The renovation team was running late, which suited her just fine. She preferred to arrive before the noise started—before men with hammers turned history into drywall.

This place had a history thick enough to bite into. Opened in 1912, bombed by rumour in 1948, shuttered in 1973, and left to rot until someone finally decided ghosts could be profitable again.

Harry let her bag slide to the floor and rubbed a hand across the back of her neck. The marble-topped sideboard stood opposite the concierge desk and, beyond it, the pair of elevator doors—one of them slightly ajar, revealing a sliver of shadowed space.

She tilted her head, letting her gaze drift.

It wasn’t hard to imagine the Grand in its heyday. The bones were still here beneath the dust: sweeping archways, hand-carved banisters, the faint echo of a mosaic beneath the grime. Art Nouveau, definitely—curves and gilded edges, all elegance and theatre. She could almost see it: the stained glass skylight throwing jewel-toned light onto polished floors, fern-leaf ironwork curling across the balconies like something alive.

“Harry Langston?” A voice echoed down the staircase, clipped and official.

She turned to see a dark haired man in a white shirt and tie coming down the stairs, eyes sharp already taking her in, assessing her. Dust haloed around his black boots.

“Detective Senior Constable Pete Lewis,” he said, holding out a hand. “You’re with Historical Brisbane?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” she said, shaking his hand briefly. “I’m here to write the hotel’s glamorous tell-all. Wallpaper and scandal.”

He didn’t smile. “We’ve just found a body.”

Harry blinked feeling her face fall into a frown. “I hope it’s not in my room.”

Courtney snorted, utterly unimpressed.

“No,” he said, eyes furrowed just a little, “in the service elevator.” Pete’s phone buzzed. He glanced down, his expression sharpening.

“Stay here a minute,” he said. “Don’t touch anything weird.”

“Define weird,” Harry said, but he was already heading back up the stairs, steps brisk and hollow on the timber.

The silence that followed settled thick and stale, like the hotel had exhaled after years of holding its breath. Courtney sniffed at a stray nail on the floor, then turned a slow circle before curling up in a rectangle of sunlight like it had been laid out just for her.

Harry shifted her weight, the ache in her lower back creeping toward something sharper. Standing too long always invited trouble. She scanned the lobby and spotted a worn-looking settee near the wall—half-covered by a dust sheet and flanked by buckets of plaster.

She tugged Courtney’s lead and made her way over, steady on her cane, and eased herself down with a soft sigh. The upholstery wheezed beneath her, but it held. Just. The relief of sitting sent a wave of pins and needles down her thighs, but she’d take it.

Courtney gave her a look as if to say “finally,” then flopped onto her side.

Harry let her bag slide to the floor and rubbed a hand across the back of her neck. The settee faced the old concierge desk, and beyond that, the pair of elevator doors. One of them sat slightly ajar—just a sliver, but enough to hint at the shadowed space beyond.

The service elevator. The one they’d found the body in.

She squinted at it, uneasy. Then shook her head. She wasn’t here to solve a mystery. Just to write a polished little history book with carefully curated scandal. Nothing too real. Nothing that bites back.

Still… the room hummed with something unsettled. Not quite dread. Not quite grief. Just something that hadn’t been put properly to rest.

She leaned forward slightly, careful of her hip, and noticed a small piece of paper caught near the skirting board, half-tucked beneath the wall.

“Hold on,” she said, bracing herself as she reached down—slow, stiff movement, fingers brushing dust and splinters.

The paper came free with a soft whisper. Yellowed and delicate. A receipt, dated 14th June, 1946. Room service—tea, toast, and strawberry preserves.

On the back, someone had written in looping script, “Lillian — don’t wait for me. I’ll meet you at midnight, near the lift.”

Harry stared at it, a quiet chill sliding through her ribs. Maybe it had been dropped when all the papers had been gathered together or gotten stuck on someone’s shoe? Still it seemed odd that a room service receipt so old was just… sitting there, waiting for her.

Courtney lifted her head briefly, ears twitching.

Just then, footsteps echoed down the stairs—Pete returning, his voice already raised to someone behind him.

Harry folded the note and slipped it carefully into her satchel. She was just here to write the history. But maybe history had something else in mind.


* * *




Pete reappeared at the foot of the stairs, talking over his shoulder to someone unseen. His boots left faint prints in the dust. “—just keep the site cordoned off. Forensics’ll be here soon enough.”



He spotted Harry on the settee and raised an eyebrow. “You moved.”

“I sat,” she corrected. “Standing and I are… on complicated terms.” She forced a smile and remained seated. No point in moving until she had to.

He gave a noncommittal grunt and glanced around, eyes scanning the room like he expected something else to go wrong. “Sorry to dump all this on you first thing. Historical Brisbane probably didn’t think the hotel’s past would be this well-preserved.” His lips turned up at the edges, not much of a smile, but enough to let her know he wasn’t really a grumpy old-school copper.

Harry was used to this. The confusion, the assumptions, the way people tried to wrap their heads around what she did. Historical Brisbane was a small, government-funded organisation dedicated to preserving the city’s layered and often uncomfortable history. Harry worked as one of their social historians—part fieldwork, part archival deep dives, part storytelling—and this trip to the Grand was meant to be a straightforward assignment: produce a neat little history to go with the hotel’s glamorous renovation. Now it looked like that history had teeth.

“I don’t mind a skeleton in the closet, I’m used to them” Harry said, carefully adjusting Courtney’s lead as the little dog began to rouse. “But one in the elevator shaft? That’s new.”

Pete’s mouth twitched—maybe the beginning of a smile, maybe not. “You want to see it?”

“What? The body?” Half of Harry wanted to recoil, maybe even go home, but the other half. The half that got into this job to pry into others people’s lives was already on her feet.

He nodded. “We’ve taped it off, but you can look from the threshold. You’re the one documenting the hotel’s history—seems only fair you see what’s been buried in it. Besides,” he added, almost grudgingly, “you strike me as someone who notices things most people miss.”

Harry hesitated. Her muscles had only just begun to unclench, but curiosity prickled hard enough to outweigh comfort. She slung her bag over her shoulder and reached for her cane.

“Alright,” she said. “But I’m not crawling into any crawl spaces. I left my Indiana Jones hat at home.”

Pete gestured toward a hallway branching off the lobby. “This way. Mind the loose tiles.”

Harry stood slowly, giving her joints a moment to catch up. Courtney trotted at her side, bright-eyed and oblivious, as if she’d been promised snacks at the end of the corridor.

They walked in silence for a few steps. The air didn’t so much cool as change—thick and still, like the building had been holding its breath all summer. It smelled like plaster dust and old carpet glue, and the deeper they went, the more the hallway seemed to close in. Narrower walls. Lower ceilings. Like the place was trying to keep its secrets close.

“Tradies were pulling back old panelling to get access to the shaft,” Pete said. “One of them noticed a gap behind the wall—plasterboard over the lift doors. When he pried it open, he saw what he thought was a pile of old coats.”

He stopped in front of the elevator alcove. Yellow tape had been hastily strung up, fluttering slightly in the still air.

Harry leaned forward. The brass doors were open just enough to show a dark void beyond, and something pale, mottled, and human-shaped resting on rusted metal beneath. Long-cooled bones wrapped in decaying silk. T-strap shoes still on. One heel snapped.

She felt the breath leave her chest.

“You said this place closed in the seventies,” Pete said.

“Yeah,” Harry said quietly. “But it looks like she died long before that.”

Harry’s throat tightened as she leaned closer, though the sight of the remains made her stomach clench. The air around the shaft was musty, heavy with the scent of old dust and damp wood, but there was no trace of the sharp, gut-turning odour of decay. After all these years, the body had dried out, its remains mummified by time and the elements—or lack thereof.

The rusted elevator cables creaked faintly, as though the lift itself was holding its breath.

“Who found her?” Harry asked, her voice quiet but sharp.

“A couple of the contractors. One of them nearly lost his lunch,” Pete replied, running a hand through his hair. “We’ve got forensics coming in, but you’re right—it’s old. Looks like the bones have been here since well before the place shut down.”

Harry nodded, stepping back slightly, the weight of the moment sinking in. Her cane clicked softly on the floor as she straightened, a sharp twinge of pain shooting up her spine.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got any records about who this woman?” Pete’s voice was cautious, his eyes flicking between Harry and the shaft.

She glanced at him. “I’m just here to dig up the past,” she said. “But maybe… in the late 40s. I’ll have to look into it. Looks like someone was trying to keep this hidden..”

“Could be,” Pete said, his gaze lingering on the body. “People have their reasons for keeping things quiet. This is a hotel with… history.”

Harry wasn’t sure whether he meant the place’s official history or something darker. She looked back at the elevator, mind turning over possibilities.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Pete added, glancing back at her. “We’ll have to cordon this off for a while.”

Harry’s hand rested against the wall for balance as she stepped away from the lift. Courtney gave an uncertain whine at the base of her feet, staring into the shadows with wide, questioning eyes.

Pete turned to head back toward the stairs. “I’ll get you a copy of the reports once we’ve got something solid,” he said over his shoulder.

Harry nodded absently, but her mind was already elsewhere—on the faded receipt, the cryptic message. Lillian… midnight… near the lift.

The name hadn’t come up in her research yet, but she was certain it wouldn’t be the last time she would hear it.

She glanced once more at the narrow gap between the elevator doors. The body had been hidden in plain sight, waiting for someone to ask the right question. Not a guest who’d gone missing. Not a staff member quietly dismissed. Someone deliberately erased.

She reached into her satchel and touched the edge of the receipt again—reassuring herself it hadn’t vanished.

The Grand Hotel had always had a reputation. Opulent. Eccentric. And in 1948, it had been the centre of a minor scandal involving a vanished heiress, a frantic father, and whispers of disgrace that never quite made the papers. It was the kind of story that turned up in old gossip columns and half-remembered oral histories—too juicy to be forgotten, too vague to be confirmed.

She’d made a note of it in her pre-visit research. At the time, it had just been colour. Now, it felt like a beginning.

She bent to scoop up Courtney, who had wedged herself beneath the nearest bench like a truffle pig in a designer harness. “Alright, Courts,” she said, pressing her cheek briefly to the dog’s warm head. “Looks like we start in ’48.”

Courtney blinked up at her, unimpressed.

She straightened, slowly, her joints protesting. “Let’s go dig.” The little dog perked up and Harry realised “dig” was probably not the best word to use in front of a canine who’s favorite pastime was making a mess of her garden by uprooting all the newly plated shrubs.




Chapter 2


She’d managed to finagle the archival boxes up to her allotted room with the help of a dolly and a workmen who’d seen her trying to wrangle it into the elevator along with her cane and dog and took pity on her.



As the afternoon dragged on, Harry spread her findings across the small desk like a detective laying out evidence in a crime drama—minus the dramatic music, plus a chihuahua on a cushion and the creeping threat of heatstroke.

The room had no air conditioning, just a tired old fan that made noise but no real difference. She’d cracked the window open, but it only let in more warm air and the distant drone of traffic. The heat pressed down on her like a damp towel, sweat pooling at the back of her knees. If she didn’t focus hard enough, her imagination would start playing tricks—an odd shape behind a curtain, footsteps on the other side of the door. Shadows stretched as the sun shifted, making everything feel slightly off-kilter.

She starred at the guest ledger photos, the unsigned note from Nellie, her own scribbled questions and theories.


	Who was H. Easton, really?

	Why did he stay here?

	Why hide the note?



She looked again at the handwriting—Nellie’s voice emerging like a ghost through paper. I don’t know how to leave without you.

It didn’t sound like someone who wanted to run away. Not alone a least. It sounded like someone who’d run out of options. Harry knew what it was like to be left behind, but she’d never really considered what it would be like to be the one doing the leaving. To have no choice.

Harry leaned back, pressing a hand to her lower back where pain was settling again like a fog. She’d overdone it, as usual. The ache was dull but relentless.

Courtney, ever loyal, made a soft prrt sound and nosed at her foot.

“I know,” Harry said. “Break now. Clues later.”

She got up slowly and crossed the room, her cane tapping rhythmically. She poured herself a glass of water, then turned toward the window.

Outside, dusk had settled in violet and gold over Brisbane city skyline. The city buzzed gently below, unaware of the hotel’s secrets clawing their way back to the surface.

Then—just as she turned back toward the desk—a sound.

A voice. Faint, like the tail end of a whisper. It came from the hallway. From just outside her door. She froze. Courtney did too, one paw lifted mid-step. There was nothing for a second. Then—

A soft knock. Three, measured raps.

Harry stepped forward, heart in her throat, and opened the door. She’d always laughed at characters in horror movies walking towards the danger, but here she was doing the same thing.

The hallway was empty. No footsteps. No renovation workers. No movement. She looked left, then right.

And there, on the floor just outside her door, lay something strange: a hotel room key. She frowned, starring at it for a long moment. Her small dog, more guts than brains, moved toward it, half a step at a time and sniffed.

Old-fashioned, brass, with a cracked enamel tag that read: Suite 3.

Harry stared at it for half a second longer, barely breathing. Then, carefully, she bent and picked it up before hurrying back into her room. Harry closed the door and turned the key over in her palm. The metal tag was cold. Too cold, like it’d come from a freezer.

She slumped back down onto the bed, a small puff of dust issued from the covers and stared at the key. It would have been easy enough for someone to drop it, knock and run—Harry wasn’t the quickest on her feet—but the idea that someone, not something was keeping an eye on her didn’t bring her much comfort.

Courtney stood in front of her, small blue ball in her mouth, tail wagging. Oblivious to the creeping dread that travelled up Harry’s spine.

The little dog was always patient, but she had needs too, so she tapped Harry’s foot with her own and waited for a game of fetch.

“Okay,” Harry said, bending to retrieve the slobbery ball, “play time before anymore work.”


* * *




The next day moved at a gallop.



Harry had traded haunted hotel gloom for the cramped but familiar bustle of the Historical Brisbane offices—fluorescent lighting, overworked printers, and the comforting clatter of archival boxes being shuffled like puzzle pieces. A whiteboard above her desk read GRAND HOTEL PROJECT: TELL-ALL, TEA, & GHOSTS?

She’d added the question mark herself.

“Okay,” she said, thumbing through the schedule Maya had helped compile. “Ten o’clock: former bellhop, eleven: chambermaid, noon: someone’s cousin who swears they saw a ghost.”

Courtney dozed under the desk in a cocoon of scarves and tote bags, occasionally flicking an ear at the sound of rustling paper. Today she wore a faux leather biker jacket with a hot pink ribbon in the puff of hair atop her enormous chihuahua head.

Harry’s first few interviews were with older men who remembered carrying luggage and discreetly escorting politicians and their mainly female guests to “private meetings.” One chuckled about the time he found a goat in the lobby during a 1969 bucks’ night. Another, more solemn, recalled a fire scare in ’72 where the entire third floor had to be evacuated.

“Never liked the suites,” he said, tugging thoughtfully at his ear. “Especially Suite three. Cold, even in summer. And the lights always flickered and burnt out, no matter how many bulbs we replaced….and there was always a smell. Like flowers or something.”

Harry made a note, heart ticking faster. “Suite three was where one of the long-term residents stayed, back in the forties,” she said. “Eleanor Wren. Do you remember anything about her?”

He shook his head. “Before my time. But the older girls used to talk about a woman who vanished. Said her room was cursed.”

At eleven, a slow-moving woman with a deep tan and sensible sandals arrived, leaning heavily on her daughter’s arm.

“Mum worked at the Grand in the fifties and sixties,” the daughter explained. “She’s got a few gaps, but she remembers most things sharp as anything when it comes to that place.”

Harry pulled up an extra chair. “Thank you for coming in, Mrs. Calder.”

The woman smiled, her voice soft but sure. “I was second-generation staff, dear. My mum was a maid there when I was a girl. I used to polish the brass in the lobby while she worked the rooms.”

Harry leaned forward. “Do you remember a resident named Nellie? Nellie Wren?”

Mrs. Calder’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Pretty girl. Always had a book. Wore trousers. The other girls said she didn’t care what anyone thought. My mum liked her. She was always kind to me. Bought me lollies and listened to me blather on. There weren’t a lot of people who had time for a little girl back then.” Her words trailed off and she turned her head to look out the window, but Harry wondered if the scenery was what she was really seeing.

Harry’s throat tightened. “Do you know what happened to her?”

Mrs Calder turned back to Harry, really looked. Like she was scrutinising her and deciding what to say. “We were told never to talk about it. Getting caught would have meant instant dismissal.” She
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