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“Some stories are buried, not because

they are forgotten, but because the

world is not yet ready to hear them.”

-  Unknown
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Prologue
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Rain slicked Sydney’s streets, and gas lamps threw shaky halos over the wet cobblestones. The early morning lay hushed, the city still dreaming, yet Ruby Caldwell felt tugged toward stories long buried, murmuring from the narrow cracks where brick met shadow. That evening, a small package turned up at her apartment, plain except for a faint loop of handwriting that read, “For the one who remembers. “Inside, a locket rested in soft velvet, catching the faint scent of cedar from the box. The surface was dull and scarred with tiny initials “E. H.”and Ruby ran her fingertip over them, the cold metal sending a shiver through her. Elsie Harper’s name slipped off the page like a whisper. Ruby had never met her, only stumbled across a few fleeting lines about the young woman erased by time, buried among countless missing girls whose names slipped from headlines, dusty files, and memory. 

Yet somehow, the locket seemed to whisper her name. It pulsed against her chest, a heartbeat skipping the beat, like a drum struck too soon. That night, while the city lay quiet, Ruby curled her fingers around the locket, feeling its cool weight as the air grew heavy around her. Light danced across the walls, and for a moment the whole room seemed to shimmer. A soft, insistent sound, almost like whispers carried on a far-off breeze, pressed into her ears. For a split second, she caught its shadow lurking in a 1920s Sydney alley, a scream abruptly smothered, and the sharp flash of metal under the lamplight. Ruby’s eyes flew open, catching the glint of light off the glass. The world seemed to tip, a low hum thrumming in her ribs, and in that moment, she knew what set her apart; she could step into another time, slip between seconds, and see the truths the world had tried to hide. She gripped the locket tight, the cool metal pressing into her palm. This wasn’t curiosity anymore; it felt like a knot tightening in my chest. It was a call, sharp and sudden, like a bell cutting through quiet air. It’s a story just sitting there, ready to spill its first words. Ruby Caldwell had never skipped a call, especially one she couldn’t even hear, like a faint ring lost in the hum of the fridge.
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I am Ruby Caldwell and allow me to share a truth that guides my existence. I pursue ghosts, the kind that murmur in the shadows of aged hallways. Not the sort that rattle floorboards or vanish in an instant when one turns their gaze. These are the echoes of the past, entwined within yellowed newspapers, secured within dust-laden archives, and lingering in narratives the world would prefer to forget. My years as a foreign correspondent have taken me to smoke-filled streets, where I reported on wars and disasters, yet it is the quieter stories, the ones seldom heard, that have left an indelible mark on my soul. This pursuit of truth is not merely a profession; it has shaped me into a person who ventures into dimly lit backrooms and hushed corners, wherever the truth attempts to elude capture. At times, truth is elusive slipping past like a fleeting shadow at dusk. I have come to understand that history is a labyrinth, sculpted by the powerful and then polished by those who shout the loudest, much like a tale retold until the truth becomes obscured. What becomes of those who never had the opportunity to voice their stories, their words trapped in silence? What of those who vanished, were silenced, or departed without a single headline to mark their absence? It is in these moments that I step forward, prepared to take the reins. 

I cannot articulate the entirety of my actions. Some choices arise instinctively, like reaching for a mug before fully awakening. Much of it may seem implausible, akin to attempting to grasp smoke with one’s hands. Some have laughed, others have deemed me delusional, and a few have gone so far as to accuse me of fabricating it all, as if I had conjured the narrative from thin air. I have learned to attune myself to the subtle pulse beneath the mundane moments of life, akin to the distant hum of a train, and the invisible threads that connect the present to the past. When those threads tug at me, I follow their lead, allowing their pull to guide my journey like a gentle hand on my sleeve.

Daniel Mercer, my fiancé, insists that I am perpetually racing headlong into peril like the instance when I pursued a stray cat into a shadowy alley. Perhaps he possesses some truth in his assertion. Nonetheless, we have learned to chase after these adventures side by side, akin to capturing the final rays of light before sunset. This is the tale of a singular thread, a life lost yet resolute in its refusal to fade one case that has drawn us through decades, into peril, and beyond every boundary I believed I understood. It commences with a tarnished locket, a whispered name, and a scream that has lain dormant for years Elsie Harper, Sydney, 1927. Thus begins our journey, right here, with the remnants of dust still clinging to our boots.
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Chapter 1: Deadlines and Ghosts
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Ruby Caldwell leaned intently over her laptop, her fingers poised as if she were about to embark on a delicate operation on the keys. The newsroom thrummed with activity phones blaring, printers ejecting press releases, and a far-off editor grumbling about “deadlines and deadlines and more deadlines.” Yet, she remained oblivious to the chaos surrounding her. She was in pursuit of shadows long forgotten.

The soft glow of her screen danced in her glasses, which were slightly fogged from the chill of the Sydney winter seeping through the half-open window. Headlines flickered across the newswire: fires raging in Queensland, a political scandal unfolding in Canberra, and yet, in that moment, she found herself absorbed in an article about a girl who had disappeared eighty years ago. Elsie Harper. There were no photographs, no sensational spins, just a mere footnote in a newspaper archive that someone had painstakingly digitised for the sake of history.

“Ruby!” A voice pierced the ambient noise of the newsroom. It was Juno, her podcast partner and closest friend, waving her hand as though attempting to jolt Ruby from her reverie. “You promised to join the brainstorming session before lunch. And just to clarify, that’s ‘before lunch,’ not some distant century to which you’ve seemingly escaped

Ruby hesitantly raised her eyes, blinking at the familiar disarray before her. Juno had an air about her that seemed straight out of a noir film; her vibrant scarf and coffee cup in hand radiated a kind of energy capable of electrifying any room. In Ruby’s world, that energy had the power to pull her back from the precipice of obsession. 

“I’m right here,” Ruby declared, her voice imbued with a distant reverence, reminiscent of the awe she typically reserved for ancient ruins or first editions of books that evoked the scent of someone’s childhood memories. “I just... I need to uncover the truth of what really happened to her.”

“Her?” Juno raised an eyebrow, a hint of amusement dancing in her eyes. “You’re referring to the girl whom no one living seems to recall. Elsie Harper, isn’t it? Your fascination with unsolved mysteries is quite something. Truly, I’m baffled as to why you haven’t shared her story with the world already.”

Ruby smiled softly, her fingers twitching with a longing to return to the screen. “Because no one truly listens, not in earnest. They crave tragedy adorned with fireworks or a scandal to unravel. Not... the genuine truth.”

Juno leaned in with a sense of camaraderie, propping her chin on her palm. “That’s precisely why I adore collaborating with you. You focus on the substance, not sensationalism.”

Ruby’s smile dimmed as thoughts of Daniel lingered in her mind, the man waiting for her in the apartment they shared. Daniel Mercer, her fiancé, a reflection of her own ambitions, and at times, her greatest challenge. While Ruby pursued justice with fervor, Daniel was often drawn to the allure of a compelling narrative: the scoop, the fame, the legacy. He wasn’t a bad man; he simply had a different measure of success. 

Her phone vibrated, drawing her attention to a message from Daniel: “I’ve uncovered something significant about Harper in the archives. It could be substantial. Give me a call.”

Ruby felt her heart race as she swiftly replied, “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Bring coffee, and whatever you do, don’t touch anything.”

Twenty minutes later, they found themselves weaving through the musty corridors of the State Library, sidestepping patrons who carried the scent of damp coats and ancient paper. Ruby’s senses heightened the instant she laid eyes on the section marked “Unresolved Cases – 1920s.” Rows of boxes, each brimming with yellowing clippings and fragile photographs, stood like spectres in the dim light.

“This is it,” Daniel murmured, a thrill lacing his voice that Ruby recognised all too well. “With this one, we could carve out a name for ourselves.”

Ruby lifted her hand. “It’s not about glory. Our purpose here is to comprehend her story, Daniel. Nothing more.”

He flashed her a lopsided grin. “Got it. For the most part.”

As the hours slipped away, they meticulously sifted through brittle letters, police blotters, and faded newsprint. Ruby’s gaze fell upon something unusual: a small velvet box cleverly concealed behind a pile of court documents. With utmost care, she lifted it from its hiding place. Nestled within was a delicate locket, its surface tarnished yet still managing to emit a faint glimmer in the soft illumination of the library. 

She cradled it in her palm, her heart racing. The name “Elsie Harper” was delicately engraved on the inside, barely noticeable. In that moment, the atmosphere surrounding her transformed.

A shiver coursed down Ruby’s spine, an instinctive sensation that enveloped her before her mind could fully grasp it, an eerie whisper that suggested this was something far greater than herself, transcending even the bounds of time. 

Daniel leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper. “Ruby...”

She turned to him, her lips parted slightly, her eyes shimmering with a mixture of surprise and understanding. “I... I believe this is it. This is what draws me in.”

Before either of them could respond, Ruby’s vision began to blur, the library lights elongating into surreal streaks. A gentle breeze though perhaps it was merely her own heartbeat? enveloped her. The final sensation she grasped before the world spun out of control was the quiet, frightened cry of a girl she had never encountered: 

“Please... someone...” she whispered, her voice barely rising above the haunting silence that enveloped her.

And just like that, she had vanished.

***
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The air carried a distinct scent, unlike the musty, paper-laden aroma of the library; it was vibrant, infused with smoke and a hint of floral notes, as if the city itself was exhaling. Ruby moved cautiously, her hands gliding over the uneven cobblestones of a shadowy alley. Lanterns swayed gently above her, casting elongated, quivering shadows on the ground. She blinked rapidly, grappling with the notion that she might still be dreaming, yet every sound the distant clatter of horse hooves, the muffled sob of a woman sent a knot of unease tightening in her stomach. 

“Ruby?” Daniel’s voice, taut yet recognisable, reached her from a nearby corner. She pivoted, a whirlwind of relief and disbelief swirling within her. He was here as well, though their contemporary attire appeared strangely out of place against the backdrop of the 1920s. The leather of his jacket and the sharp crease in his trousers seemed slightly askew, as if he had emerged from the pages of a photograph.

“We’re... truly here,” she murmured, as if speaking to herself. Her fingers instinctively curled around the locket, still warm against the fabric of her pocket.

Daniel’s grin was tinged with nervousness, and the usual spark of ambition in his eyes was muted by a sense of wonder. “Welcome to Sydney, 1927. The Sydney of Elsie Harper.”

Ruby felt her heart race. She had devoured every piece of information she could uncover about Elsie newspaper snippets, police reports, old letters yet none of it could hold a candle to this moment. The alley carried a subtle scent of smoke mingled with damp earth. A cart clattered by, drawn by a tired horse, while a newsboy called out something that was lost to the noise. The city pulsed with life, blissfully unaware of her presence, ignorant of the secrets it harboured. 

A sudden cry halted her in her tracks. A young girl, no older than twelve, was grappling with a man at the far end of the street. Ruby’s heart raced. She acted on instinct, taking a step forward before Daniel could grasp her arm. “Elsie?” she whispered, even though deep down she understood this was not Elsie... not just yet.

Daniel placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “Hold on! We can’t intervene just yet. We need to watch and understand what’s transpired first.”

Ruby’s teeth were clenched tightly. The journalist within her yearned to leap forward, to capture the moment and rescue the girl, yet the historian, the time traveller, that more cautious side of her cautioned that even the slightest misstep could fracture the very fabric of history.

She exhaled slowly, compelling herself to concentrate. The girl found a way to escape, vanishing through a doorway just as a carriage clattered by, almost masking the moment. Ruby furiously jotted down mental notes. This was the pattern she had observed in the archives—the vanishings, the murmurs, the trails that had gone cold.

“Do you sense that?” Daniel inquired softly, his gaze sweeping across the alley. He possessed an uncanny ability to detect tension; a reporter’s intuition sharpened through years of pursuing stories. Yet, this felt unlike anything he had experienced before. The very essence of the city appeared to be on alert.

Ruby nodded, drawing her coat closer around her. “It seems someone doesn’t want us here.”

It was then that she caught sight of him.

Harrow.

The figure lurked in the shadows, propped against a weathered brick wall, exuding a casual elegance that suggested familiarity with the scene. His eyes keen and assessing met hers with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine. In that moment, Ruby realised that he was no ordinary detective, nor simply a figure from the annals of history. This was the man or perhaps something timeless that had kept the Harper case shrouded in cold mystery for all these long years. 

He smiled, a subtle curve of his lips that failed to touch his eyes. Yet, in an instant, he vanished.

Ruby felt a tightness in her chest as the past surged forth, alive and perilous, now fully cognisant of her presence. She cast a quick glance at Daniel. “We’re no longer mere observers,” she whispered.

Daniel swallowed hard. “I understand. However, we must approach this with caution. Let’s work together to find a solution without upsetting the balance entirely.”

Ruby nodded, yet as she stepped into the shadows alongside him, a nagging thought lingered in her mind: the Harper case was not merely a tale from the past it served as a cautionary tale. Whatever Elias Harrow embodied, he was observing, biding his time, and possessed an age that far surpassed anything either of them could fathom. 

***

[image: ]


The cobblestones beneath Ruby’s boots glistened with rain, yet she hardly registered it. Her thoughts were consumed by the sight of the girl vanishing into the doorway and the ominous silhouette of Harrow lurking in the shadows nearby.

As they strolled down the narrow street, Daniel’s hand sought out hers, their fingers intertwining with an instinctive familiarity. Ruby experienced a surge of sensation neither fear nor the coldness of the night, but rather the reassuring warmth of his presence. When a carriage clattered by, causing her to falter momentarily, his thumb gently grazed the back of her hand, providing her with a steadying comfort. 

“You seem quite tense,” Daniel whispered, leaning in so she could hear him above the distant sound of hooves clattering. His breath felt warm against her ear. “Just relax. We’re in this together.

Ruby breathed out slowly, her fingers tightening around his in response. “I understand,” she confessed, her heart pounding for reasons that extended beyond mere intrigue. “It’s just... him. Harrow. I can’t shake the feeling that he senses our presence.”

Daniel tilted his head, gently pushing a damp strand of hair away from her face. “Then let’s ensure he doesn’t get what he desires.” His voice resonated with a soothing confidence. Then, without a moment’s hesitation, he placed a tender kiss on her temple, so soft it sent a delightful shiver down her spine.

Ruby turned to face him, their foreheads gently pressed together, allowing herself to savour the moment, the warmth, the intimacy, the undeniable truth of having someone by her side amidst both love and peril. Her gaze fell upon the delicate band of her engagement ring, glimmering softly in the light of a nearby lantern. Nervously, her fingers played with it, a silent reflection of her thoughts. 

Daniel observed her intently. He grasped her hand gently with both of his, locking his gaze with hers. “Ruby... I love you,” he murmured softly, a vow that rendered the tumult of their past nearly tolerable.

Her chest swelled with emotion, and before she could think twice, she leaned in to kiss him. The kiss was both urgent and tender, a poignant reminder that even amidst the shadows of their history, they were undeniably real, alive, and together in that moment. Their lips parted for just a heartbeat, only for him to draw her closer, one arm encircling her waist while the other gently tucked her hair behind her ear, anchoring her to the present as they navigated the memories of their past.

“Are you alright?” Daniel murmured softly against her lips.

Ruby nodded, allowing herself a moment of respite in his embrace. “I’m alright... as long as you’re by my side.”

They separated with a sense of reluctance, fully aware that time was relentless and their mission could not afford to be delayed. Daniel gave her a comforting smile, gently pushing back the rain-drenched strands of hair that clung to her face. “Then let’s find her,” he declared. His hand remained warm in hers, their fingers intertwined, providing her with a sense of stability amidst the unsettling aura of Sydney in 1927.

As Ruby strolled down the street, she became acutely aware of the subtle details surrounding her: the faint aroma of coal smoke wafting from a nearby chimney, the hushed conversations of passersby, and the flickering lamps that cast a delicate glow over the shop fronts. Her instincts as a journalist ignited, prompting her to take note of every element: the shadows that could conceal a hidden figure, the doors that swung open with unsettling ease, and the alleys where a girl could slip away, leaving no sign behind. 

Daniel matched her stride, his fingers occasionally grazing hers in tender gestures a gentle squeeze here, a soft touch on the back of her hand there. Each fleeting contact served as a reminder to Ruby that she was not alone; even amidst the fragility and danger of the moment, they stood united as a team.

They halted outside a narrow doorway, its paint flaking away in patches. Ruby narrowed her eyes at the faint inscription above, her mind racing as she recognised the numbers from the dusty old case files. “This is it,” she whispered. “Elsie Harper’s last known location.”

Daniel tightened his grip on her hand once more, offering a wordless comfort. Without a second thought, he leaned in and pressed his lips against hers for a fleeting moment, a mere whisper of a kiss, yet potent enough to quicken her heartbeat. Ruby let out a soft laugh, her head shaking in disbelief. “We’re not even out of danger, and here you are, distracting me.”

He flashed a grin, gently caressing her cheek with his thumb. “A touch of distraction is what keeps the heart vibrant, detective.”

Ruby rolled her eyes, yet a smile gradually formed on her lips. She raised her left hand, stealing another glance at the engagement ring. The delicate band shimmered brilliantly under the faint glow of the streetlight, serving as a connection to her current life and a vow that, regardless of the truths they might unearth, they would always have each other to return to.

“I love you too,” she whispered, ensuring he caught her words.

Daniel’s gaze softened, revealing a rare vulnerability that pierced through his usual intensity. “That’s good to hear. We’re going to need every ounce of love and courage we possess.”

Ruby took a deep breath, collecting her thoughts once more. Her hands slipped from his grasp, only to clutch the notebook pressed tightly against her chest. It was a moment to treasure, a brief heartbeat of normalcy before the storm that was about to break. Yet, she felt the weight of the past pressing down on her, the lost life of Elsie Harper, the secrets lurking in dark alleyways and hidden locket boxes, and the constant threat posed by Harrow. 

“Are you ready?” Daniel inquired, his hand gently grazing hers once again, lingering in a moment that felt suspended in time.

Ruby nodded, offering his hand one last squeeze. “I’m ready.”

Hand in hand, they crossed the threshold, bidding farewell to the faintly illuminated street as they immersed themselves in the enigmatic realm of 1927 Sydney, where shadows darted quicker than footsteps and each turn held the potential to conceal a perilous truth waiting to be revealed.

***
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As the doorway swung open, it revealed a small, dimly lit room. Dust motes danced in the soft glow of the lantern, capturing Ruby’s attention, as though the very air held onto the secrets that had been murmured within these walls. The musty scent of aged paper and damp timber enveloped her, grounding her firmly in the echoes of the past.

“Stay close,” Daniel whispered, his hand grazing hers for a final moment. She felt the comfort of his touch, the warmth radiating through her, fortifying her determination.

Ruby advanced with caution; her notebook clutched tightly in her hand. The floorboards creaked ominously beneath her boots. In the dim light of the corner, a small table was adorned with a haphazard collection of letters and a neatly folded photograph. At once, she recognised the handwriting it was unmistakably the same as the archival notes she had meticulously studied in the present day.

“Elsie’s room,” Ruby murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. Her fingers quivered as she lifted the photograph, uncovering the image of a young woman with haunted eyes gazing back at her. At that moment, time appeared to stretch. Ruby felt a tightness in her chest not quite fear, but a profound awareness of a life that had been extinguished far too early, a narrative now lost to the annals of history.

Daniel leaned in, his breath warm against her ear. “We’ll find her,” he murmured gently. His hand brushed against hers once more, a gesture of instinctive protection. “And we’ll ensure that the truth comes to light.”

Ruby nodded, her gaze fixated on the photograph. The locket, securely nestled in her pocket, appeared to thrum softly. A whisper of energy or perhaps an instinct cautioned her that the adventure was only just commencing.

In the dimmest corner of the room, a shadow flickered, shifting with an unsettling grace. A figure emerged, melding effortlessly with the surrounding darkness. Ruby’s breath hitched in her throat. The face was angular, hauntingly familiar in its threat. It was Elias Harrow.

“Are we not a curious bunch?” His voice was low and calm, imbued with a gravity that felt far older than the very room they occupied. “I trust you understand that some doors are intended to remain closed.”

A chill crept over Ruby, one that was entirely unrelated to the weather. Without thinking, her hand slipped into Daniel’s, and he offered a gentle squeeze, grounding her in the moment. Deep down, she understood that retreating was not an option now. Not after discovering the locket, not after stepping into the very fabric of history itself.

Harrow’s gaze traversed the scene, much like a predator evaluating both its quarry and intruders. Then, as quietly as he had emerged, he dissolved back into the shadows, leaving behind only a subtle trace of his existence.

Ruby exhaled slowly, her heart racing. “He’s... everywhere,” she murmured.

Daniel tightened his grip on her hand. “We must outsmart him,” he declared.

Ruby raised her gaze to the ceiling, as though seeking the courage concealed among the rafters. Her eyes drifted to her engagement ring, its unadorned gold band shimmering in the lantern’s glow, serving as both a promise and an anchor to the here and now.

She gently squeezed Daniel’s hand, a reassuring smile gracing her lips. “We will,” she promised.

For a fleeting moment, the past lay still, as if holding its breath. Then, the wind outside the fractured window began to whisper through the room, bringing with it the faintest trace of a scream Elsie Harper’s final plea, reverberating across the decades, serving as a poignant reminder that the tale was far from concluded.

Ruby tightened her grip on the locket, feeling the weight of her decision. She had crossed the threshold into a world where history pulsed with life, fraught with danger and anticipation. There would be no turning back for her now.

The Cold Case Correspondent had officially begun.
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Chapter 2: Footsteps in the Past
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The lanterns lining the narrow street flickered to life as Ruby and Daniel ventured into the night of 1927 Sydney. The air was heavy with coal smoke, mingling with the subtle tang of salt wafting from the harbour through the winding alleys. Every sound, the rhythmic clip of horse hooves, the soft murmur of conversations, the distant hiss of a streetcar was vibrant and fresh, yet imbued with a sense of timelessness, as if the city itself held the memories of all that had transpired within its embrace.

Ruby’s fingers curled tightly around the locket concealed beneath her coat, while Daniel’s hand sought hers once more, intertwining their fingers in a comforting clasp that anchored them both. Amidst the shadows and the biting cold, that connection radiated warmth, serving as a lifeline to the present, to safety, and to love.

“Follow me,” Daniel murmured, gently pulling her towards a row of terraced houses. “According to the records, Elsie resided here... or at least in the vicinity.”

Ruby’s gaze swept across the buildings around her. The paint was peeling, the windows were shuttered, and faint echoes of laughter or music lingered in the air, remnants of a time long gone. She crouched down, examining the footprints etched into the wet dirt and cobblestones delicate impressions that whispered tales unnoticed for decades. “There,” she murmured, gesturing towards a narrow alleyway nestled between two houses. “That could be the path she took on the night she vanished.”

Daniel crouched beside her, his brow furrowed in concentration. “It aligns with the timeline, but take a look at these marks,” he said, gesturing towards a faint scratch etched into the brick wall. “It seems someone was keen on keeping us from noticing.”
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