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Chapter 1 - Boots, Bonnet, and Bickering
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The sun had barely cleared the hedgerows, but Billy Ashcombe was already elbow-deep in vintage indignation. The 1936 Daimler’s bonnet catch had jammed—again—and she was introducing it to a vocabulary that would’ve made the vicar drop his chalice.

“Come on, you overengineered tin prig,” she muttered, wrenching at the latch with a screwdriver that had seen too much of life. “I’ve opened caviar tins with less fuss.”

The Daimler, regal and aloof, remained unmoved. Possibly offended.

Around her, the Ashcombe Classic Motor Works stirred to life. Sunlight filtered through the workshop skylights in pale shafts, illuminating dust motes and a suspended engine block like some greasy religious relic. Somewhere, an old kettle shrieked. A skylark sang a chirpy tune over the gravel yard, oblivious to the stream of invective rising below.

And then came the squeal of brakes. Predictably late, predictably theatrical.  

Oliver “Ollie” Ashcombe swept into the yard in his beloved Alfa Romeo, door half-open before the car stopped. He stepped out carrying two takeaway flat whites and the air of a man who believed he’d just saved the day, which he often hadn’t.

“Morning, darling sibling,” he called, holding the coffees aloft like Olympic torches. “I come bearing caffeinated peace offerings.”

Billy gave the Daimler’s bonnet one last, violent shake, then straightened, hair frazzled, rag hanging from her belt loop like a duellist’s glove. “You’re late.”

“I prefer fashionably unhurried.” He handed her a coffee. “Besides, I was communing with the city. Networking dinner. Bigwigs. Real vol-au-vents. You wouldn’t believe how many producers are desperate for authenticity these days.”

“Authenticity?” Billy took the cup and sipped, eyebrow raised. “So naturally they came to the guy who wears vintage driving gloves to breakfast.”

Ollie held up his hands, indeed gloved in soft leather. “They complete the look. You wouldn’t yell at James Bond for wearing a tux, would you?”

“James Bond wasn’t five minutes late to a booking with the bloody British Film Council.” She gestured sharply at the Daimler, which still looked haughtily aristocratic despite its mechanical sulk. “And this isn’t just a car. It’s a barely-controllable land yacht with 1930s wiring and a suspension system made from regret and colonial arrogance.”

“Yes,” said Ollie brightly, “but look at her. She’s perfect for the film.”

“She’s not perfect,” Billy snapped, immediately regretting the edge in her voice. “She’s got a rattle in second gear. Just faint. You’d miss it if you weren’t listening. But I’m listening.”

Ollie crouched, peering into the engine bay as if it might whisper secrets to him. “Billy, perfection is a moving target like a toddler with a blowtorch. The car looks immaculate. The client is thrilled. And it’s a film set, not a concours show.”

Billy crossed her arms. “And when she seizes halfway through a tracking shot and bursts into Edwardian flames?”

“We’ll be legends,” Ollie said, grinning.

She snorted. Typical. He wore charm like armour. She wore boiler suits and anxiety.

“Dad would’ve said the same thing,” Ollie added, quieter now.

Billy’s jaw tightened. That was unfair. Weaponising Dad. “He’d also have heard the rattle,” she said, softer. They stood in silence for a beat. Cyril Catchpole was erecting another homemade duck crossing sign somewhere in the distance. Finally, Billy exhaled, wiped her hands on a rag, and glanced at the Daimler. “Fine. But I’m going to take her around the lane once more. To listen.”

“Of course,” said Ollie, stepping back with exaggerated courtesy. “Far be it from me to get between a woman and her internal combustion.”

Billy smirked, despite herself. She slid into the driver’s seat, flicked a few switches, and gave the starter a coaxing push. The Daimler growled reluctantly to life, like a duchess woken from a nap.

As she exited the yard, Ollie took a long sip of his coffee and muttered, “One car, two Ashcombes. What could go wrong?” He didn’t wait for an answer. But the Daimler, if anyone had been listening closely, might’ve rattled something back.
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Chapter 2- A Hill, a Hamlet, and a Handbrake
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The Daimler glided along the winding Dorset lanes with all the imperious grace of a duchess on wheels—if that duchess had slightly dodgy joints and a penchant for drama. Billy sat rigid in the passenger seat, ears finely tuned to every creak, groan, and sigh the old limousine made. Her fingers hovered over the dash like a surgeon prepping for incision, occasionally adjusting a dial or giving the steering column a sharp tap to remind it who was in charge.

“Stop fiddling,” Ollie said without looking. “She’s fine. She’s purring.”

“She’s wheezing,” Billy muttered. “And she’s making a sympathetic knock under load. You know what that means.”

“No,” Ollie chirped, “but I have complete faith that you do, which is why you’re not driving and I am.”

Billy shot him a look that could curdle primer. “You’re driving because you said the gloves matched the upholstery.”

“They do. Look.” He held up one hand for demonstration. “Same shade of heritage cream.”

“You’re a menace.” But she didn’t grab the wheel from him, which meant—grudgingly—he was doing an acceptable job.

The Daimler coasted down a gentle hill, through a patchwork of green fields and hedgerows that looked like a jigsaw puzzle no one had quite finished. Morning mist clung to the verges, giving the trees an eerie halo, and dry-stone walls meandered along the roadside like elderly sheepdogs keeping an eye on things.

“Is that Cyril?” Billy asked, peering out. Indeed, Cyril Catchpole, retired dairy farmer and self-appointed guardian of the lanes, was standing atop a stepladder, hammering a freshly painted sign into the grass verge. It read:

⚠️ WARNING: ELUSIVE STOATS.

As they passed, Cyril doffed his cap. Ollie gave a cheerful wave; Billy frowned.

“That’s the third fake sign this month,” she said. “Last week it was ‘Mind the Hedgehog Conga.’”

“Cyril’s a public service,” Ollie said. “A slow-moving, slightly confused public service.”

“Remind me to check his eyesight.” They drove on in companionable silence for a moment, broken only by the Daimler’s soft growl and the occasional mutter from Billy. “Throttle’s a little sticky. Temperature’s holding, but she’s not happy about it. Did you feel that? Left front—bit of a squirm.”

“Billy,” Ollie said calmly, “you’re going to worry yourself into an ulcer and the Daimler into early retirement.”

“She’s got dignity,” Billy snapped. “She expects better roads.”

“Or at least fewer invisible stoats.” The mist thickened slightly as they rounded a bend, revealing a turning almost too late. “Is this it?” Ollie braked sharply.

On the left, a narrow, overgrown track appeared, flanked by a crumbling dry-stone wall and a wrought-iron gate that creaked open slowly as they approached, without anyone touching it.

Billy narrowed her eyes. “Did you—?”

“Nope.”

“Maybe it’s rusted hinges.”

“Maybe it’s haunted.”

“You should brake gently when driving a 90-year-old limousine; you are an absolute liability.”

“I braked with style.” The Daimler lurched slightly as its wheels hit a patch of gravel. Something clunked underneath.

Billy let out a strangled gasp. “That sounded like a suspension mount. Or a control arm. Or—God help us—the differential.”

“It was a badger,” Ollie insisted. “Or a vole with a vendetta.”

She smacked the dashboard. “If you’ve cracked a bushing, I swear on Dad’s torque wrench—”

“We’ll offer the badger an apology letter and move on.” He pulled the Daimler to a stop just beyond the gate. Ahead, the track curled toward a silhouette of chimneys and turrets barely visible through the mist. Raven Hollow loomed.

Billy stared. “What sort of film shoots here?”

“The good kind,” Ollie said with a grin. “With period costumes, slightly unhinged directors, and hopefully no exploding suspension.”

Billy got out and inspected the Daimler with the intensity of a bomb disposal technician.

“Dignity intact?” Ollie asked.

She straightened up. “For now.”

He patted the car’s bonnet. “Showtime.”
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Chapter 3 - Welcome to Raven Hollow
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Raven Hollow did not so much sit in the landscape as haunt it. The Gothic revival manor loomed at the end of the gravel drive like a great stone bat roosting on its haunches. Ivy strangled its towers. Gargoyles peered through mossy cataracts, jaws frozen mid-snarl as if caught mid-gossip. Somewhere in the distance, a crow cawed; of course, it did.

Billy pulled the Daimler into the courtyard with the same caution one might use when presenting a Fabergé egg to a goat. “If one of these people so much as breathes wrong on her—”

“—You’ll eat them alive,” Ollie finished, already halfway out of the car and straightening his collar. “Yes, yes, you’re terrifying. Try to smile. We’re here to be charming.”

From the front steps descended a man who could only be described as “theatrical,” if the theatre specialised exclusively in opera, melodrama, and highly flammable fabrics. Aubrey Vale, director of the upcoming film Whispers at Midnight, was resplendent in a paisley silk scarf, tailored jodhpurs, and hunter boots that had never met actual mud. He swept toward them like a weather front. “Marvellous!” he cried, arms flung wide. “Just ooze vintage danger, both of you!”

Before either sibling could react, he kissed them each on the cheek—Billy flinching slightly, Ollie leaning in like he’d been born to it.

“You must be the Ashcombes,” Aubrey declared. “Perfection! Look at this beast!” He gestured grandly at the Daimler. “She’s got murder in her lines. I adore it.”

“She’s got twelve cylinders and a temper,” Billy said dryly. “Treat her with respect or she’ll bite back.”

“Delicious,” said Aubrey, clearly taking this as a compliment.

A figure emerged from the mist before Billy could clarify that the car’s bite was literal and potentially electrical. She wore a flowing black gown, a matching veil, and the expression of someone permanently disappointed in modern plumbing. “I can feel the energy,” the woman intoned, gliding up to the Daimler with outstretched fingers. “She’s... vibrating with memory.”

“Calliope Harrow,” Ollie whispered, eyes wide. “That’s Calliope Harrow.”

“The lead,” Aubrey confirmed, rolling his eyes affectionately. “Method actress. Moon-channeller. Banned from three yoga studios for excessive incense.”

Calliope placed one hand on the Daimler’s bonnet and closed her eyes. “She’s seen sorrow. And blood. And possibly an affair.”

“She’s seen a carburettor rebuild and my last three Saturdays,” Billy muttered, stepping between the car and the actress like a bodyguard protecting royalty.

At that moment, a door creaked open at the side of the house, and a stooped, spectral man shuffled into view. He wore a long, oil-stained coat and the expression of someone disappointed by everything since 1972. “You’re the ones with the car,” he said, voice like a sack of gravel being shaken. “That car’s come back to die. Mark me.”

Billy stared. “I’m sorry—what?”

“Mr. Penfold,” Aubrey explained breezily. “The caretaker. Fond of prophecies. And pigeons.”

“Also mould,” added Calliope dreamily.

Mr. Penfold turned and vanished into the fog like a warning the wind forgot to carry away.

Billy exhaled slowly. “I don’t like any of this.”

“It’s just eccentric theatre types,” Ollie said, adjusting his cuffs. “They’re supposed to be... You know. Flamboyant.”

Then Aubrey clapped his hands. “Right! I want her for tonight. Atmospheric dusk shots. We’ll fill the woods with dry ice and regrets!”

Billy blinked. “Tonight? No. She needs to cool, I’ve got to check her plugs, and I haven’t finished the undercarriage diagnostics.”

“Don’t worry,” Ollie said smoothly. “She’ll be ready.”

Billy turned to him with the calm, focused rage of someone calculating whether motor oil was flammable enough to stage an “accident.”

“You volunteered her?”

“She’ll be fine,” Ollie insisted, already backing away. “She loves the attention!”

“She’s not a Spaniel, Ollie!”

But it was too late. Crew members were already swarming, and lights and cables spilt across the gravel like an artistic infestation. Billy rested a hand on the Daimler’s bonnet, whispering, “I’m so sorry.”

Somewhere behind her, Calliope began humming ominously. And above them, the gargoyles watched. Smirking.
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Chapter 4 - Ghosts in the Gasket
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The canvas of the makeshift garage rustled like it had secrets. Billy knelt beside the Daimler, one hand steadying a torch, the other buried in the engine bay. Around her, floodlights flickered just enough to be deeply unhelpful, and moths the size of crumpets threw themselves at every glowing surface like caffeine-fuelled banshees.

“Alright, old girl,” Billy murmured, adjusting a valve like she was tucking in a child. “Let’s see if you’ve got anything to say for yourself. Preferably in oil leaks and honest clunks, not... whatever last night was.”

Naturally, Daimler said nothing. However, the faint whiff of petrol and phantom exhaust was oddly comforting. Billy hated this part—not the late-night inspection (that was practically a hobby), but the creeping doubt that came with it. Her identity was built on facts, bolts, compression ratios, and solid logic. But tonight the logic was... misfiring.

She’d checked everything. Twice. But then the headlights flicked on, and the engine growled—and suddenly she was the punchline in a ghost story told by people who thought wax seals were spiritual. She reached deeper into the engine compartment and— Clink. Her fingers closed around something cold, rough, and wrong.

Billy eased it into the light: a rusted washer, pitted with age and stamped faintly with a broad arrow. She frowned. That wasn’t part of Daimler’s rebuild. And it hadn’t been there this morning. “What the hell...?” she whispered.

A voice made her jump before she could process the implications of time-travelling hardware. “Hey.”

Billy jolted upright, whacking her elbow on the bonnet with a curse inventive enough to make a gargoyle blush. A lanky crew member stood awkwardly at the tent’s entrance, holding a sandwich and a clipboard like a man unsure which was more useful. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. Just wondered if you’d seen the ghost driver yet.”

Billy squinted. “The what?”

“You know—whooo, foggy headlights, that whole deal?” He mimed a ghost poorly. “Night watchman says he saw the Daimler prowling around before it arrived.” Billy stared. “He’s got a whole theory,” the crew member said. “Thinks the car’s haunted. Says he saw it glide past the gate. Alone.”

“Was he gliding too? Possibly into a bottle of something?”

The man shrugged. “Look, I just work sound. But he’s not the only one talking.”

Billy said nothing, tucked the washer into her pocket like a crime scene investigator, and returned to the engine. Her torch flickered. She thwacked it. It flickered again. And then she heard it—footsteps. Soft, deliberate, crunching outside the tent. She turned sharply. Nothing.

The floodlights outside the tent buzzed. The moths danced on. The woods whispered things only trees understood. Billy stood still for a long moment, listening with every molecule. Silence. She exhaled and muttered, “No such thing as haunted cars.” And then, just faintly, from somewhere behind the tent: laughter. Not menacing, exactly. But certainly not expected.

Billy swore again, grabbed her tools, and zipped the tent flap tighter than a scandal at a royal wedding. She returned to the engine, but her mood had changed. The Daimler no longer looked serene—it looked smug. “Don’t get ideas,” she told it. “You’re a car, not a Ouija board on wheels.”

Outside, the crew’s voices floated across the courtyard—giggling, teasing. “...she growled at the grip team...”

“...‘Scary Spice with a spanner,’ someone called her...”

Billy gritted her teeth and tightened a bolt with unnecessary force. They could laugh. Let them laugh. She wasn’t here to charm anyone but to make sure this car didn’t explode on camera. Or worse, start driving itself again. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling as she packed up that someone, or something, was watching.

And if it were the Daimler, Billy would be having words. Possibly with a wrench.
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Chapter 5 - Lights, Camera, What the Hell?
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Golden hour at Raven Hollow looked more like “mildly haunted o’clock.” The mist clung low to the hedges, the air was thick with the scent of damp moss and nervous sweat, and moths the size of teacups flung themselves heroically at anything that glowed.

Billy stood with her arms crossed, scowling at the assembled film crew like they were personally responsible for the collapse of the British motor industry. The Daimler, cleaned to within an inch of its lacquered life, was parked artfully under a gnarled yew tree, its chrome catching the light like a smug mirror.

“Is she in frame?” the director, Aubrey Vale, shouted over the general rustle of tripods and theatrical tension.

“She’s the frame,” someone replied, and Ollie preened slightly, as if he’d birthed the car himself.

Billy rolled her eyes. “This is the stupidest thing we’ve ever agreed to.”

“Second stupidest,” Ollie said. “You once rebuilt a carburettor with a hairpin and an almond.”

“And it worked.”

“Exactly.”

Aubrey raised a dramatic arm. “Places, everyone! I want atmosphere, mystery, longing! If you wouldn’t weep softly while gazing into the fog, you’re doing it wrong!” The cameras rolled. The mist drifted. The Daimler sat in majestic silence.

And then—click. The headlights blinked on. Everyone froze.

There was a beat of silence, like the collective intake of breath before a string quartet starts playing or a cake collapses in a tent. “Was that...?” Ollie began. VROOOOM. The Daimler’s engine coughed, growled, and revved sharply once. A mechanical bark that echoed off the stones like a warning shot.

A production assistant screamed and flung herself behind a lighting rig. Someone shouted, “It’s alive!” Another person started filming with their phone.

Aubrey, gleeful, clapped his hands. “Keep filming! This is gold! We’ll work it into the script—ghost driver, tragic backstory, forbidden love with a mechanic—”

Billy, however, was already sprinting.

She reached the car in seconds, yanked the door open— Nothing. There was no one inside, no footprints on the mat, no coat, ghostly top hat, or even a breeze to blame. The keys lay on the driver’s seat. Innocent. Smug.

Ollie arrived just behind her, panting. “Tell me you left it idling.”

“It was off,” Billy snapped. “Switched. Off. Keys out. I checked everything twice before setup.”

“But—”

She whirled on him. “I do not make mistakes with my cars, Ollie.”

He held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not accusing! I’m just... wondering if we’ve accidentally rented a possessed vehicle to the BBC.”

Billy crouched and checked the ignition, the pedals, and the wiring beneath the dash. Her hands moved with precision, but her expression faltered. She didn't have a theory for the first time since they’d arrived—just a rapidly fraying patience.

The crew hovered, whispering like Year 8 students after a fire alarm.

Aubrey wandered over, sipping from a mug that probably contained something more substantial than tea. “Darling, is the Daimler prone to... theatrics?”

“She’s not a circus act,” Billy snapped, standing up. “She’s a pre-war precision machine that someone’s been messing with.”

“You’re sure no one has a remote, or—?”

“If someone rigged a remote start on this car without my noticing,” Billy said, “they deserve a medal. And a very long nap in traction.”

The director smiled nervously and backed away.

Billy turned to the crew. “No one touches the Daimler. No leaning. No filming. No wafting incense or communing with the spirits of former chauffeurs. I want full diagnostics before she even thinks about being atmospheric again.”

A low murmur of disappointment spread through the crowd.

Ollie clapped his hands lightly. “Right! Everyone take five. Breathe deeply. Maybe film a hedge.” He turned to Billy, voice lowered. “We need to keep them on side. This job is good for us.”

Billy stared at the car, jaw tight. “You want to keep the client happy. I want to make sure the car doesn’t kill someone.”

“Can’t we do both?”

“Not if she keeps growling at the lighting guy.” As the sun dipped lower, casting long, eerie shadows across the courtyard, Billy leaned on the Daimler’s open door. “I don’t believe in ghosts,” she muttered.

The headlights blinked once. She stepped back. “...But I’m starting to believe in sabotage.”
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Chapter 6 - Through the Iron Gates
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The iron gates of Raven Hollow groaned open like they were deeply offended to be disturbed before noon. Mist coiled through the trees in slow spirals, and the long drive was lined with statues that looked like they’d witnessed things—probably Victorian tragedies, possibly tax evasion.

Billy pulled the Ashcombes’ van to a halt with the grim determination usually reserved for tax returns or visiting Aunt Irene. She hopped out with a toolkit and a clipboard in one hand. Her eyes locked onto the Daimler, still parked beneath its signature tree, looking innocent and dignified. “Don’t try to act coy,” she muttered at it. “I know what you did.”

Ollie followed behind, adjusting the collar of his neatly pressed shirt. He inhaled dramatically. “Ah. That fresh country air. With just a hint of mildew and unresolved trauma.”

Billy didn’t laugh. She was too busy glaring at the car like it had insulted her boots. “I swear,” she said, “if she so much as coughs today, I’m exorcising her with WD-40 and sarcasm.”

They passed a patch of garden once known, presumably, as a rose bed—though most of the roses had fled. In the middle of it stood Calliope Harrow, barefoot, balanced on one leg, arms stretched skyward in a pose that could only be described as a dramatic tree.

“Et lux perpetua luceat eis,” she intoned solemnly, eyes closed.

“Is she doing Latin yoga?” Ollie whispered.

Billy raised an eyebrow. “Apparently.”

Calliope opened one eye. “It’s a sunrise ritual to align my energy with the sorrow of the land.”

Ollie gave her a thumbs-up. “Let us know when your chakras need a tyre rotation.”

Before Calliope could invite them to join her in corpse pose, a small man skidded into view, flailing a sheaf of papers and looking like a man who had once been calm, perhaps during childhood. “Toby,” he panted, handing them the day’s filming schedule. “Assistant to the assistant production assistant. Here’s the call sheet. Scene ten’s moved. Don’t ask why. Scene twelve’s now scene seven, but out of sequence, so pretend it’s still before lunch.”

Billy scanned the sheet. “Is this printed in code?”

Toby blinked. “No, just despair.” He slurped from a takeaway cup the size of a traffic cone. “If you need me, I’ll run between the sound van and a nervous breakdown.” He vanished into the mist, leaving only the faint scent of oat milk and doom.

They turned back toward the house, which loomed over them like it was plotting something. “Honestly,” Ollie said, squinting up at the turrets. “It looks like a wedding cake made by someone who’s only seen weddings in nightmares.”

Billy nodded grimly. “I keep expecting a banshee to lean out a window and shout, ‘Tea’s ready!’” As they approached the car, Billy’s boots crunched across the gravel. She stopped, waiting for anything to rattle, whine, or flash unexpectedly. Nothing. The Daimler sat still, prim, and perfectly well-behaved. “That’s worse,” she muttered.

“She’s being good,” Ollie said soothingly. “That’s a good thing.”

“No, that’s suspicious. Cars don’t go from haunted to house-trained overnight.”

Ollie opened the driver’s door and peeked in. “Smells like leather and menace. But no ghostly stowaways.”

Just then, a crew member breezed past them carrying a fog machine like a handbag, barely glancing their way.  

“Watch the paint!” Billy snapped as he clipped the Daimler’s wing mirror.

“Sorry—props department!” he called, not slowing down.

Billy rounded on Ollie. “They’re treating us like background extras.”

“They’re under pressure,” he said diplomatically. “Stress makes people forget who rebuilt half the car they’re filming.”

“Well, I’m not a tea lady or a prop. If one more person asks me to ‘move the pretty car’ so they can plug in a fog machine, I will put someone in a boot. Possibly Toby.”

Ollie held up his hands. “Deep breaths. We’re here to be helpful, respected professionals, remember?”

Billy crossed her arms. “I’ll be professional. The second they start acting like I’m not the hired help with a socket set.” He smiled weakly, patting the Daimler’s roof. “Welcome to showbiz.” The Daimler, of course, remained silent. Which, Billy thought grimly, only made her trust it less.
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Chapter 7 - Inside the Hollow
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The inside of Raven Hollow was precisely what you’d expect from a house that looked like it wrote threatening letters to its guests. Peeling wallpaper clung to the walls like regret. The carpet squelched ominously in places that should not squelch. A pair of taxidermy foxes wearing pearl necklaces flanked the entrance like debutantes at a cursed ball.

Billy stared. “Is that one wearing an engagement ring?”

Ollie nodded. “And I think the other’s got a monocle. It’s either surreal taxidermy or a very niche wedding gift.”

Their guide for the tour, Aubrey Vale, swept into the corridor like a man with too many ideas and no brakes. Today’s ensemble: velvet trousers, brocade waistcoat, loosely buttoned shirt that looked like it had seen three centuries and a music video shoot. “This way, darlings!” he cried, brandishing his rolled-up script like a baton. “Let the grand tour commence!” They trailed him through rooms labelled with polished brass plaques that read things like The Morning Room of Regret and The Library of Indiscretions.

“Who names these rooms?” Billy muttered.

“Someone with a thesaurus and a dramatic ex,” Ollie replied.

Their first stop: a former scullery now transformed into a cramped editing suite filled with overheating laptops, tangled cables, and a suspicious smell of instant noodles and ambition. “Our post-production hub,” Aubrey announced. “Don’t touch the router. It’s held together with hope and duct tape.”

A woman perched among the chaos looked up, eyes framed by giant glasses and an expression of caffeinated conspiracy. She wore fingerless gloves, had a raven’s feather in her hair, and was furiously typing on a laptop that might’ve once belonged to Bletchley Park. “Deirdre Salt,” she said, waving with the enthusiasm of someone who’d consumed six espressos and an audiobook on Victorian grave robbing. “Screenwriter. Paranormal historian. Ley line enthusiast.”

“Of course you are,” Billy said, with the wary politeness one usually reserved for unmedicated prophets on trains.

“You know this entire manor is aligned with ancient earth energy, right?” Deirdre went on. “Pure ley geometry. Practically hums with lost intention. Especially near the stairwell.”

“I thought that was just the plumbing,” Ollie offered.

Deirdre ignored him. “And the Daimler—oh, the Daimler—what a thrilling artefact. So many layers. So much unresolved grief.”

Billy narrowed her eyes. “It’s a car, not a haunted Fabergé egg.”

Deirdre leaned in, whispering as if the radiator might be listening. “They say the ghost of the chauffeur still lingers. Percival Grimsby. Died of heartbreak and overheated brakes. He crashed into the old yew tree while waiting for a viscount’s daughter who never ran away with him. Tragic. Romantic. Mechanically symbolic.”

Billy blinked. “I’m sorry, he died of what now?”

“Heartbreak and overheating brakes,” Deirdre repeated solemnly. “Fate and friction. It’s practically poetry.”

Billy resisted the urge to recite the correct boiling point of brake fluid.

Aubrey clapped his hands. “Speaking of drama! I want the Daimler moved into the great hall. For tonight’s sequence. Candlelight. Shadows. A feeling of ominous longing.”

Billy paled. “You want us to drive a ninety-year-old limousine over uneven parquet flooring? You do realise she has an axle older than half your cast?”

“Darling, we’ll push it,” Aubrey said breezily. “Artistry demands sacrifice. Just... not from the furniture.”

Which is how, fifteen minutes later, Billy and Ollie found themselves heaving the Daimler across the threshold of Raven Hollow, muttering in increasingly creative frustration.

“She deserves better than this,” Billy growled, adjusting her grip on the fender.

“I deserve better than this,” Ollie countered, foot slipping slightly on a loose floorboard. “I was promised glamour. I was promised canapés.”

“You were promised nothing. You offered up the car like it was your prom date.”

“It was a symbolic offer! I didn’t think they’d take it literally!”

They wheeled the car beneath the chandelier as Aubrey circled with a delighted gasp. “Magnificent! You can practically hear the secrets she’s hiding.”

Billy wiped her forehead with a grimy sleeve. “She’s hiding a loose fan belt and rising contempt.”

“Perfect,” Aubrey said. “Don’t move her. Don’t touch her. Let her glow.”

Billy stared at the Daimler, now parked beneath a portrait of a man who looked like he’d embezzled from his ghost.

“She’s glowing, all right,” she muttered. “With rage.”
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Chapter 8 - Penfold’s Warning
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Behind Raven Hollow stretched what had once been a grand series of formal gardens and now resembled the set of a botanical ghost story. Stone paths curved toward nowhere. Thorny hedges leaned in like eavesdroppers. A pond of suspicious greenness burbled gently next to a sundial that hadn’t told the correct time since rationing ended.

Billy knelt by the Daimler, checking tyre pressures with the focus of someone who didn’t trust gravity, let alone the film crew. The car sat glowering on the gravel, entirely too well-behaved for Billy’s liking. “Twenty-six point five,” she muttered, tapping the gauge. “Too perfect. Plotting something.”

A few metres away, Ollie had wandered off in search of either gossip or distraction—preferably both. He found Mr. Penfold tending to a topiary unicorn that had long since lost its horn and now looked like a potato with aspirations. “Morning, Mr. Penfold,” Ollie called. “Nice unicorn.”

Penfold squinted up from his shears. “It’s a stoat.”

“Ah.” They stood in silence, broken only by the gentle snip-snipping of the shears and a distant bang from inside the house, likely Aubrey knocking over a suit of armour in pursuit of the perfect lighting angle.

“Strange car, that,” Penfold said suddenly.

Ollie perked up. “The Daimler?”

Penfold nodded grimly. “Brings grief, that one. Like a bad penny with hubcaps. Shouldn’t be back here. Doesn’t like it.”

Ollie glanced toward Billy. She was frowning at the tyre as if it had insulted her

family.

Penfold leaned closer. “I heard it start once. On its own. The engine rumbles like a ghost clearing its throat in the middle of the night.”

“When was this?” Ollie asked, intrigued despite himself.

“During the lunar eclipse of ‘89. Mind you, I’d been drinking elderberry wine with Maureen from the post office. But still.” He tapped his nose, then pointed at the Daimler. “Bad luck. That car’s got a memory.”

“You think it remembers being here before?”

Penfold snorted. “Not just remembers. Resents.”

“Right,” Ollie said slowly, like someone coaxing a nervous cat. “Any particular reason?”

Penfold sheared off a chunk of stoat-face topiary with theatrical menace. “Because of what happened. During the war. Old Lord Ravensmere’s daughter—a bit of a firecracker. Fell for the chauffeur. Ran off together. The car was part of it. They were seen driving out one night, in the middle of a blackout. Neither of ’em has been seen again. Gone. Poof.”

Ollie blinked. “That’s... honestly, quite romantic.”

Penfold gave him a flat look. “Romantic? Have you ever tried clearing blackberry brambles from a folly while wondering if it’s full of bones?”

Ollie reconsidered. “Fair point.”

Billy straightened, overhearing just enough to frown her way into the conversation. “Sorry, did I just hear more ghostly hearsay being passed off as folklore?”

Penfold eyed her. “You laugh, Miss Ashcombe, but things hold on to grief. Especially machines. That car remembers more than it should.”

Billy crossed her arms. “It’s a vehicle, not a psychic sponge.”

Penfold sniffed. “You say that now. Let’s see what she does at dusk.”

“What’s at dusk?”

He didn’t answer. He gave his topiary one last aggressive trim and then wandered toward the greenhouse, muttering, “Not right. Never was. And the celery’s gone funny again.”

Billy turned to Ollie. “Did he just imply the Daimler is emotionally traumatised and that the celery is haunted?”

“Roughly, yes.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “This entire job is giving me hives.”

Ollie, ever the optimist, looked thoughtful. “You don’t think it’s possible, do you? Was the car part of something tragic? I mean, there’s a pattern. Everyone keeps bringing it up.”

Billy shook her head, but her eyes lingered on the Daimler longer than necessary.

“No. I don’t believe in cursed love stories. I believe in loose wiring and bad brakes.”

She turned back to her clipboard, but the story burrowed into the back of her mind like ivy through stone.

The Daimler, for its part, remained silent. But it was watching.
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Chapter 9 - A Break in the Tea Tent


[image: ]




The tea tent at Raven Hollow was less of a tent and more of a refugee camp for emotionally unstable creatives. A patchwork of canvas tarpaulins flapped gently in the breeze, held down by sandbags, wishful thinking, and a gaffer’s spare boots. Mismatched chairs circled a sagging trestle table strewn with mugs, biscuit crumbs, and a samovar that hissed like it was judging everyone. Billy and Ollie slipped into the chaos like spies in boiler suits and carefully ironed shirts, respectively. Billy clutched a mug of builder’s tea. Ollie snagged two flapjacks from a tin marked NOT GLUTEN-FREE, NOT SORRY.

They flopped into a pair of deckchairs near the edge of the tent. A supporting actor—possibly dead, possibly method—snored gently beside them, upright and motionless beneath a tartan blanket. “Five minutes,” Billy muttered. “That’s all I need. Five minutes to enjoy this tea before someone asks if the Daimler’s possessed by the ghost of a lovesick carburettor.”

“Technically,” Ollie said, biting into his flapjack, “they think it’s the chauffeur. Percival Something. Died with a heavy heart and overheating brakes.”

“You’ve memorised the nonsense, haven’t you?”

“I’ve absorbed it,” he corrected, mouth full. “Like a cultural sponge. Or a charming fungus.”

Billy was about to respond when voices drifted from the far side of the tent.

“I’m telling you,” the assistant director hissed, “it’s a presence. The car. You can feel it watching.”

“It’s a car, Alex,” the makeup artist replied, sounding like someone who had heard far too many pre-dawn monologues about vibes. “It doesn’t have opinions.”
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