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Chapter 1 - Unexpected Elegance
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The sun filtered through the ash trees at the edge of the Ashcombe Classic Motor Works forecourt, dappling the cobblestones like a Renaissance painting done by someone with a fondness for oil leaks and overalls. The morning air carried its usual mix of gearbox grease, stale coffee, faintly singed toast, and something new—a low, velvety growl from a transporter engine idling by the gate.

Billy Ashcombe, wrench in one hand and half a ham sandwich in the other, stepped out of the workshop just in time to see the covered transporter lower its ramp with the gravity of a stage curtain rising. The truck was nondescript—grey, a little grubby, and utterly unimpressed with its contents. But the cargo?

The cherry-red coupe rolled down the ramp like it knew it had an audience. All long curves and polished chrome, it shimmered in the morning light like it auditioned for a Bond film that had misplaced its tuxedo budget. The thing didn’t just arrive. It debuted.

Billy blinked. “Is that a car,” she asked no one in particular, “or a wedding proposal in metal?”

The driver—mid-forties, nicotine complexion, wearing a tabard that may once have been neon—gave a one-shouldered shrug and didn’t meet her eye.

“Where’s it from?” Billy asked, abandoning the sandwich to its fate on the workbench.

“No idea.” He grunted, hopping down from the cab. “Just told to drop it here. Cash in hand. Nice, eh?”

“That’s not an answer, that’s a dodgy pub story.” Billy circled the car slowly, frowning. “No paperwork?”

“Well,” he said, dragging out the word like he was trying to buy time that had already expired. “Bit of paper in the glovebox. Maybe.”

Ollie appeared, carrying a clipboard and the vague expression of someone expecting a minor delivery and finding a Fabergé egg parked on their drive. “Wow. That’s a—wow.” He crouched to check the undercarriage. “This thing’s immaculate. Paintwork’s glass. Is that... are those hand-lathed hubcaps?”

Billy didn’t reply. She was staring at the car like it had personally insulted her knowledge of postwar Italian engineering.

Ollie opened the door gingerly and retrieved a single sheet of A4 from the passenger seat. “It says, and I quote, ‘To be restored to concours condition. Details to follow.’ That’s it.”

“‘Details to follow’?” Billy echoed, hands on hips. “That’s not a job sheet. That’s a threat.”

Having expertly folded himself back into the cab with all the urgency of a man escaping a moderately complicated question, the driver gave them a friendly-enough wave. “Not my problem, love. Good luck!”

The transporter hissed, groaned, and reversed out of the yard like it wanted to be out of there before someone checked its tax disc.

Billy watched it go, then turned back to the coupe. “So we’ve got an unnamed car, from an unknown owner, dropped off by someone who thinks paperwork is optional. And I’m supposed to believe this is all above board?”

Still half-crouched in admiration, Ollie said dreamily, “Maybe it’s a celebrity’s secret car? Clooney’s coupe. Something romantic.”

Billy snorted. “George Clooney does not drive a left-hand drive 1957 Gatto Veloce with a custom twin-carb set-up and no registration history. He drinks coffee and rides motorcycles. Try again.”

“Someone with taste, then. And deep pockets.” Ollie ran a hand reverently along the wing. “Whatever this is, it’s special.”

Billy narrowed her eyes. “It’s also our responsibility now. If it explodes, catches fire, or turns out to be stolen from Mussolini’s great-nephew, guess who’s holding the spanner?”

There was a beat of silence as they both stared at the car. The sun glinted off the chrome bumper like a wink.

Billy sighed. “Fine. Let’s roll it inside. But I’m telling you now—this thing has secrets. And I hate secrets with paint jobs better than mine.”

Ollie grinned. “You say that like it’s not why you love them.”
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Chapter 2 - Mr. Royce’s Message
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Upstairs in the Ashcombe office, the air was thick with the scent of printer toner, over-steeped tea, and the slow decay of Ollie’s filing system. Paperwork drifted across the desk in low, chaotic piles, as if the documents had staged a rebellion and were now living free-range. Billy stood at the window, mug in hand, gazing down at the cherry-red coupe parked in the workshop below. It gleamed with that annoying smugness only inanimate objects seem to master when they know they’re causing trouble.

“Got an email,” Ollie called, from behind his fortress of Manila folders and mislabelled tabs. “I think it’s from the car’s owner. Or possibly the ghost of one.”

Billy turned. “Does it start with ‘Dear mortals, do not meddle’?”

“Pretty much.” Ollie cleared a space the size of a placemat and swivelled the screen toward her. The email was a single page. No letterhead. No contact number. No surname. Just neatly typed instructions, clipped and formal:


The vehicle is to be restored to concours condition. No alterations are permitted. Do not replace engine components without written consent. Use original methods and materials wherever feasible. I will be in touch. – A.R.



Billy arched an eyebrow. “He’s either posh, paranoid, or a time traveller.”

Ollie offered a diplomatic shrug. “All three? Could be one of those aristocrats who collect obscure carburettors and speak in footnotes.”

“No address, no phone number, no history, and a car that practically glides out of thin air. Yeah, nothing shady about that,” Billy muttered, setting down her tea with a clunk. “What about the chassis number?”

“Already ran it through DVLA,” Ollie said, tapping the keyboard. “Nada. Doesn’t come up in any registry. It’s like it was never born. Or someone doesn’t want it traced.”

Billy narrowed her eyes. “Cars don’t just pop into existence, Ollie. Not unless Elon Musk’s got a secret side project involving wormholes and vintage Ferraris.”

He chuckled, but the unease in the room was starting to condense into something tangible. “We’ve had oddball clients before,” Ollie offered. “Remember the guy who wanted his Bentley upholstered in cricket flannels?”

Billy nodded slowly. “True. But the flannel man at least gave us a deposit and a business card made of goat leather. This... A.R. hasn’t even told us his name.”

“Could stand for anything,” Ollie said. “Arthur Richardson. Automotive Royalty. Advanced Robotics.”

Billy snorted. “More like Arrogant Recluse.” She paced the room once or twice, then stopped to peer at the letter again. The phrasing was precise, not legalistic but undeniable. Restoration is required. No changes are allowed. A normal enthusiast would have included colour swatches or a tearful story about their grandfather racing the car through the Alps. This felt distant. Cold.

“We can’t quote this job properly,” Billy said, pointing to the screen. “There’s no agreed scope. No insurance. No provenance. If something happens to that car, we’re holding the spanner and the bill.”

“I know,” Ollie said, more quietly. “But maybe if we start with some gentle restoration—nothing invasive—we can buy time to figure out what this is. We’ve made worse bets.”

She gave him a look. “Name one.”

“The van Gogh-themed Mini Cooper?”

“That was art, and you know it.”

They shared a brief grin, then fell silent again. Down below, the coupe still sat under its tarp, looking far too elegant to lurk like a villain in a dinner jacket.

Billy crossed her arms. “Fine. We play it slow. No parts touched until we know what we’re dealing with. But I’m telling you now—something is being hidden here.”

“You don’t trust the owner,” Ollie said.

She nodded. “But I trust the car. It’ll tell us the truth eventually. They always do.”
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Chapter 3 - Aesthetic Perfection, Mechanical Puzzles
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The coupe sat dead centre in the Ashcombe workshop like a jewel in a crown—or possibly a spy in a tuxedo. It gleamed. It shimmered. It caught every stray beam of light and redirected it like a mirror trained in seduction. Every angle of its curvaceous cherry-red body whispered elegance. Even the tyres looked smug.

Billy approached it with the wariness of someone who had been dazzled one too many times by cars that looked perfect and turned out to be mechanical soap operas under the bonnet. She ran a hand along the wing, then tapped it lightly. Solid. Too solid. The paintwork was flawless—no bubbling, no orange peel, no signs of repair—but there was a thickness to it, like makeup applied with an overzealous brush. Underneath that showroom gleam, something wasn’t sitting right.

“Too perfect,” she muttered. She opened the driver’s door with care and peered inside. The interior was every bit as polished. Leather upholstery in a warm tobacco shade, dashboard in deep woodgrain, every knob and switch gleaming. But the instruments...

Billy narrowed her eyes. The speedometer was off—not wildly so—just subtly modern. The needle was too sleek. The font was too precise. The dial face lacked the charming, almost apologetic fussiness of actual 1950s design. It was like looking at a replica built by someone who’d seen a photo once and said, “Yes, I’ve got the vibe.” She climbed in and gave the steering wheel a gentle turn. Even that felt... frictionless. Not wrong exactly, just unnaturally polished.

“Alright, let’s see what you’re hiding,” she said, more to the car than herself, and popped the bonnet. The hinge lifted silently, revealing a pristine engine bay that looked like it had never known dirt, dust, or despair. Everything was clean—no leaks, no frayed wires, no duct tape. It gleamed like it had just come off a pedestal at a museum.

And then Billy froze. Because the engine—whatever it was—did not belong in the car. It looked classic: polished manifolds, well-laid hoses, hand-finished valve covers. But as her eyes tracked the layout, the illusion started to crack. The fuel injection system was too advanced—compact, sleek, and unmistakably electronic. The airflow metering setup alone was something she’d seen on late-'80s sports prototypes. Definitely not on a coupe from the fifties.

“No,” she said flatly. “No, no, no.” She leaned in further, checking connections, tracing lines, hoping for some misinterpretation, a clever retrofit she hadn’t noticed before. But no. Her instincts weren’t wrong. This engine didn’t belong in this car. And if she was right, it didn’t belong in this decade.

She stepped back, rubbing the back of her neck. Was she imagining it? Had too many half-baked restorations finally fried her sense of reason? Maybe some high-end retro-mod firm had made a Frankenstein build for a client who liked his history with a side of heresy?

“You look like someone just told you your car has a gluten allergy,” said Ollie, wandering in with a coffee and his usual irrepressible optimism.

Billy didn’t look up. “You ever seen a Gatto Veloce with a Bosch-style injection manifold and solid-state controls?”

Ollie blinked. “That’s not a real question, is it?”

She pointed. “Look at that. The wiring harness alone is about twenty years ahead of what should be under this bonnet. This engine doesn’t belong here. It doesn’t belong now.”

Ollie leaned in, studied the engine, and blew a low whistle. “Alright... maybe this is an April Fool’s job. Secret prank from the Goodwood Revival crowd?”

Billy stood straight, arms folded. “This is not a prank. It’s a riddle wrapped in chrome. And I don’t like riddles unless they come with schematics.”

The coupe remained silent, unbothered by the accusation. If anything, it looked pleased with itself. Billy narrowed her eyes at it. “You’re hiding something, sweetheart. And I’m going to find out what.”
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Chapter 4 - Not in the Manual
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Late afternoon settled over Ashcombe like a warm mechanic’s blanket—grease-stained, slightly frayed at the edges, and oddly comforting. Jazz warbled softly from the battered radio on Billy’s bench, mingling with the familiar tang of oil, hot metal, and the faint must of old service manuals stacked three deep.

Billy sat hunched over her workbench, a selection of removed engine parts laid before her like suspects in a lineup. She had her magnifying glass in one hand, a mug of reheated tea in the other, and an expression of increasing irritation growing with every part number she checked.

The camshaft looked normal—in fact, it looked too normal—like it had been precision-aged by someone with an overzealous appreciation for patina.

She squinted at the engraved number on the shaft. “354-B-9J... That’s not a Gatto serial number.” She flipped open one of her older manuals, the spine held together with electrical tape and sheer will. Skimming the part numbers, her lips pursed, she realised there was no match.

Next: the alternator housing. Smooth and compact, it might have passed muster in the late '60s—except the internals told a different story. It was too efficient and too modern. “Nope,” she muttered. “You’re from the future, too, aren’t you?”

The gearbox casing was her final hope. At first glance, it ticked all the boxes—aluminium, triple-ribbed structure, period-correct mounting bolts. But then her eyes caught a detail others might have missed: a small bracket beneath the casing, barely visible without removing the whole unit. It bore a stamped code: PX-207/VI. She frowned. “That’s not a Gatto, not a Motorelli, not even one of those dodgy after-market Czech outfits.”

There was no logo, country of origin, or reference in any manual, catalogue, or fever dream she owned. She consulted her most dog-eared reference guide, flipping rapidly from one decade to another. Nothing.

Billy leaned back on her stool, rubbing a smudge of oil off her forehead with the corner of her sleeve. “This engine’s gone through witness protection,” she said aloud. “Changed its name, wore a wig, moved to somewhere quiet.”

She looked down at the array of parts in front of her—beautiful, well-crafted, utterly evasive. It was like being ghosted by a carburettor. Machines usually told her everything. Not this one. This one had secrets. And secrets came with risk.

For the first time, Billy felt the faint twinge of doubt nibbling at the edge of her gut. This wasn’t just some eccentric collector’s ego project. This was deliberate obfuscation—someone had gone to real trouble to make something look almost authentic.

She was halfway through sketching the gearbox bracket in her notebook when Ollie popped his head around the door, phone in hand. “Just spoke to that insurance mate of mine,” he said. “Ran the reg, chassis, all the usual routes.”

Billy glanced up. “And?”

Ollie held up his phone like it might deliver better news if waved the right way. “There’s no record of it. None. Not in the UK, not in Europe. As far as anyone official is concerned, this car doesn’t exist.”

Billy set her pencil down. Slowly. “Not even a whisper?”

“Not even a typo. It’s a ghost. If this thing was ever registered, it was scrubbed clean.”

She turned to stare at the coupe through the window. It sat gleaming under the workshop lights, unbothered, smug as ever. “I’m starting to think we weren’t hired to restore it,” she said quietly. “We were hired to hide it.”

Ollie gave a nervous laugh, then stopped when he saw her expression.

Billy stood, dusted off her hands, and muttered to herself, “Alright, you beautiful liar. Let’s see how deep this rabbit hole goes.”
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Chapter 5 - Voiceless Client, Talking Car
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The sun was sinking behind the trees that lined the edge of the Ashcombe lot, turning the gravel to gold and casting long shadows across the forecourt. The coupe, parked dead centre and looking like it had just rolled off a Milanese runway, caught the light like it meant to. If cars had expressions, this one wore a smirk.

Billy and Ollie sat side by side on the workshop steps, mugs of lukewarm tea cupped in their hands, neither quite ready to speak. The coupe gleamed contentedly in the silence, as if enjoying its enigmatic aura.

“Right,” Ollie said finally, holding up his phone. “Tried the number on the email.”

Billy raised an eyebrow.

He cleared his throat. ‘Please don’t. You’ll understand soon.’ That’s it. One ring, then the message. Then silence. No voicemail. No call-back option. Just... cryptic nonsense.”

Billy took a slow sip of her tea. “Please don’t what? Call? Ask questions? Get attached? Sounds like the start of a horror movie, or the end of a one-night stand.”

“It’s not very reassuring,” Ollie said. “Most clients, at the very least, give us a number that doesn’t feel like someone in witness protection set it up.”

They both looked at the coupe. It didn’t blink. But if a car could blink, Billy was sure this one would do it slowly, smugly, and with the air of someone who knew exactly what was happening and refused to explain it. Billy set her mug down and folded her arms. “You know what bothers me most?”

“Lack of documentation? Lack of legal identity? Lack of common courtesy?”

She shook her head. “The car is perfect. Too perfect. Like it’s hiding the truth in plain sight, every time I look at it, it’s daring me to spot what doesn’t belong.”

Ollie frowned thoughtfully. “I keep hoping there’s a sensible explanation. Some eccentric collector with a secret lab in the Alps, maybe. But I wonder if we’ve wandered into something we shouldn’t be part of.”

“Too late,” Billy said. “We’re already in.”

The workshop behind them creaked as the temperature dropped. Somewhere inside, a cooling engine ticked quietly. Crickets began their shift outside the hedge. “I keep thinking about the engine,” she said, mostly to herself. “It’s like someone took all the right ingredients for a classic car and stirred in just enough sci-fi to make it unsettling. Nothing’s labelled, nothing’s dated. It was built to look old, but not be old. You know what that means?”

“That you’ve gone full conspiracy?”

“It means,” she said, staring straight at the coupe, “we’re not restoring it. We’re deciphering it.”

Ollie glanced at her sideways. “You’re serious.”

“I am. This isn’t a project anymore. It’s a riddle. And I want to know who built it, why they lied about it, and why it ended up in our yard like some orphaned Cold War gadget in a tuxedo.”

He stared at the car for a long moment, then took a final sip of his now-tepid tea. “Well,” he said lightly, “it’s certainly more interesting than the Morris Minor with the haunted clutch.”

Billy smirked. “Barely.”

The coupe sat there, glowing softly in the last sunlight, silent but somehow listening. There was no owner to speak to, no records to check, and no blueprint to follow. But that was fine.

Billy could feel it now—not just the challenge, but the chase. And something profound in her gut told her the car wanted to be figured out. It had chosen them for a reason.

Which meant they had work to do.
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Chapter 6 - Undress Rehearsal


[image: ]




Morning arrived in the Ashcombe workshop with the hush of a theatre before curtain rise. Outside, the sun hadn’t yet committed to the day, but inside, the lights were already on—white, clinical, and humming softly. On the main bay floor, the cherry-red coupe sat under the overhead rig like a suspect under interrogation. Its curves glistened. Its secrets waited.

Billy adjusted her overalls, rolled her sleeves, and surveyed her tool bench. Everything was laid out with surgical precision: torque wrenches, socket sets, screwdrivers with worn handles that only fit her hand properly. This wasn’t a tune-up. This was exploratory surgery. And the patient was not expected to cooperate. “Right then,” she muttered, wrench in hand. “Let’s see what you’re made of.”

The bonnet came off smoothly—too smoothly. Hinges oiled within an inch of their lives. Bolts that should’ve grumbled after sixty years gave way like they’d been loosened yesterday. Beneath the bonnet, the engine bay looked... staged. No grime. No rust. No duct-taped regrets or hastily scribbled timing marks. It was clinical. Modular. Suspiciously pristine.

Billy frowned. “You’re either the cleanest relic I’ve ever seen,” she murmured, “or you’re pretending to be one.” She reached for the air intake housing and gently lifted it off. It was light—lighter than it had any right to be. And beneath it, nestled against the cylinder head, was a curious bracket mount. Finely milled aluminium, cool to the touch, but smooth—no casting marks, no part numbers, no indication of origin. It was like someone had taken the time to erase the thing’s identity before installing it.

“Lovely,” Billy said flatly. “It’s not just a secret engine. It’s an anonymous one.” She leaned in further, prying back the protective cowl around the firewall. And stopped.

There was a second firewall.

Not a replacement. Not a botched repair. A second, purpose-built barrier sitting tight behind the first—sandwiched in cleanly, seamlessly, almost... militarily. Behind that? Wiring. Lots of it. But not the knotted spaghetti of a typical 1950s loom. This was tight. Tidy. Organised in colour-coded sheaths and zip-tied with almost insulting neatness. The look you’d expect in a luxury hybrid, not a sixty-year-old coupe that looked like Sophia Loren in car form.

Billy’s gut did a slow roll. “This isn’t a restoration,” she whispered. “It’s a retrofitted ghost in a handmade shell.” She sat back on her heels, wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. Should she tell Ollie now? He was good with mysteries but also tended to get excited about any vehicle that hadn’t burst into flames in the last ten minutes. Best to finish the tear-down before handing him more fuel for wild theories about spy cars or alien tech. With a sigh, she reached deeper into the loom cavity—and snagged her hand on a wire. “Ow—seriously?”

She yanked her hand back and found a thin red line blooming across the back of her knuckles. Not deep. Not dramatic. But sharp. Clean. Like the car had nipped her. Billy stared at the blood bead forming, then at the coupe. “You bite now, do you?”

She reached for a rag, pressed it to the wound, and exhaled slowly. It wasn’t the cut. It was the symbolism. The car knew she was getting too close. And like all good liars, it was starting to lash out.

As she looked at the exposed engine, the double firewall, the ghost bracket, the anonymous wires, a more profound truth settled in her bones: this wasn’t about fixing something old. This was about unmasking something deliberately disguised.

Billy wiped her hands, glanced toward the office where Ollie was probably making a terrible second cup of tea, and muttered, “If this thing was built to hide, we just became the people it was hiding from.”
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Chapter 7 - Ollie Digs Digital
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The Ashcombe office, that proud relic of ‘90s admin chic, was alive with the low hum of technology and mild existential dread. Ollie sat at the desk, flanked by two open laptops, a dangerously short espresso, and the piercing glare of a cat who disapproved of everything around him.

The cat—Gerald, emissary of the neighbouring florist—had appointed himself chief observer of Ollie’s digital escapades and now lounged on the windowsill, tail twitching with passive-aggressive judgment. “Morning, Gerald,” Ollie muttered. “Please enjoy the sound of my mental stability unravelling.” He took a sip of the espresso, winced, and got back to work.

On screen, his search string scrolled like the credits of a very dry documentary: PX-207/VI + aluminium bracket + unknown part code + vintage racing + mystery component + please send help. The result? Not much—unless you counted speculative Reddit threads, one mislabelled gearbox diagram from a 1971 Fiat Panda, and a very enthusiastic Canadian man who claimed to have built a flux capacitor from a toaster.

Then, finally, a hit. Ollie sat up straighter as a link popped into view: “Project Sirocco – Corsa Verde’s Lost Cause?” An archived forum thread on Engines That Never Were, a graveyard for shelved prototypes, design flukes, and engineering one-hit wonders. It was dusty digital terrain, but it was something.

He clicked on it. The post dated back nearly twenty years and bore the timestamp of a person who either lived in a different time zone or had an intimate relationship with insomnia. The user, “HalfshaftHero,” described a 1963 prototype rumoured to be developed by a boutique racing firm—Corsa Verde Engineering. The same company that dissolved in a scandal so juicy it still had a faint digital aftertaste: stolen patents, missing blueprints, and a factory fire that wiped out their last known project.

“Project Sirocco,” the post read, “was intended to be the most advanced road-legal racer of its time. But it vanished before launch. Most say they scrapped it. One rumour says they built a prototype. Maybe two. Then the fire.”

Ollie stared at the screen. His espresso had gone cold. Gerald meowed disapprovingly, as if accusing him of discovering something above his pay grade. “Built one,” Ollie whispered. “Maybe two.”

He scrolled further, looking for corroboration. Specs, design scans, anything that might match what they had in the workshop. Then, with a barely audible ping, a private message slid into his inbox. No reply on the thread. A direct message. From the forum’s admin. The username was simply Archivist. The message was short. Blunt.

“Stop asking. That car was meant to stay buried.”

Ollie leaned back slowly, rereading it. Then again. It wasn’t a joke. No smiley face. No wink. Just six words and a chill down his spine. He glanced toward the window, where Gerald was now grooming himself like a bored witness at a mob trial.

“Right,” Ollie said, carefully logging the IP address (just in case) and screenshotting everything. “No need to panic. Not yet. Just because someone’s guarding a decades-old automotive secret like it’s the Ark of the Covenant doesn’t mean I’ve poked a hornet’s nest.” But his fingers trembled slightly as he closed the message. This wasn’t just a weird job anymore. It was history that someone didn’t want resurfaced—someone who was still watching.

He looked toward the workshop, where Billy was no doubt elbows-deep in suspicious wiring and righteous indignation. Don’t tell her yet, he thought. Not until you’re sure. Not until it makes sense. But a small, traitorous voice whispered what he already knew. This didn’t make sense. Which meant they were right in the middle of it.
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Chapter 8 - Layered Lies
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Billy lay flat on her back, riding a wheeled dolly beneath the cherry-red coupe with all the enthusiasm of someone expecting to find rust and instead stumbling into a conspiracy. A torch was clenched between her teeth, her hair was full of dust, and one boot was braced awkwardly against the wheel arch to keep her from rolling directly into madness. Grease smeared her cheek like a war stripe. She was not in the mood.

“Alright, darling,” she muttered around the torch. “Let’s see what other lies you’ve been telling.”

The suspension system came into view first. She’d expected a standard double-wishbone setup—maybe with a few custom tweaks. But what she saw made her pause mid-roll. The damper configuration was sleek, compact, and unfamiliar. Cylindrical struts tucked tightly into the control arms, connected by a hydraulic layout that looked more like aerospace tech than anything built for the Nürburgring in 1957.

Billy spat the torch into her hand. “That is not stock.” She slid further along the underside, trailing her light over the chassis. At first glance, it all seemed right: a classic ladder frame, steel beams, everything painted a respectable matte black. But when she squinted—really squinted—she saw the subtle sins beneath the surface.

The welds were too fresh. Not just touched up, but redone. Seam lines that didn’t match factory specs. And one section, just above the rear axle brace, had been sliced and rejoined with what looked suspiciously like laser precision. The weld bead was so smooth that it could have passed for decorative piping.

“No way that’s original,” she said, reaching up to trace it with one gloved finger.

Then she saw it. Tucked inside the chassis rail—half-hidden, dust-covered, and about as period-appropriate as a smartwatch in a Jane Austen novel—was a sensor. About the size of a matchbox, it was wired into the frame, with a blank housing and no visible brand or serial number.

It wasn’t active. Not that she could tell. But it was there, and it had no business being there. Billy stared at it, her breath fogging lightly against the cold metal. She should stop, get out, clean up, and file a report. This was no longer a restoration—it was archaeology crossed with espionage, possibly illegal. But instead of stopping, she reached up and prodded the sensor gently with the butt of her torch. “Who put you here?” she asked the sensor, as if it might answer.

Because someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to hide it. Not just disguise it—bury it. Every layer of this car was a sleight of hand. It wasn’t just an experimental build. It was covert. Intentional. And very possibly dangerous.

She rolled out from under the car, sat up, and wiped her hands on a rag that didn’t deserve the abuse. The afternoon light slanted through the workshop windows, and the coupe sat in the middle of it all—silent, glistening, and as smug as ever. “This isn’t just ahead of its time,” she muttered. “It’s out of its time.”

The thought struck her like a cold draft. It wasn’t just the technology that was wrong—it was the philosophy. The car wasn’t built to impress. It was built to hide, to pass as something it wasn’t, like a classic tailored suit concealing body armour.

She looked down at her grease-blackened gloves and sighed. Stopping now would be sensible. Legal. Boring. But Billy Ashcombe had never been particularly good at stopping.

She grabbed a notebook, scrawled a sketch of the sensor and its position in the chassis, and circled it three times for emphasis. “Alright, mystery car,” she said, eyes narrowing. “You want to play cloak and dagger? Fine. But you’d better be ready to spill everything before I’m done with you.”
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Chapter 9 - One Coffee, No Comfort
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The King’s Folly was doing its usual late-afternoon impression of a cheerful time warp. The windows glowed with the golden end-of-day light, the tables wobbled slightly on uneven flagstones, and the fire crackled just enough to make you forget it was June. At their usual corner table, Billy stirred her tea like it had personally offended her.

Ollie sat opposite with a coffee that looked strong enough to dissolve chrome. Neither of them had spoken for a full minute. Which, by their standards, was practically suspicious.

Mo, the landlady, materialised beside them with a second pot of tea and the unspoken authority of someone who knew everyone’s business, whether they'd offered it or not. She deposited the pot with a theatrical sigh. “More tea. Fewer scowls, please,” she said. “You’re putting off the regulars.”

“We are the regulars,” Billy muttered.

“Exactly. Scowling up the place.” Mo gave them both a look, then wandered back to the bar, but not too far—just enough for plausible deniability while eavesdropping.

Billy leaned in. “Alright. Here it is. The engine’s too new. The wiring loom is modern—the suspension’s half space shuttle. But none of it clashes. It all works. Seamless. Like it was meant to be that way.”

Ollie nodded slowly, tapping his fingers on the coffee cup. “And that bracket code? I found it in a forum—some vintage-racing dark internet corner. Project Sirocco. Built by Corsa Verde, allegedly and dissolved in scandal and fire. But someone claims they built one. Maybe two.”

Billy raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me this car is the automotive equivalent of Bigfoot?”

“Except it’s real,” Ollie said. “And someone doesn’t want it found. I got a message from the site’s admin. Just six words: ‘Stop asking. That car was meant to stay buried.”

Billy blinked. “Well, that’s not ominous at all.”

“I know.” He glanced toward the windows, as if half-expecting a black van to roll up. “I didn’t want to worry you. But we’re not just restoring a mystery—we’re poking at something someone very much wants left alone.”

Mo chose that moment to reappear, pretending to clear a spotless table nearby. “Well,” she said loudly enough to be heard across three counties, “if they didn’t want it dug up, they shouldn’t have sent it to the nosiest siblings in Dorset.”

Billy gave her a look. “Subtle, Mo. Thanks.”

“Just saying.” Mo shrugged. “You lot can’t even keep a garden gnome’s secret. Let alone whatever... this is.” She drifted off again, humming.

Billy stared into her tea, trying to tether her thoughts to something concrete. Her instincts were screaming that this was bigger than it looked. But instincts weren’t proof. And she didn’t like jumping to conclusions unless a torque wrench was involved. “I don’t want to go full tinfoil hat,” she said. “But if the car’s this polished, this well-integrated, and completely undocumented? Someone built it for a reason. And that reason wasn’t vintage rallies and prize ribbons.”

Ollie nodded grimly. “So what do we do?”

Billy looked at him, eyes steady now. “No press. No posts. No hints. Someone’s already watching. We don’t need to invite more. And we don’t want to look like we’re showing off.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And instead?”

She finished her tea, then said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “We tear it down. Top to bottom. If we’re in this, we do it properly. No more guessing. We find out what this thing is—every bracket, every wire, every ghost in the machine.”

Ollie took a long sip of coffee. “Full forensic restoration?”

Billy grinned. “Full-scale archaeology. But with more grease.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 10 - Stripped and Suspect
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The evening air in the Ashcombe workshop was still and heavy, carrying the distinct smell of warm engine oil, metal filings, and the lingering aroma of whatever had burned in the kettle earlier. Once a gleaming enigma of polished panels and cinematic poise, the coupe stood hoisted on the lift like a high-society debutante caught mid-makeover. Naked, vulnerable—and even more mysterious.

Billy wiped her hands on a rag that had long given up the fight against grime and stepped back to admire—or possibly interrogate- the machine. Every outer panel had been removed, logged, and tagged like evidence in a particularly stylish crime scene. The engine sat suspended on the hoist beside her, gleaming and unknowable.

“Alright,” she muttered. “Let’s see what else you’ve got to confess.” She slid into the stripped-out interior and worked beneath the passenger seat, removing the last underfloor panels with practised ease. But instead of the usual dusty void or a nest of wiring nightmares, her hand struck something cold, solid, and unexpected.
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