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Chapter 1 - The Quiet That Isn’t
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Ashcombe Motors was doing its best to make a good impression as a sanctuary, though the effect was somewhat spoiled by the lights humming like anxious bees. Billy sat in the office, boots up on the edge of her chair, nursing a mug of tea that had cooled into the same temperature and viscosity as regret. Through the window, she watched the Gullwing — silver, sleek, too beautiful for its own good — reclining in the workshop as though posing for a moody film poster. If it had started smoking a cigarette and muttering about dames, she wouldn’t have been surprised.

It wasn’t their car. That was the first problem.

It had simply arrived, towed in by a man who refused to make eye contact and then fled the premises with such speed that Ollie had briefly wondered if the car might be cursed. Billy didn’t believe in curses. She did, however, believe in trouble, and the Gullwing had “trouble” etched into every lovingly polished curve.

Across the room, Ollie was hunched over a crossword, tongue poking out in concentration. This was a lie. Ollie was not doing the crossword. Billy had known him long enough to recognise the particular stillness that meant: I am absolutely drawing nonsense in the margins.

“Why does Queen Victoria have a handlebar moustache?” Billy asked without looking away from the workshop.

Ollie sighed. “She looked like she needed cheering up.”

Billy grunted, which was her way of saying she approved. Their last misadventure — which she still refused to call anything as dramatic as a case — had left them both nursing a collective desire for quiet. Proper quiet. The kind with biscuits, unthreatening customers, and perhaps a lovely Fiesta with a dodgy starter motor.

Instead, they’d received the Gullwing.

And the velvet case.

The case sat on the desk between them, small and elegantly sinister, like a bomb that had gone to finishing school. Next to it lay the car’s key, detached from any ring or fob, gleaming under the fluorescent light as though pondering its own involvement in this nonsense.

Billy ran a hand through her hair. “You know what that car is, right?”

“A financial death wish?” Ollie offered.

“A magnet,” she corrected. “For rich people, missing people, and people who think we don’t have enough on our plates.”

Ollie put down his pen. “Do you think,” he said carefully, “that we’re ever allowed something normal? Just one normal week? A Clio needing an MOT? A van that won’t pass emissions?”

“Statistically, yes,” Billy said. “Realistically?” She nodded toward the Gullwing. “That thing’s been polished harder than half the antiques at the county fair. No way it just ‘turns up.’ Someone either wants us to find something, or someone wants to make a problem our problem.”

Ollie stared mournfully at his tea. “Well, that’s just brilliant. Even my drink’s given up the will to live.”

Billy smirked. “Tea’s symbolic. Everything’s symbolic if you let it be.”

“Symbolic of what, exactly?”

“That peace never lasts,” she said, pushing her chair back. “And that cold tea is vile.”

They both looked again at the Gullwing — immaculate, glittering, patient — and at the velvet case beside it. The quiet around them thickened, not restful but waiting.

Ollie swallowed. “So... we’re opening it, aren’t we?”

Billy sighed, already knowing the answer. “Course we are.”

Because quiet never lasted here. And because in Ashcombe Motors, when a shiny mystery parked itself in your workshop, you didn’t ignore it.

Even if you really, really wanted to.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 - Opening the Velvet Case
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The workshop floor wasn’t the ideal place for delicate historical artefacts, but Billy and Ollie were past pretending their lives made sense. They sat cross-legged on the concrete like overgrown children about to unwrap a cursed Christmas present. Above them, the Gullwing loomed in dignified silence, managing to look judgmental without possessing a face. A single desk lamp cast a dramatic spotlight on the velvet case, giving the whole affair the air of a very small, very polite heist.

“Right,” Billy said, cracking her knuckles. “Let’s see what our surprise delivery has brought us. Hopefully not a severed ear.”

Ollie winced. “Please don’t manifest that into reality.”

Billy nudged the velvet case toward him. “Go on then. You’ve got the delicate hands.”

“I have clammy hands,” Ollie corrected. “Entirely different skill set.”

Still, he lifted the lid with theatrical caution.

Inside lay a diary, a scattering of Polaroids, and a thick, cream-coloured envelope so dramatic it practically needed its own theme music.

Ollie blinked. “Well. This is... deliberate.”

Billy picked up the diary, its leather cover cracked with age. The pages smelled faintly of dust and old petrol — two scents she associated almost exclusively with elderly mechanics and questionable barn finds. “This thing’s ancient,” she murmured, gently flipping it open. “Look at the handwriting. That’s not a diary, that’s a calligraphic cry for help.”

Ollie hovered over the Polaroids like a seagull assessing chips. “These look expensive. Look — racetracks, big houses, garages fancier than my entire life.”

Billy leaned over his shoulder. The Polaroids were glossy snapshots of another world: glamorous, careless, brimming with the kind of money that could get someone into a spectacular amount of trouble.

“A private estate,” she said, pointing. “That’s a Rolls-Royce behind them. And—good grief—that’s a trophy bigger than Hector’s ego.”

Ollie sifted through more. “Here’s one at a racetrack. And this... is that a castle? Do people actually drive up to castles? I thought castles were just for photoshoots and dramatic divorces.”

Billy took one Polaroid from his hand. The date scribbled in marker along the edge made her stomach tighten. “This is Sir Lionel Rennick, and it must have been taken just before he died.” The man in the picture wasn’t smiling, but there was an intensity in his eyes — the look of someone who’d figured something out and was terrified of what it meant.

Ollie caught her expression. “Oh no. You’ve got your ‘instinct’ face on. That face always ends in a week of chaos and at least one dubious meal deal.”

“This isn’t just a car anymore,” Billy said quietly. “Someone sent this because they want us to understand something. Or find something.”

“Or get horribly entangled in something,” Ollie added helpfully.

Billy nudged the envelope. “No return address. No note. Whoever sent it thinks the diary and photos are enough.”

“That’s very optimistic of them,” Ollie muttered. “We once spent forty minutes trying to work out why the kettle wouldn’t boil, and it turned out someone unplugged it.”

Billy shot him a look. “This is different.”

“Everything’s different,” he said, already fearing emotional attachment to yet another mysterious object. “But also unnervingly familiar.”

Billy arranged the items into a tidy grid — diary, Polaroids, envelope — the sort of evidence lineup found in documentaries right before the narrator says ‘And this was the moment everything started going wrong.’

“Well,” she said, exhaling. “Looks like we’re in it now.”

Ollie shut his eyes. “Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.” He opened them again and stared at the diary with resignation. “Here we go again.”
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Chapter 3 : The Letter That Nudges Everything
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The workshop had settled into a deeper kind of quiet — the sort that made even the tools seem to hold their breath. Outside, the night pressed against the windows like a bored cat. Inside, the kettle wheezed on the counter, making a sound that suggested it was deeply unimpressed with everyone present's life choices.

Billy held the cream envelope between finger and thumb, as though it might decide to combust out of spite. “Ready?” she asked.

“No,” Ollie said immediately. “But open it anyway, because apparently I’ve lost all self-respect.”

Billy slid a thumb under the flap. The paper inside was thick, textured, and smelled faintly of pipe smoke and nostalgia. The handwriting on the front had read:   To the next person who understands that machines hold memories.

“Well, that’s not concerning at all,” Ollie muttered.

Billy unfolded the letter and began reading slowly, cautiously — the tone one might reserve for defusing a bomb with excellent manners.


“If you’re holding this, then the car has found you. Machines remember what people forget. They keep secrets better than we do. They store the truth in gears and bolts, waiting for the right hands to keep them honest.”



Billy paused. “Right hands?” she said. “Left hands don’t get a look-in?”

Ollie frowned. “Is it weirdly poetic, or do we think they’ve inhaled one too many carburettor fumes?”

“Bit of both,” Billy decided, and continued.


“The Gullwing belonged to someone who loved it too much and feared it just enough. He worried the world would misunderstand his intentions. You must not let them dismantle what remains of his work. Keep the car whole. Keep the truth intact. And do not trust those who smile too quickly.”



Ollie blinked. “Right. So our options are: one, this person is profoundly wise. Or two, they desperately need a hobby that isn’t... whatever this is.”

Billy pretended not to feel the slight, traitorous tug in her chest at the phrase machines remember. She’d always felt that, quietly, without saying it out loud — that cars carried more than metal and grease. They carried echoes of every hand that had worked on them, every journey taken, every whispered argument between driver and passenger. They lived in their own stubborn ways.

She folded the letter halfway without meaning to. “The writer knew this car would end up here,” she said. “Not just anywhere. With us.”

“That says more about our reputation than I’m comfortable with,” Ollie replied.

Billy set the letter on the workbench beside the diary and Polaroids. Together, the objects formed a narrative triangle of trouble. “Look at this line,” she said, tapping the page. “Keep the car honest.”

Ollie shivered dramatically. “Honest cars. Dishonest people. Lovely. This bodes well.”

“It means someone out there believes this Gullwing has something to reveal,” Billy said. “Something someone else might want hidden.”

Ollie groaned. “Brilliant. Absolutely smashing. We’re basically in a midnight morality play.”

Billy shot him a dry look. “You can go home if you want.”

“And leave you alone with a haunted philosophical sports car?” Ollie scoffed. “I may have many character flaws, Billy, but abandoning you to an existential two-seater isn’t one of them.”

The kettle wheezed again, louder this time, as if calling them fools.

Billy picked up the letter once more, but didn’t read it. She just felt the weight of it — the odd warmth, the faint warning, the certainty that someone, somewhere, believed they were now custodians of something fragile.

“Machines hold memories,” she murmured.

Ollie nudged her gently with his shoulder. “And those memories,” he said, “have a nasty habit of ruining our week.”

Billy didn’t argue because he was right. And because their week was already, unmistakably, ruined.
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Chapter 4 : The Stopwatch Appears
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Billy’s desk was currently hosting what could only be described as an increasingly opinionated assortment of mystery objects. The desk lamp cast its narrow cone of light across the velvet case, the diary, the Polaroids, and the letter — a little museum exhibit titled Trouble, Circa Right Now.

Ollie leaned over the velvet case again, frowning. “Hang on... what’s this?”

“What’s what?” Billy asked, without looking up. She was rereading the line "keep the car honest" for the sixth time, as though it might start providing footnotes.

“This little ridge,” Ollie said, tapping the inside of the case. “Like a false bottom.”

Billy rolled her eyes. “There are no false bottoms. That’s just something people say in films before the zombies come out.”

But Ollie was already prodding the edge with the smug confidence of a man who believed in hidden compartments, treasure maps, and the intrinsic goodness of biscuits. Something clicked. Literally.

“See!” he crowed.

The velvet lining lifted, revealing a flat space beneath — and nestled inside it, gleaming faintly like it had been waiting for its big entrance, was a stopwatch.

Ollie held it up dramatically.

Billy blinked. “Oh. Good. Because we definitely needed another mysterious object.”

The stopwatch was polished to a mirror shine, its metal cool and unnervingly perfect. An engraving on the back caught the lamplight:

L.R. – Time to ask the right questions

Billy’s mouth flattened into the expression she usually reserved for customers who claimed their cars made a “sad noise.” “Well, that’s deeply comforting.”

Ollie swallowed. “L. R. is... Lionel Rennick, isn’t it?”

“Unless we’ve been gifted something from Lord Rammington-Fothergill the Third,” Billy muttered. “Yes. Lionel.”

Ollie fiddled with the side button. “Do you think it works?”

The stopwatch answered for them — with a sharp, clean tick.

Both froze.

Billy folded her arms. “It’s just a stopwatch. They tick.”

“Yes,” Ollie whispered, “but this one ticks like it knows things.”

Billy snorted. “Please don’t give objects sentience. We have enough trouble.”

But as Ollie moved the stopwatch across the desk, the ticking seemed... different.

Louder when it passed over certain Polaroids. Softer than others.

They tried it again.

Tick — tick — tiiiick — tick.

Billy narrowed her eyes. “Magnets,” she declared, with the energy of someone clinging desperately to science in the face of nonsense.

“No magnets,” Ollie said. “Definitely ghosts.”

Billy gave him a look. “You don’t even believe in ghosts.”

“I believe in being thorough,” he said, holding it over another Polaroid. The tick immediately sharpened. “Also in not being murdered by supernatural timepieces.”

Billy tried the stopwatch herself—same thing. The ticking pattern wasn’t random. It wasn’t even pretending to be.

“Oh, brilliant,” she muttered. “It’s a puzzle. Someone made us a puzzle.”

Ollie lit up — involuntarily, betraying himself. “Like a proper trail! With clues! And—”

Billy cut him off. “Don’t look excited. You should not look excited.”

“I’m not,” he lied, rearranging his face into something more appropriately burdened. “It’s just... You know... compelling.”

“This,” Billy said, holding the stopwatch as if it might scold her, “is going to ruin our week.”

Ollie tapped a Polaroid lightly. “Funny thing is... I think someone planned for this to end up exactly here.”

Billy set the stopwatch down with exaggerated care.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “That’s what worries me.”

The stopwatch kept ticking, steady and knowing, as though counting down to something neither of them could yet see.
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Chapter 5 - The Pact They Pretend Isn’t a Pact

[image: ]




Ashcombe Motors was winding down for the night, though the building did it reluctantly, like it resented the idea of sleep. Billy switched off the workshop lights one by one until only the security lamps remained — flicking on and off in their usual erratic rhythm. Each flash washed the Gullwing in soft gold, then shadow, then gold again, making it look alternately like a cinematic masterpiece and a suspiciously shiny omen.

Billy paused at the threshold, keys in hand. She studied the car the way one might examine a wild animal — beautiful, dangerous, and likely to bite when you weren’t looking.

“Don’t,” Ollie said behind her, shrugging into his jacket. “You’re giving it that ‘maybe I should adopt it’ look.”

“I’m not adopting anything,” Billy replied. “I’m just... thinking.”

“Mm. Dangerous habit.” Ollie wandered closer, squinting at the Gullwing as the lights flickered again. “D’you think if we leave a note on it saying Please do not haunt, it’ll help?”

Billy snorted. “With our luck, it’ll take offence and start leaving ectoplasm on the upholstery.”

They stepped out into the corridor, heading toward the office to finish locking up. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving the Gullwing alone with its secrets — though “alone” was generous. Billy felt its presence even from here, like a glint in her peripheral vision.

“We could ignore it,” Ollie suggested as they reached the office. His tone indicated he already knew the answer. “Send a polite message to whoever dropped it off. Something like: Thank you for your deeply concerning delivery; unfortunately, we are fully booked for existential crises until next month.”

Billy opened her mouth to agree — or pretend to — but the lie collapsed before it reached her tongue. “We both know that’s not happening.”

Ollie sighed with exaggerated tragedy. “No. No, it isn’t. We’re constitutionally incapable of minding our own business.”

“Speak for yourself,” she said.

“Oh, I am,” he assured her. “And also for you.”

Billy didn’t argue. Instead, she pulled open the office drawer and set the stopwatch inside. The moment she began closing it, the ticking grew audibly louder — sharp, deliberate, complaining — as though the watch had extreme opinions about being shut away.

She froze halfway.

Ollie lifted an eyebrow. “Is... is it protesting?”

“It’s a mechanical device,” Billy said firmly, shoving the drawer the rest of the way. The tick quieted again—but not by much. “Mechanical devices don’t protest.”

“Some do,” Ollie said. “Usually around MOT season.”

Billy caught herself smiling despite the knot forming low in her stomach. She’d tried very hard to avoid getting attached to any of this — the diary, the photos, the letter, the stopwatch, the too-perfect Gullwing — but the truth was creeping in: she was already in. They both were.

Ollie leaned on the doorframe as she turned off the office lamp. “So... we’re doing this?”

“We’re not doing anything,” Billy replied, flicking the light switch. The room dropped into shadow. “We’re just... not not doing it.”

“Ah,” Ollie said. “A pact of denial. Classic us.”

Billy locked the office and pocketed the keys. Outside, the night wrapped around them — calm, quiet, expectant. They shared a look: half dread, half excitement, all familiarity.

Another mystery. Another road.

“Back at it tomorrow?” Ollie asked lightly.

Billy nodded. “Aye. Looks like it.”

And as they walked away, the faint ticking from the drawer followed them - steady, insistent, a reminder that some mysteries didn’t wait to be invited.
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Chapter 6 - A Morning Too Peaceful
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Mid-morning sunlight seeped through the grimy windows of Ashcombe Motors, turning every floating dust particle into a tiny, drifting spotlight-hog. The kettle burbled contentedly on the counter — a rare and frankly suspicious display of good behaviour — and the air carried its usual perfume of WD-40, warm paper, and faintly scorched toast from somebody’s ill-advised snack attempt.

Billy was halfway through a sip of tea when she spotted something so unusual, so unprecedented, that she nearly inhaled the mug.

Ollie was organising paperwork.

Neatly.

He was sitting at the desk, tongue caught between his teeth in concentration, producing symmetrical stacks of invoices as though auditioning for a stationery-themed ballet. Every so often, he tapped the edges to align them perfectly. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Billy stared. “Are you... rearranging things?”

Ollie didn’t look up. “Tidying. It’s a new hobby.”

“It’s alarming,” Billy said. “Stop it immediately.”

He ignored her, sliding a freshly straightened stack aside with a flourish. “We’re professionals, Billy. We should at least look like we don’t live in organised chaos.”

“We do live in organised chaos.”

“Yes, but only one of us admits it.”

Billy grumbled something about betrayal and sipped her tea. The workshop beyond the glass was eerily quiet — no rattles, no clunks, no customers wandering in asking whether their gearbox was supposed to sound like a trapped pigeon. The silence felt poised rather than peaceful, as if the world were inhaling before delivering something unpleasant.

Her eyes drifted to the corkboard on the wall: a sprawling patchwork of clippings, scribbled diagrams, to-do lists, and the infamous passive-aggressive notes written by past-Billy. One read IF YOU MOVE THIS SOCKET SET AGAIN I WILL CRY. Another said NO.

Ollie stood, smoothing a newspaper clipping with the reverence of someone handling rare artefacts. “Right,” he announced. “Moment of ceremony.”

“Oh lord,” Billy muttered.

He pinned the new clipping neatly in the centre. The headline read:

LOCAL PAIR CRACKS STRANGE CASE WITH ‘UNLIKELY INGENUITY’

Billy dropped her head into her hands. “Unlikely ingenuity? What does that even mean?”

“Means we’re brilliant,” Ollie said, stepping back to admire it.

“No, it means the journalist didn’t know what to call us.”

“Better than last time,” Ollie pointed out. “Remember? ‘Disgruntled local mechanic intervenes’?”

“I was disgruntled.”

“You were always disgruntled back then.”

Billy squinted at the article. “‘Enigmatic engineer Billy Ashcombe,’” she read aloud, incredulous. “Enigmatic? That makes me sound like I brood over carburettors wearing a velvet cloak.”

“Could be a new aesthetic for you,” Ollie offered. “Enigmatic chic.”

“I’m not enigmatic. I’m tired.”

“You can be both.”

She swatted him lightly with a rolled-up invoice.

Ollie beamed at the board, pride and dread coexisting in his expression like two houseplants battling for sunlight. “You know,” he said, quieter now, “it is nice that people notice.”

Billy leaned back in her chair, letting the untrustworthy peace wash over her. “Aye. Nice. And deeply concerning.”

“Why concerning?”

“Because attention leads to visitors. Visitors lead to questions. Questions lead to paperwork.”

“And you hate paperwork.”

“I hate paperwork,” Billy confirmed.

The kettle clicked off, startling them both.

Ollie glanced toward the front door. “Feels too calm, doesn’t it?”

“Like the universe is winding up for something,” Billy agreed.

As if on cue, someone began hammering on the door — a heavy, desperate knock that rattled the frame.

Billy sighed into her tea.

“Here we go,” Ollie whispered, excitement and dread mingling like incompatible paint colours.

The peaceful morning had officially ended.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7 - Special Delivery
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The knocking turned out not to be a frantic customer, nor a man on fire, nor Hector Rennick attempting interpretive dance to get their attention — all of which had precedent. Instead, a courier van wheezed onto the forecourt like an asthmatic walrus, plastered in decals that shrieked We Deliver Anything! in several increasingly desperate fonts. One even added, Smaller: Yes, really. Stop Asking.

Billy and Ollie stepped outside just as the courier climbed down, clutching a clipboard as though it personally offended him.

“You Ashcombe Motors?” he barked in a tone suggesting he strongly suspected the answer and disapproved of it.

“That’s us,” Ollie chirped.

“I’ve got a delivery for a... let me check... Billy Ashcombe and Oliver Ashcombe.” He frowned. “Twins?”

“No,” Billy said flatly.

“But you’ve got the same surname.”

“It happens,” she replied, unmoved.

The courier decided not to push his luck and thrust a digital pad at Ollie. “Sign here.”

Ollie attempted to sign. The pad ignored him. He tried again. Nothing.

“Sometimes you have to do it like you’re lightly petting a hamster,” the courier advised, deadpan.

Ollie stroked the screen gently. The pad beeped in triumph.

“There we go,” he said, relieved.

The courier handed over a thick, weighty envelope — the kind that whispered trouble before you even opened it. Billy accepted it, feeling its heft with immediate distrust.

“Why is it heavy?” she asked, as though accusing the envelope of personal betrayal.

“Paper,” the courier said. “Lots of paper. Lawyers love paper. It’s how they communicate — like trees, but angrier.”

Before either could ask anything else, he was back in the van and wheezing away.

Billy held the envelope between two fingers as though it might leak fines. “Right,” she said grimly. “Let’s get this horror show over with.”

They retreated into the workshop, the morning light glinting off spanners and giving everything the look of a place preparing for a nasty surprise. Ollie cleared a space on the workbench. Billy slit open the envelope with the practised caution of someone who had received too many alarming letters in her life.

“I bet it’s a tax bill,” Ollie said, peering over her shoulder. “Or a parking fine.”

“Or Mo’s poetry,” Billy muttered. “Last time that cost us three days of emotional recovery.”

But instead of doom in rhyming couplets, she drew out a sheaf of crisp, cream-coloured stationery. The heading was printed in elegant serif font:

PEMBURY & LOWE SOLICITORS

London

Billy’s stomach dropped. “Nope. Absolutely not. I refuse. I didn’t even do anything.”

“You never do anything,” Ollie said helpfully. “That’s the problem. Trouble... lands on us.”

She scanned the first lines aloud.

“Dear Ms Ashcombe and Mr Ashcombe,


We request urgent discussion regarding property belonging to the Rennick Estate.

It has come to our attention that the item in question is presently in your possession.”



Ollie went pale. “They mean the Gullwing.”

Billy dropped the papers onto the desk as if they’d burned her. “Of course they do. Of course, someone knows. Because why wouldn’t a mysterious vintage car with ominous accessories lead directly to solicitors?”

Ollie rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you think we’ve accidentally inherited something? Like... a castle? A haunted castle? A haunted castle with mould?”

Billy glared. “We are not inheriting anything. We are not taking anything. We are not being involved in anything.”

The kettle, sensing dramatic tension, clicked loudly in the background.

“Too late,” Ollie chirped. “We’re involved.”

Billy groaned. “I knew this morning was too peaceful.”
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Chapter 8 - The Letter With Too Many Adverbs
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Billy sat at the office desk like a woman about to negotiate with a particularly smug ghost. The surface was its usual chaos: half-completed forms, two oily rags that had become part of the topography, and precisely two pens that worked (both immediately claimed by Ollie for safekeeping). The solicitor’s letter lay flat before her, gleaming ominously in the sunlight.

“Right,” Billy said, bracing herself. “I’m reading it in my ‘I am being judged by paper’ voice.”

“That’s the formal one,” Ollie noted, taking a supportive sip of tea.

Billy cleared her throat, straightened her shoulders, and began.

“We would cordially request,” she read with emphasis, “that you make contact with our offices at your earliest convenience regarding the matters enclosed herein.”

Ollie winced. “Cordially. That’s never good. It’s the legal equivalent of someone smiling while holding a knife.”

Billy continued, adopting the strained politeness of someone quoting an email they wished to set on fire.

“It has come to our attention that an item belonging to the late Sir Lionel Rennick — namely, the 1955 Gullwing Coupe prototype — is currently located at your facility.”

“Well,” Ollie said, “I suppose that confirms it’s not a coincidence.”

Billy kept going.

“The Rennick Estate has, since the commencement of probate, undertaken considerable effort to locate this missing vehicle. We are most earnestly obliged to speak with you regarding its return and the associated materials.” She stared at the word earnestly for a moment. “Who writes like this? Are they trying to win an award for most unnecessary adverbs?”

“They’re London solicitors,” Ollie said. “Adverbs are their currency.”

Billy skimmed forward, then blanched. “Here’s the interesting bit. Listen.”

“We understand that the vehicle arrived with accompanying documents.”

Both froze.

Ollie’s eyes widened. “How do they know that?”

“Exactly my question.”

“Do they know what documents? Or just that there are documents?”

Billy reread the sentence, as though the meaning might shift under enough scrutiny. “It’s vague. Suspiciously vague. As in: ‘We know something, but we won’t say how we know something.’”

“Classic ominous solicitor behaviour,” Ollie said, nodding.

Billy placed the letter down very carefully, the way one might set down an unexploded grenade that had recently insulted them. “The Rennick Estate wants the car.”

“And the diary,” Ollie added, visibly distressed.

“And the Polaroids. And the letter. And probably the stopwatch, if they knew about it.”

Ollie pressed his lips together. “Billy... if we hand everything over, that’s it. They’ll control the story.”

“Which,” Billy said, “is one option.”

“But it’s not the right one,” he replied, softer now.

Billy stared at the solicitor’s greeting — Dear Ms Ashcombe and Mr Ashcombe — and felt something twist unpleasantly in her chest. Honesty would mean letting strangers sort through Lionel’s memories. Instinct — her stronger instinct — told her that giving the estate everything on a silver platter was the fastest way to bury whatever truth Sir Lionel had been terrified to leave behind.

“We should just tell them what we found,” she said, knowing it wasn’t true.

“We absolutely should not tell them what we found,” Ollie countered, knowing she knew.

Billy scrubbed a hand across her face. “I hate that you’re right.”

“And I hate that I like the diary,” Ollie admitted. “It feels... important.”

“Or incriminating.”

“Or both.”

Billy folded the letter and slid it under a paperweight shaped like a crankshaft. “They want control.”

“We want answers.”

Billy met Ollie’s gaze — a shared, silent agreement forming in the space between them.

“So,” Ollie said lightly, “we procrastinate telling them anything at all?”

Billy nodded. “We do what we’re good at.”

“And what’s that?”

“Looking suspicious,” she said, “and investigating things we definitely shouldn’t.”

Ollie grinned. “Brilliant. I’ll put the kettle on.”
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Chapter 9 - The Decision That Isn’t a Decision
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The afternoon light slanted through the workshop windows, catching the Gullwing’s chrome in a way that made the car look like it was posing for a very expensive brochure titled Elegance You’ll Never Afford. Billy and Ollie approached it cautiously, circling like two naturalists studying a sleeping predator: majestic, meticulously engineered, and entirely capable of biting if provoked.

Billy folded her arms. “You know,” she said, “we could just hand everything over immediately.”

Ollie blinked. “Immediately? As in... do the sensible thing first?”

“It’s an option,” she grumbled.

“It’s an option we’ve never chosen in the entire history of us.”

Billy scowled, which was not a denial.

They came to a stop at the car’s bonnet, both staring at their reflections stretched across the polished surface like bewildered ghosts.

“Best-case scenario,” Billy said, warming up to her own internal debate, “we hand it over, explain we didn’t know anything, they say thank you, give us a biscuit, and we never hear from them again.”

“Highly unlikely,” Ollie said, with the weary expertise of someone who had met many solicitors. “Solicitors don’t give biscuits. They give forms.”

“Fine. Best-case scenario, they ask for a valuation.”

Ollie nodded. “That seems plausible. Straightforward. Boring.”

“Worst-case scenario,” Billy continued, “we get dragged into endless legal drama, paperwork, accusations, inheritances, counterclaims, counter-counterclaims—”

“—and at least three Zoom calls,” Ollie added gravely.

Billy shuddered. “Zoom calls. The horror.”

They leaned against the wing of the car, both sighing at roughly the same time — a duet of weary resignation.

“You’re worrying about something,” Ollie said gently.

Billy hesitated. “I don’t know. It’s just... this car.” She ran a thumb along the smooth curve of the panel. “It feels wrong just to hand it off. Like it hasn’t finished telling its story.”

Ollie considered this. “Or,” he said carefully, “you’ve formed an emotional attachment to a vehicle.”

Billy glared half-heartedly. “Don’t make it sound weird.”

“Everything about this is weird. But...” He tilted his head. “I get it. The diary, the letter, the Polaroids... Lionel wasn’t just building a car; he was leaving breadcrumbs.”

“Breadcrumbs for who, though?” Billy asked. “For us? That makes no sense.”

“Nothing about our lives makes sense,” Ollie reminded her cheerfully.

Billy sighed again — the kind of sigh that meant her internal moral compass was spinning in circles. “We should reply to the solicitors,” she admitted.

“Absolutely.”

“Promptly.”

“Of course.”

Billy’s eyes narrowed. “After.”

“After?” Ollie echoed, already smiling.

“After we finish scanning everything the diary contains,” she said, pulling herself upright. “Every page. Every scribble. Every margin note. Before they can ask for it.”

Ollie nodded solemnly, as though being sworn into a conspiracy. “Right. We preserve the evidence.”

“Exactly.”

“And then we tell them we’re terribly sorry, dreadfully busy, and will reply properly very soon.”

Billy smirked. “We give ourselves time.”

Ollie looked at the Gullwing again — its polished composure, its silent gravity. “Billy,” he said quietly, “this story... whatever it is... it mattered to them. To Lionel. And maybe to the family too. Are we doing the right thing poking about?”

Billy didn’t answer immediately. She placed a hand on the door frame, feeling the cool metal. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “But I know we’re doing what feels honest.”

“And messy,” Ollie said.

“Always messy,” Billy agreed.

They stood there together, conspirators by nature if not by choice, watching the afternoon light move across the Gullwing’s perfect surface.

“Right then,” Billy said briskly. “Let’s scan a dead man’s diary.”

“Smashing,” said Ollie. “I’ll put the kettle on.”
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Chapter 10 - The Corkboard Claims Another Life
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The corkboard loomed over the office like a weary detective who’d seen too much. It sagged slightly under the weight of clippings, photos, and post-its — a chronicle of past chaos held together by drawing pins and disbelief. If it had a voice, it would probably mutter, Not again, every time someone approached with new material.

Ollie approached it anyway, freshly printed solicitor’s letter in hand.

“I think we should file this properly,” he said, which, in Ollie-speak, meant placing it somewhere we can lose track of it later.

Billy watched him with suspicion as he smoothed the letter flat and pinned it neatly beneath a bright yellow Post-it that declared: STOP ACCEPTING STRANGE JOBS in Billy’s own handwriting from several disasters ago.

Ollie stepped back. “There,” he said proudly. “Right under a reminder we will absolutely ignore.”

Billy rolled her eyes and rummaged through the drawer until she found an old index card. She grabbed one of the two working pens, blew the dust off it, and wrote in neat, no-nonsense print:

GULLWING PROJECT (PENDING REGRET)

She pinned it at the top of the board with the solemnity of someone christening a ship she was pretty sure would sink.

“Accurate,” Ollie commented.

Billy handed him a Polaroid of the Gullwing — the one where the car looked particularly dramatic, caught in a beam of afternoon light, as if auditioning for a role as an enigmatic supporting vehicle with secrets.

“Put that next to it.”

Ollie pinned it up with reverence. “Our newest problem child.”

From the desk, the stopwatch gave a soft but unmistakably pointed tick.

Billy and Ollie froze.

“Was that—?” Ollie began.

“No,” Billy said firmly.

“But it sounded—”

“No.”

The stopwatch ticked again. Slightly louder. Almost smug.

Ollie squinted at it. “I think it approves.”

“It’s a stopwatch,” Billy said through gritted teeth. “It does not approve. It ticks. That’s all it does.”

But even as she said it, she couldn’t help glancing at the board — at the solicitor’s letter, the header card, the Polaroid — and feeling that faint, treacherous spark of anticipation. The spark that always got them into trouble. The spark that whispered this matters.
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