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Chapter 1

Abu Dhabi

When he heard a warm, female laugh rise like a delicate butterfly above the buzz of masculine noise, Adam Fontaine did a swift scan of the Formula One crowd for its source. Not many girlfriends or wives hung around for this drinks session after the regulations briefing meeting. Given that the bar was jam-packed, loud and sweaty, any women present had to be desperate to please. Or lonely.

But that laugh didn’t sound like either; there was nothing artificial about it. Her voice exuded confidence and humor, tempered with restraint—the qualities a woman needed if she were to survive this tramping ground of male egos. He put down his beer that tasted of mass production and chemicals—only a slight improvement on two years ago—and twisted the barstool around to get a visual on her.

There she was, over there with Reece Marlowe. A slender blonde with a severe haircut that showed off a beautiful neck held with ballerina poise. No doubt she’d have a cute little pixie face to go with that hair when she turned around. Bloody Marlowe and his women. Couldn’t he have one single night without a conquest?

Adam swiveled back to the bar.

“That’s Vivienne McCloud, the new reporter with the Beeb,” Bruce, his lead chassis engineer, said, pointing a beer mat to the center of the room.

“Serious?” Adam swung around again to get a better look.

“Yeah I’m serious. And with that cropped hair of hers, she looks like she means business. Just watch what you say around her, mate.”

He shot the older man a look.

Bruce laughed. “Yeah, right, no danger of that.”

So this British woman got the BBC F1 reporting slot that Peter Dreyson vacated last season. She’d been the girlfriend of fellow drivers Ronan Hawes and then Maddux Bates, an unlikely progression if ever there was one, but each to his own. Thanks to his mashed leg, Adam had missed all the fun and games of last season, held no opinion of her, and that seemed to put him in the minority around here. His view of her was now obscured by a wall of male bodies.

“Don’t worry, she’ll make it her business to meet you,” Bruce said, still grinning.

“And move on swiftly. My life is uninteresting for the readers of gossip rags.”

“It’s the freaking BBC, not a gossip rag.” Bruce rapped Adam’s knuckles with the edge of his beer mat. “And be sure she’ll want to know all about the Belgian Comeback Kid.”

“Good luck to her.” Adam shoved the empty beer bottle toward the barman. She’d last about two months. If the attentions of Reece Marlowe and his sort didn’t make her want to run screaming, then the politics would.

• • •

Viv extricated herself from her conversation with reigning champion Reece Marlowe to focus on nabbing her next interviewee—his former teammate, Adam Fontaine. In Reece’s over-the-top ridicule of the Belgian driver’s new team colors, she detected a certain level of contempt for the man inside the radioactive green overalls.

Indeed, team Gatari’s trademark colors sparked some good-natured cries of revulsion in the pressrooms across the world, too, but its record in the pre-season testing had everyone on silent tenterhooks. The main source of this awe was the driver standing at the bar just ten feet away.

Her file said the twenty-nine-year-old Belgian had developed an affinity for cars and engines even before he could talk. On his twelfth birthday his parents gave him money and he spent it, unknown to them, on an eighties Chevrolet Camaro IROC-Z that was basically a wreck. He stripped it down, dismantled the engine and rebuilt it piece by piece over the next two years, and by the end of the process knew how cars worked.

He drove that Camaro around the private lanes of their country estate in Wallonia long before it was legal for him to do so. The family moved to the United States when he was fourteen, and two years later, his younger brother died in a quad bike accident. He left home soon afterward to pursue his dream of becoming a driver, proving a severe disappointment to his now-divorced father, who had wanted him to take over the family winery.

Her new boss had warned her in his briefing that Adam was “more taciturn than usual” since he’d crashed in Malaysia two seasons ago and shattered his ankle and lower leg, which explained why she hadn’t found any decent coverage on that story. The injury had kept him out of the championship last year.

Thank God, because that meant there was one man in this teeming pit of testosterone who hadn’t witnessed her own little saga with her exes in the hotel bars of the world last season. He was clean slate. Sure, she’d seen a few pictures of him—boring crewcut, broad forehead, dark eyes, finely drawn mouth and jaw, sort of the antithesis of shaggy-blond Reece Marlowe. In none of the photos did Adam Fontaine look like he was enjoying life very much.

She kept her phone glued to her ear in fake conversation as she pushed her way through sweating bodies, reaching Fontaine quickly. He was staring ahead at the display of single malts behind the bar. The mid-fifties man sitting beside him must have sensed her presence first because he slid his barstool away from the driver to grant her room.

“Adam,” the older man said in a gravelly voice, giving her a wink.

Her interview subject turned around. The intensity of his dark eyes torpedoed out from a face that otherwise exuded serenity. The photos had failed to capture his essence.

She offered her hand, smiling. “Hi, I’m Vivienne McCloud, reporting for BBC Sports this season.”

He took her hand, shook it briefly, and then glanced around, presumably for a stool.

“No, it’s fine, I’m not staying long,” she said. Five minutes tops. This could definitely be done standing.

Still, he slid off his seat and maneuvered it to her using his foot. “I insist. It’s yours.” Fontaine’s voice, with its crisp, staccato North European accentuation, suited his reputation for perfectionism somehow. Scant trace of his fifteen years living in California there.

“Thanks.” She propped her handbag on the stool in a show of compromise.

“This is Bruce.”

“G’day.”

She shook hands with the genial-looking Aussie with oil stains on his fingers and a twinkle in his faded blue eyes.

But the crew technicians weren’t on her list. Her assignment was to talk to drivers tonight, twenty-two of them in fact, and she wasn’t going to muck up her first official assignment. “I thought I’d introduce myself before my history does the talking for me.” She held his gaze to see how this registered. A flash of understanding, perhaps, but no particular interest. Excellent.

“Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

“I’m good, thanks.” She raised the lethal Lemon Bomb cocktail Reece had bought her. “So, you’re first driver for team Gatari? That’s quite an impressive comeback from your injuries of the season before last with team Supernova.”

“I’m first driver, yes.” His expression was steady, his body language mimicking hers.

“How does it feel to be back?” Emotions, emotions, emotions, that’s what Mack wanted, with an extra dollop of drama.

“The beer tastes better this year. Slightly.”

She maintained a smile and waited, but nothing else came out. The lengthening silence whispered the words “blood” and “stone” to her. She beckoned to the label on his beer bottle. “And you being half Belgian would know how to judge that, yes?”

“I’m better judge of wine,” he said. “But thanks.”

“For what?”

“For not saying ‘French’, or worse, ‘half French.’”

She chuckled. “Well, I do know the difference between Belgian and French. I’m British. We’re practically neighbors. So are you a wine snob then?”

“Nobody who’s worked in a winery is a wine snob.”

“I’ll take that as a no.” Good thing, too. Fontaine wines were exclusive and highly regarded, and if he were a wine snob, they’d be here all night. It looked like they’d be here all night anyway at the rate she was extracting information from him.

“Is French your mother tongue?”

“He’s bilingual,” Bruce chimed in. “Speaks Flemish.”

“Poorly,” Adam added.

“I see. So, you must be looking forward to the Spa-Francorchamps circuit. All those Belgian … Wallonian fans?”

“It’s halfway through the season. Ask me then.”

“Oh, I intend to,” she said, pen poised for the next question.

Just then, the phone in Adam’s pocket buzzed. She got a glimpse of white teeth as he grimaced in apology and slunk away into the crowd, leaving her staring at Bruce. Why Adam, despite the good looks, wasn’t another Formula One player was starting to become clear. His charm quotient was sparse. But the appraising manner he had of looking at her suggested he wasn’t totally cold-blooded either. Nope, those eyes gave him away whether he liked it or not.

Fifteen minutes later, she shot a doleful look at Bruce. It was way past time to move on, even if Bruce was lovely company, his humorous ways reminding her of her late father. “He’s not coming back, is he?”

Bruce shook his gray head.

“What’s wrong with him? Why the reticence?”

He patted her hand kindly. “Nothing personal, love. He just doesn’t like reporters.”

“Has he had a bad experience?”

“I think it’s what he’s generally trying to avoid.”

“Avoid? Why?”

“The thing you need to know about Adam is that he tries to preempt disaster.” Bruce rolled his eyes. “He spends most of his waking hours obsessing about what could go wrong—with the car, with the circuit, with the weather—and figuring out how to avoid it. I’ve only worked with him for a month now, but he’s worn me out more than any other driver with his preparations and his questions.”

“So, he sees being interviewed as some kind of disaster?”

Bruce shrugged. “Let’s just say a risk that he doesn’t need to take.”

“Is it because of the way the press handled the accident with Reece in Malaysia?”

Bruce prodded the beer mat against the counter. “That didn’t help, I suppose.” He scanned her face and then seemed to make a snap decision. “Look, in the beginning half of the season, Adam was Supernova’s second driver, no problem. But ten races in, he was outperforming Reece consistently in the practice runs and qualifiers—and before Malaysia, Charles, team manager, decided to try Adam out as first driver.

“Reece was furious because his contract now said he should give way to Adam if they found themselves at the lead of a race. No driver wants to be beaten by the one guy who has the same equipment as he does—much less be ordered to give way to him. So in Malaysia, Reece decided he wanted to keep that one for himself.

“They were neck and neck, charged into curve twenty-seven together. Adam assumed Reece would obey the rules and hang back. There was shouting; there was contact. Adam went spinning off and crashed against the barriers, heavy impact, which shattered his leg. Reece went on to win and got Charles to say that he’d still been designated first driver and this was all agreed tactics.”

“But how did he get away with it? I mean there are radio recordings, no?”

“Charles’s radio message was so cryptic it could have been interpreted both ways. I talked to Charles myself. Eventually the old bastard admitted that he may have covered up a little. What was the alternative? Fire Reece and have no drivers? He wasn’t about to do that. The Supernova team won that season. They got a good, obedient replacement driver for Adam for the rest of the races who was happy to be second driver to Reece.”

She frowned. “But why didn’t Adam say something?”

“It was too late—his word against Reece’s. Nobody cared. Reece’s contract was changed back before anyone saw it. Charles had a winner on his hands—he sure as hell wasn’t going to say anything.”

Bruce glanced around and, seeming satisfied they weren’t being eavesdropped on, continued, “There were connections too. After Malaysia, Reece introduced Charles to a high-class bartender named Julie”—he shrugged—“who became his mistress.”

“Giving Charles another reason to ‘forget’ he’d made Adam first driver?”

Bruce gave her an appraising look. “No flies on you. Reece was more popular all around, so it didn’t play out in Adam’s favor. Everyone assumed sour grapes on Adam’s part. It fit; it was easier.”

“But it’s so unfair,” she said.

“Drivers ignoring orders to stay behind their teammates or to let them past is nothing new, love. There areplenty others standing around you in this very room.”

“Yes, but the cover up?”

“Yeah, that was low.”

Bruce had a face you automatically trusted—besides, why would he make this stuff up?

“But listen, don’t start writing up any of this stuff I’m telling you. Take it from me—you don’t want to mess with Supernova’s lawyers.”

“Sure. So that’s why Adam hates Reece?”

Bruce winced. “He didn’t always. They were actually good friends—very good friends—for a while, until it became obvious that Adam wouldn’t ever be content as second driver. Drivers can’t afford to build true friendships. You know that yourself, love. Hurts their racing.”

Viv nodded. In her experience, drivers tolerated nothing and nobody that would hurt their racing. You had to tiptoe around them all the time, produce glamorous smiles in the sunshine, and disappear when the going got rough. “Why are you telling me all this? This isn’t common knowledge.”

“You care about people, don’t you?”

She straightened her posture. “I like to get to the truth of things.”

Bruce grinned. “Well, you’re going to have fun around here.”

• • •

“Oui?” Adam said warily into his phone when he’d found a quieter, but hotter, corner outside the bar. It was Saskia’s number, but Jeff might’ve hijacked her phone again—

“It’s me.” His sister’s soft tone sounded distant over the line from the States.

He relaxed his shoulders against the gritty wall. “Hey, Sask.”

“I’m not interrupting, am I?” These days, she spoke only English to him, and she managed to sound a bit more Californian every time he talked to her. He missed her badly; he hadn’t seen enough of her since he’d joined F1which she was fond of reminding him about.

“Not as such.”

“Okay, here goes … wait for it … I’m engaged!” she said with a self-conscious giggle afterward. “I mean, Jeff and I are engaged.”

“Whoa, Sask … that’s … that’s news.” Adam stared up at the peeling yellow plaster on the ceiling. “Dad’s okay about it, is he?”

“Yes, of course he is.”

He could picture the vertical line forming between her elfin eyes, matching the peevish tone that had crept into her voice.

“Why wouldn’t he be?” she continued. “Jeff’s been amazing this past year; he’s practically taken over the day-to-day running of the winery.”

“I know.” In fairness, Saskia had become happier, more settled, less needy, adopting Jeff’s relaxed attitude to life and his West Coast accent. God knows, she deserved her happiness, even if it left him even more out in the cold.

But Jeff had turned up conveniently soon after the winery had started to go into profit and he could live off it. Where had he been during the tearful years when Saskia had run things on her own with Dad, in near poverty? What did Jeff have to show for his previous life? Nothing. A ski bum—that’s what he was underneath and always would be. “When’s the wedding?”

“Don’t worry, we’re holding on ’til your season’s over. December fifth’s the date. We’re doing it right here in Emily’s Hill, in the south vineyard. Won’t that be romantic?”

“I guess.” Adam wiped beads of sweat from his hairline with the cuff of his overall.

“Maybe we’ll have something else to celebrate then, yes?”

“If you mean the championship, count on it.”

“Fantastique. Then we can have a celebrity wedding, can’t we? We’d be B-celebs if you won.”

“If you say so.” His cool tone was deliberate so she’d wake up any decade now and address the problem here.

“Oh God … you and Dad. Look, I have thought about it. And I have a plan.”

“I’m not showing up unless he actually wants to see me. Sorry, but you know how it is. And Sask,” Adam paused, “none of your games, okay?”

He hung up.

Turning toward the door of the bar, he deliberated. No, it was time to a call it a night. Little point in going back in there and getting more questions. She’d have moved on by now anyway.


Chapter 2

Next morning, Viv’s phone trilled at what felt like an ungodly hour, only it wasn’t. It was a boringly normal 8:00 a.m. Emirate time. Day three in Abu Dhabi, and she was still disorientated. She peered at the phone. UK number. Maybe her brother Liam wanting the usual blow-by-blow account of her evening hobnobbing with the drivers? But not his number. And it was the middle of the night in Britain. She pressed the fragranced quilt against her cheek. Work! Must be work.

Before she’d fully come to her senses, Mack’s booming voice over the line informed her of an interview with a sponsor called Al-Saeed, some big shot whose money decided the fate of the Pantech-Windsor team. Rumors circulated that he was pulling out. It was a matter of strategic importance within F1 circles. Mack wanted the scoop. He wanted it today. This morning.

“One last thing,” her boss said, making his first pause in the rapid-fire monologue, “He’s in Riyadh.”

“Riyadh?” Viv shot up into sitting position. Five hundred miles away.

“Yeah, Riyadh. I’ve arranged the flight. At noon. You’ll arrive there after one, get the interview, be back on circuit before they finish the qualifiers for some interviews with the drivers and the engineers and whoever else you can get your claws on. Oh, and this guy is a traditionalist; you’ll need to wear a headscarf and an abaya.”

An abaya. Ironically, she’d been this close to bringing the black cloak-like garment that an Iranian friend had suggested, but had decided against it at the last minute to save on suitcase space. Abu Dhabi and Bahrain were not strict enforcers of Sharia law; it sufficed for non-Muslims to cover up limbs and chest. But Riyadh was a whole different ballgame. Abayas and headscarves were non-optional wardrobe items for women of any persuasion.

Wonderful.

“I’d a hard enough time getting Al-Saeed to agree to being interviewed by a woman,” Mack grumbled. “It’s not like I have a whole sodding team out there to cater to these people’s every goddamn whim. So, don’t be late. Grab your gear.”

Viv tossed the phone on the bed. “Holy Mother, how am I even supposed to get one?” Okay, Yas Viceroy was one of the finest five-star hotels in Abu Dhabi. They must have a five-star solution service on hand for silly Western damsels stranded without their abayas. She dialed reception.

“Yes ma’am?”

“I need to buy an abaya. Do you stock them in the hotel shops?”

“No ma’am. But you can go to the mall, and they have a very good selection, ma’am. We can call a taxi for you. No problem.”

“Yes, um,” Viv paused, rubbing her forehead. “Maybe later. I’ll call you later. Thank you.”

Damn. This meant she’d have to go outside the hotel, and all she wanted to do was have a quiet breakfast and lock herself up in her air-conditioned room to prepare for her TV interviews at the qualifiers this afternoon—her first-ever F1 appearance as an official reporter, as opposed to official girlfriend. She glanced around the room desperately … maybe a curtain? A sheet? No. Wrong color.

She was being ridiculous. What kind of world-class journalist was she if she couldn’t handle the little hiccups that always accompanied global travelers? She grabbed her purse and marched out her door to the elevators. After a quick breakfast, she’d just zip to the mall on the way to the airport. End of story.

Dashing full speed around the breakfast buffet, she met Reece Marlowe deliberating over some sushi in a glass vitrine. “Always wondered if one should eat sushi for breakfast,” he said by way of greeting.

“I wouldn’t risk it,” she said. “You know what happens when you barf with a helmet on.”

Reece’s face twisted. “My, you are a charming princess this morning. What’s wrong? You fall out of the bed?” He leaned closer. “Get tangled in the sheets? Aha-ha. Who was it this time? Who’s lucky number three?”

And there it was. The unspoken question, now very much spoken. She forced a smile. “What makes you think it’s only number three?”

That shut him up. She turned to the coffee machine and busied herself making an espresso. It was far too early to be dealing with Reece without caffeine in her system.

“Is that all you’re having?” Reece continued, undeterred, as she sat down at the nearest table with the espresso and a croissant.

“I guess.”

“I guess you need some help. Come over to our table. We’ve enough to feed a small army.”

“Reece, if you really want to help me, you could find me an abaya. And a hijab.”

“Abaya? Hijab?”

“Uh-huh. See what the women are all wearing on their heads, or is that too high up on their bodies for you to have noticed? That’s a hijab.”

“Ah,” he grinned. “So that’s what they’re called.”

“Well?” As she didn’t expect him to actually solve this, she wanted him out of her way.

His gaze landed on a young waitress bending over to clean off a table at the far side of the room, and Viv couldn’t miss the gleam in his eye. “Here’s the deal. If I get you an abaya and a hijab, will you come for a drink with me after the qualifiers tonight? A proper drink, not one where you scoot off to talk to the miserable half of the Gatari team.”

“In the next half hour?”

His gaze trailed after the young waitress’s curvaceous butt as she entered the kitchen. He shrugged. “Hell, yeah.”

“Deal.” She tapped her wristwatch to let him know she was already counting down.

He swept his hand across her shoulder as he strutted off. Viv plastered on a confident smile and looked around to check if anyone had noticed Reece’s pretend familiarity.

She caught the eye of Adam Fontaine, who was sitting on his own in the dead center of the room, chomping his way through a croissant. He broke off eye contact and seemed to be tracking Reece’s departure from the room, his expression blank.

She smiled at him tentatively, but then the two Finns, Hänninen and Voutilainen, plunked down in front of him, blocking her view. Knocking back her espresso in one gulp, she got up to leave.

• • •

Half an hour later, Viv descended from her room ready to hit the road. There wasn’t a hope in hell that Reece would come up with the goods, but it was only polite to honor their arrangement to meet at the dining room entrance in thirty minutes. At the forty-minute mark, she picked up her handbag and headed toward reception. Just as she’d called for a taxi, she heard a male voice boom out.

“Viv. Wait.”

Reece sauntered up, his sneakers squeaking on the marble floor.

“Any luck?” she asked.

“No.” His brows rose in his tanned face. “I can’t believe the women here. That cute little waitress looked at me like I was the devil incarnate when I was just trying to make pleasant conversation and do you a favor. I had to scamper before she summoned her menfolk to stone me or—”

“All right, all right,” she said. He’d been overconfident in his ability to attract the waitress, centuries of religious tradition notwithstanding. Ten out of ten for arrogance. It must be hard for him, discovering that not everyone swooned at his Formula-One-champion feet. “You did your best.”

“So.” He clapped his hands. “Still on for that drink tonight?”

“Let’s see—later.” She turned and made a dash for the front door. Her taxi to take her to the mall was waiting in the already muggy heat. She jumped into the freezing vehicle and grinned at the sight of Reece standing where she’d left him, folding his arms across his chest. Just how easy did he think she was? “To the mall and then on to the airport please,” Viv said to the driver, forgetting to avoid eye contact in the rearview mirror. The driver responded with a frown.

She sped through the mall, grabbing the first example of each item she saw in the first traditional clothes shop that presented itself. No haggling involved, which was most certainly a tourist’s mistake. Only back in the taxi did she convert from dirham to pounds and discover she’d forked out five hundred quid for the abaya alone—a freaking week’s budget.

The material was thick and very black—not her color at all. Several lines of Swarovski crystals garnished the top seam. No wonder it had cost a minor fortune. As the taxi was so cold, she was happy to drape the heavy fabric around herself.

She stared out at the hi-tech Masdar Institute as they zipped along the highway to the airport. You couldn’t pull off futuristic in cloudy Britain somehow, but here architectural lines were etched with convincing precision against the deepest of blues.

Just as she was settling into the drive and daring to relax a little, she felt a bump, bump, bump, and assumed it was the tire. Forgetting all propriety, she searched for the driver’s reaction in the rearview mirror. His scowl made her flinch. The man, a sinewy twenty-something with a nondescript face half covered by a beard, hopped out of the car, muttering to himself. He circled the vehicle four times. It was obvious he hadn’t a clue what was wrong. Viv didn’t even pretend she wasn’t watching. Five agonizing minutes went by on her wristwatch.

I’ve had enough of this shit.

The wall of heat nearly knocked her down when she stepped out of the car, but the abaya shielded her from the sun’s harsh rays. She circled the car once to establish that indeed it wasn’t the tires. She motioned to her phone and then to his, hoping he’d take the hint and call for someone. He shook his head and indicated with agitated gestures that she return to the back seat.

She frowned back at him. Wonderful, a macho man who couldn’t ask for help. It was already 11:00 a.m. She could miss her flight, boarding at 11:20 a.m. How the hell did you call for emergency pickup in this desert anyway? The driver was now making a big show of inspecting the engine. Did he know the first thing about cars?

Viv took her phone out of her purse. Of course, she didn’t have data roaming to look up taxi numbers. All she could do was call the hotel to send a new car. If she had reception. She stared at the non-existent bars of the signal strength. None. Holy crap. How could this be, surrounded by hi-tech? Unwilling to believe it, she tried dialing anyway, but it was useless. Hopeless. Infuriating.

A plane passed overhead with a lazy roar and a perfect line of white against the blue. She shielded her eyes, watching it. KLM. Take me with you to Amsterdam. Mack would crucify her if she didn’t get this interview with Al-Saeed, and her failure would prove that she couldn’t handle herself on her first real assignment.

She scuttled forward for a peek, ignoring the look of abject terror on the driver’s face when he saw her inspecting the engine. He made shooing motions with his hands.

“Look, whether you speak English or not, I have a flight to catch, and no charming old customs are going to make me miss it. Let me have a look. I know what I’m doing. Oh no … I think it’s the transmission.” Great. No way of fixing that in the short term, certainly not standing here on the side of the road.

The man’s eyes were frantic. Sweat trickled into his thick, black beard. Viv peered around—what was he so afraid of? And what was so bloody fascinating? In every single car that passed, people’s noses were pressed to the windows as they watched. She swung back to him. “You can’t fix it. Call someone or give me the number of another taxi service. Do something!”

He shook his head and returned to his futile inspection of the engine, flinching like a nervous cat every time she took a step closer.

“Oh come on,” she pleaded, “use the goddamn phone.” At the very least he’d have to drain the transmission fluid—impossible on the side of the road with no tools. He continued poking as if she hadn’t spoken. As if she didn’t exist.

Stranded on side of road. Only five miles from the airport. Nearly made it. That wasn’t a story that Mack was going to appreciate from his newest recruit.

On the verge of giving up and walking back to the hotel just to show the stupid driver that his macho pride had forced this very last and potentially dangerous resort, she heard a car slowing down. A blessed car. At least someone in this country saw fit to help a fellow human being. She waved anxiously.

The silver Audi screeched and came to an abrupt halt on the side of the road behind their taxi. A cloud of dust and sand particles billowed into the air. The driver stepped out. Shielding her eyes to get a better look, she stumbled backward in surprise.

Adam Fontaine.

Swamped with relief, she laughed out loud as he marched up to them. Same black T-shirt as at breakfast, same black jeans on taut, long legs. Her eyes trailed back up over the impeccable torso to his face. She couldn’t see what was going on beyond his mirrored, Police sunglasses, and the rest of his face gave nothing away.

“Thanks for stopping; you’re very kind.” She gestured to the car. “I think it’s the—”

Adam held up his palm, turned and strode over to the driver, which she found rather abrupt. Folding her arms, she observed how he signaled to the driver to step away from the engine. The taxi driver underwent a transformation, jabbering away in a stream of Arabic, his big yellow teeth flashing in a wide grin, sounding for all the world like he couldn’t believe his luck.

Adam meanwhile fished a handkerchief out of his pocket to avoid scorching himself on the engine. She leaned against the side of the taxi, enjoying the sight of him bending over to check the oil levels. There were some advantages to sitting on the sidelines after all. He replaced the oil gauge and slid gracefully under the car. Whoa, it must be a furnace under there.

After half a minute, Adam eased himself out from under the car and straightened up, shaking the sand from his hair. Color suffused his face. He tried to communicate in hand signals to the taxi driver, who just kept nodding and smiling.

Finally he turned to her. “Need a ride?”

“Yes, I’m going to Riyadh—”

“Riyadh?” He whipped off his glasses and wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist.

“No, no, I mean to the airport to fly to Riyadh. That was the idea. Would you drive me there? To the airport? Please? I’m sorry, but my flight’s in … fifty minutes, boarding in ten, and I really, really have to get this—”

“Come on.” He cocked his head toward the Audi. The glasses went on again, and he clapped the taxi driver on the back. Viv grabbed her bag from the taxi, still reeling from this good fortune. When she looked at them again, the taxi driver was holding a pen in his hand, thrusting a sheaf of paper under Adam’s nose.

Adam scribbled something and made hand signals toward his Audi. The taxi driver held up his camera to take a photo. She shook her head in disbelief. Hopefully the surly Arab would get over himself and use the phone to call for help as well.

She flung herself into the Audi, sinking back in relief against the cool leather seat.

“Which terminal?” Adam asked as he started the engine.

“No clue. Domestic flight.” She rummaged in her bag for the tickets so she could check. “Look—thanks a million. I can’t even begin to tell you how much I appreciate this.”

“Don’t mention it.”

She waited until they’d secured some distance from that hateful taxi before asking, “What about the driver? Should we have just left him there?”

“He’ll be okay.”

“You think so? He didn’t seem capable of anything, not even calling for help, and people around here don’t seem to want to stop.”

“That’s because you were there.” Adam’s eyes never left the road.

“Come again?”

“Not too many drivers here will stop when they see a woman parading about on the side of the road, an abaya on upside down, and cropped, blond hair shining out like a beacon.”

She sat in stunned silence.

“No offense,” he added.

Heat rose up along her already sweaty neck. She wanted to let off steam. “So I should’ve stayed inside the taxi, out of sight, is that what you’re saying?”

“That might have been an option.”

“Sitting quietly while this useless, misogynistic driver poked around at an engine like a complete Barbie doll?”

“Would making a fuss have solved the issue?” He turned to her, and all she could see in his mirror glasses was the duplicate image of her flustered face.

“Damn right it would,” she said. “I’m not such a bad mechanic—”

He swerved between two cars, and her heart lurched. She gripped the side handle tighter. Ronan and Maddux used to drive like this, too. She’d never gotten used to it.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “You were saying?”

Viv forced her eyes away from the speedometer and exhaled as though nonchalantly smoking a cigarette. “I would’ve told him what was wrong if he’d only let me.”

“Is that so?” Adam’s voice seemed to hold a challenge.

“That is so.” She couldn’t resist mimicking his staccato accent.

“All right. Tell me.” He pressed his back further into the seat as if settling to hear a great story.

“Well, from what I could feel, it was a faulty transmission.”

“Incorrect.”

“It was torque convertor lockup caused by flushing with the wrong transmission fluid or the heat. I was talking about the effect, not the root cause. So, yes, the transmission.”

He said nothing. She was tempted to add, “I’m right, aren’t I?” like she was sixteen again, trying to get one up on her smartass, younger brother.

“What’s happening in Riyadh?” he asked. Unlike his driving, his method of changing the subject was clunky to say the least.

“Interview with Al-Saeed. He’s pulling out.”

“I know. And they’re sending you?”

“So it would appear, yes.” Holy Mother, had all mankind turned misogynistic overnight?

“Tough assignment.”

“Thanks for the confidence vote.”

“Look, nobody knows why he’s bailing, so he’s chosen to keep it secret. Sending a journalist over there—especially a female one—is hardly going to make him talk.”

“I have ways and means.”

“I bet you do.” His eyebrows lifted behind the glasses. She imagined she saw a tug on his cheek muscles, too.

Then she felt the car decelerate as they entered the airport. How in the heck had they gotten there so fast? The car eased to a halt outside the terminal building.

Inertia rooted her to the seat for a moment. She clasped her bag, her hijab and her abaya to her chest with one hand and opened the door with the other. “How can I repay you?”

“What makes you think you have to?” He lifted the glasses above his chiseled hairline and scanned her face for a brief moment with his solemn, anthracite eyes.

“Well then, thanks.” The purple hijab slipped off and onto the floor.

He swooped down and placed it back on top of the abaya. “Do you know how to put this on?”

She shrugged. What? Was he some kind of hijab-draping expert as well as everything else? “No, but I’ll get an air steward to help me.”

“Good. Well, take care out there.”

She nodded, and before she could entertain the unlikely fantasy of his fingers patting and tucking material around her newly shorn head, she dashed into the terminal building.

As she fumbled with the boarding pass machine, the belated questions assailed her. Where was he going? What was he doing away from the circuit at all when they had practice runs this morning and qualifiers this afternoon?

What kind of journalist was she anyway if she couldn’t even do that right?


Chapter 3

Adam made it back to the Gatari garage just before eleven thirty. A blockade of taxis at the airport had slowed him down after dropping off Vivienne McCloud, making him seethe with frustration. He’d hated to do it, but he’d violated at least six local traffic rules to get out of there.

Bruce came charging up as fast as his untrained legs could carry him, his face puce and bathed in sweat. “Where the bloody hell have you been?” He jabbed his wristwatch. “You’ve only ten minutes to get geared up. This is so unlike you.”

“I’m on it.” He wriggled into his overalls.

“Where were you? I wanted to go over the seat adjustments one more time. Now we’ll just have to take our chances.”

“The seat’s fine. I haven’t grown since yesterday.”

“But where were you?”

“I had to help someone.” He hunkered down and ran his hands over the surface of his new drive, the Honda GTX with its direct injection, turbocharged V6 engine and revolutionary energy recovery system.

“Help someone? Who, in the name of God?”

“Doesn’t matter. Nobody.”

“One of these days your little habit of driving around between practice and qualifiers is going to get you into real trouble, you know? And I won’t be around to see it because I’ll have died of a heart attack. Don’t you know the death rate on the roads here? It’s astronomical.”
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