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Excerpt:

She watched idly as the plane came to a halt—right in the middle of the runway, which she thought was a little odd, but then it was only a small airfield and they probably didn’t get many planes—and a hatch at the back opened out. Then two men ran over and pulled a ramp from the hatch.

Then a car shot out of the hatch, some retro sports car, so fast it flew over the ramp and bounced on the runway before screaming across the tarmac, skidding around and heading back towards the plane.

“Oh my God,” she muttered, “it’s Batman.”

The men were closing the hatch now. Sofie, fascinated, caught a glimpse of a dark-haired driver waving at them, and heard him cry, “Cheers lads!”

She shook her head, determined not to be amused. It was all right for this playboy racer to piss around on airfields, but she had a consultant to meet.

The plane started moving again and the car took off after it. Spinning past her, it slowed fractionally, enough for her to get a closer look at the driver, who winked with one eye and twinkled with the other, then sped away, chasing the plane until it took off.

Sofie stared after it, and felt a laugh bubble up inside her. Clearly, this guy was madder than a bag of snakes, but he looked like he was having fun. For a very brief second, she wished she was having as much fun, but then she composed herself. Fun was irrelevant when you had a job to do.

She was just looking around for someone to ask if Dr McCready’s plane was delayed, when the sports car came screaming back towards her. Curvy, retro, and very expensive-looking, it skidded to a sideways halt a few feet away, and sat there, panting like a wild beast.

For a few seconds, Sofie and the car regarded each other. Then the door swung open and out sprang a man in jeans and a leather jacket, running shoes on his feet and a gleam in his eye.

“Hello,” he said, beaming at her, and Sofie found herself smiling back. He had a rather infectious grin, big and bright like a child’s, and his eyes shone with enthusiasm. After an entrance like that, he was practically bouncing with joie de vivre and Sofie wished she could live life that hard and full, just for an hour or two.

“Hello,” she said. He was looking her over rather appreciatively.

“I do hope you’re waiting for me,” he said. He was speaking Czech without any accent, clearly a native.

She smiled. “I’m afraid not.”

He didn’t look daunted. “Really? How do you know?”

“The man I’m waiting for is…” a boring doctor of linguistics with an eccentric telephone manner. “English,” she said.

“Ahh. Can’t help you there. Well, actually I can, because I speak English.”

Cheers lads. Of course he did.

“So do I,” she said. He smelled good. Clean, like soap and shampoo, but also…kind of…elemental, like a scent designed to bypass her nose, go straight to her brain and say Yum.

“Oh, do you?” He suddenly switched to English so quickly and fluently it knocked her back a little. “There’s a coincidence. English is one of my favourite languages. So many words! You just don’t get that many words in other languages. I mean, how many countries need so many words for, say, rain?”

“Not many other countries get as much rain,” Sofie said, trying to keep up.

“Nope, that’s true. Actually it’s not, plenty of places get more rain, they just don’t get it as often.” He frowned as if thinking about it. “It rained all the time when I was in Fiji,” he said.

“Wet season?”

“I hope so,” he said with a sparkle that made her laugh. “Oh no, wait! I didn’t introduce myself. Here I am, speaking the language and ignoring the rules. Fionnbar McCready.”

Sofie blinked.

He leaned forward and stage-whispered, “This is the part where you tell me your name.”

Stunned—how could this energetic man be the difficult creature she’d spoken to on the phone?—Sofie stuttered, “Sofie Angeletti.”

His mesmerising eyes lit up. “Really? Wicked! Then you are waiting for me!”

He suddenly grabbed her in a hug, gave her an enthusiastic kiss on both cheeks, and set her down, beaming.

Sofie just stared.

“You’re Dr McCready?”

“Yep. Call me Finn. Can I call you Sofie?”

“Uh—”

“I haven’t been to the Czech Republic in ages. Well, not since it was still Czechoslovakia. Do they still do those cool Kraslice egg things at Easter? I love those. The prettiest girl once gave me one carved like actual lace, it was amazing.” He cocked his head, watching her. Then he smiled, a cheeky grin. “You weren’t expecting me, were you?”

Sofie tried to recover herself. “Of course I was. Why else would I be here?”

“No,” he waved at the car, at his scruffy jeans, “I mean me. You were expecting some old man with white hair and bushy eyebrows. Why do old men have such huge eyebrows? I mean, normal eyebrow hair sort of stops growing at a certain length, doesn’t it? What happens when you hit about seventy, does it just stop grow—no, that’s not right. Stop stop growing? Start growing more? I dunno, what do you think?”

I think you’re certifiable, Sofie thought, rapidly re-evaluating. Difficult, yes, but that was because he was insane.

“I think we should get going,” she said, as firmly as she could.

“Right, yes, of course. Good idea. Wee bit nippy, isn’t it?”

“Nippy?”

“Cold. Chilly.” He gave an exaggerated shudder. “Freezing brass monkeys. That doesn’t really have a translation in Czech, does it?”

“Er, no,” Sofie said, “but I think I’ve got the idea.”
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