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To the man of my life. You not
only initiated my love of the enduro motorsport and made sure I was
able to enjoy off-road adventures ever since, you also made me
become the woman I am today.

 


A big thank you to Elyzabeth M.
Valey for beta-reading. You’re fantastic, sister!

 


The main character’s name Ragab is
the one of an Egyptian orphan I sponsored through a SOS Children’s
Villages program in the 90s, until he reached adulthood. He will
always be in my heart.

 


The idea for this story came after
I watched a video of French “globe cooker” Fred Chesneau visiting
nomads in the Moroccan desert. They generously shared their food,
home, and wisdom with a stranger, and I thought it would be cool to
write about a female rally driver having the same experience. Also,
in our times of global fear and discrimination, I seized the chance
to compose a little romance set in the Arab world in the hopes it
could help remind of this ancient civilization’s rich and
diversified culture, traditions, and humanity.

 


I hope you enjoy the
read!
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Chapter One

 


Stevie glared at her KTM
off-road beast half buried in the sand and yelled at the top of her
lungs, “Aaaargh!”

The punishing Sahara sun
had sweat run in rivers inside her rally jacket and pants. Sand and
dirt covered the only exposed parts of her body—her nose and
cheeks—and clustered her nostrils. Having piloted the 450cc trail
bike at full speed over rough terrain for hours made her ache all
over, and her hands sizzled from holding the vibrating handlebars.
Her lips were cracked, her eyes stung, she had trouble breathing in
the hot air, and her ears sounded like bugs were trapped inside her
helmet…but she was ready for more punishment. One last section of a
few hundred kilometers remained, and she completed the
race.

If only she hadn’t gotten
off the track for a few seconds there—a couple meters to the right,
for God’s sake—while reading a navigation note, she wouldn’t have
landed in this patch of soft sand and gotten stuck, nearly breaking
a rib from the abrupt stop. And the more throttle she gave, the
deeper the rear wheel dug itself in. Soon, the carburetor would
fill with sand. Then shit would get realer than real.

Dammit, she couldn’t
believe her bad luck.

She’d been warned anything
could happen during the grueling seven-day OiLibya Rally of Morocco early in
October. Participants encountered everything from crashes and falls
to punctured tires, broken rig parts, fuel and oil leakages,
overheated engines, and of course medical issues. And few of them
completed at all, due to the difficulty of the rally across dunes,
slippery mud, camel grass, rocks, dried-out riverbeds, wind-swept
sand...

But to Stevie, the more
than two-thousand-six-hundred-kilometer-long race from Fez in the
north via Merzouga in the southeast was only a preparation for the
real challenge: the infamous Dakar
Rally in South America. Besides, she’d
always believed she was special, clever, that nothing could happen
to her. Why wouldn’t she? Having grown up with four big brothers
all infatuated with the enduro sport, she’d learned to drive before
she could walk, trained on the finest Californian desert tracks,
and competed in several races across the U.S. She knew bikes from A
to Z, whether it was their mechanical specifications or how to
bring out the best in them, how to push them to their
limits.

She pushed herself to her
limits, too, playing such a daring game with death. But she did so
consciously and with the necessary tools to survive: toughness,
physical strength, perseverance, impulsiveness, and an ability to
focus one hundred and ten percent in the moment, when having mere
micro-seconds to make decisions. More importantly, she had
self-confidence, a crucial quality for any girl competing with the
tough guys.

Well, none of that helped
much now, did it?

Wrong. She never gave
up.

She switched the humming
motor off and got down on her knees to dig the wheel free. Her
brothers had told her if a bike got stuck, she should push it over
onto its side, drag it sideways away from the hole, then lift it
back upright, but this monster weighed one hundred forty-five
kilos—not counting the fuel and luggage—and she simply didn’t have
physical strength to do it. Thus, the digging. Thank fuck for her
solid leather gloves, at least! Due to the permanent lack of clouds
over the desert, the sand temperature was way too high to shovel
with her bare hands.

The sudden silence felt
eerily strange. Head buzzing, she glanced at the wavy scenery of
red rock and dunes surrounding her. A beautiful, exotic
countryside, but also hostile and life-threatening. She
must make it to the last
rally stop, the city of Erfoud, before the end of the day. In sharp
contrast to daytime, nights were cold, and she didn’t want to spend
one alone in the gigantic Sahara.

She got back to work, and
after shoveling sand for a few minutes, it was clear she had to get
rid of her helmet and jacket if she didn’t want to drown in sweat.
She stripped down to a singlet—black like her other clothes, since
it was said this color absorbed heat best. Her pale, freckled skin
looked flush from the hard work, wet and sticky, and dirtier than
if she’d had a mud bath. And boy, did she stink after seven days in
the saddle and bad sanitary conditions. Perspiration oozed from her
and evaporated in the intense heat.

A few kilos lighter, she
made progress digging the rear wheel out of the sand hole, but the
merciless sun burned her arms and shoulders as if she’d put them in
an oven.

An engine roared behind
her. Seconds later, a competitor appeared at full speed before
slowing down as he passed her. He turned a gloved hand up in
question, sunglasses hiding his eyes.

She shook her head and
gesticulated for him to continue. She didn’t need any help, and
certainly not from a guy. Her father had told her being a woman
didn’t mean she had to rely on a man in life, and her brothers had
taught her everything she needed to compete autonomously in a
rally. Besides, having experienced sexual harassment in college,
she didn’t care much for men in general. It had been proven time
and again they wanted only one thing, and she’d sworn to the gods,
capturing her heart (and body) wouldn’t be easy!

As the rider revved up and
disappeared in a cloud of red dust, she went back to pushing away
sand until a big enough hole had been dug around the rear wheel.
Time to try motor traction.

Heart hammering in her
chest, she scrambled up and started the engine. It farted to life,
then hummed, its roar stable. Good. Holding both handlebars, she
kicked in the first gear and rocked the bike back and forth, giving
it a bite with the clutch at each forward movement.

The wheel spun in the
loose sand.

“Pleeaase!” she begged.
“Come on!”

Again, she rocked the bike
and gave some clutch, but the goddamn enduro tire only dug deeper
into the hole, furiously spraying sand backward. What the hell was
she doing wrong?

“Nooo,” she cried, her
voice adopting a plaintive tone. She set the gear to neutral,
released everything, and closed her stinging eyes. Sweat ran down
her temples, throat, and between her tits.

Breathe.

Focus.

She couldn’t give up now.
It had been a long, exhausting ride on rough terrain, yes; she was
combusting in the desert heat, yes; the bike was fucking
stuck, yes! but
that was momentary. She would never accept defeat.
Never!

Tears of blinding anger
and frustration rushed to her eyes and rolled down her scorched
cheeks.

No, no tears.

She growled and wiped them
with the back of her arm. She’d decided to complete the race, and
once her mind was set on something, she’d be damned if she let
anything stop her.

She killed the engine,
sank back in the sand, and repeated the procedure. This time, it
had to work.

In order to give the tire
a firmer surface to climb up on, why not try laying something flat
in front of it? Her rally jacket, maybe? No doubt the protruding
tire knobs would tear up the Kevlar material, but she’d sacrifice
anything to get her bike out of this hellhole and reach Erfoud
before sunset.

 



Chapter Two

 


At first, when Ragab
discovered the redheaded girl digging her motorcycle out of the
sand, he wanted to steer his dromedary away and pretend he hadn’t
seen her. She may have been too busy to notice, but as she leaned
forward, hard at work around the back wheel, her breasts
practically slid out of her top. How typical of westerners to bare
their bodies like that, without respect for their surroundings.
Indecent.

His sentiments didn’t have
anything to do with religion, as some would be quick to point out,
learning he was an Arab. He wasn’t religious. It had to do with
perfectly normal, universal conduct: You didn’t flash your
intimates outside of the bedroom.

Even though, he had to
admit, the sight of these round and full pale-skinned breasts made
a certain organ in his groin stir.

Anyway, this girl shouted
and cursed like a drunkard, and he disliked such rude behavior
intensely after spending a few years in London studying medicine
and seeing the worst of what the modern world had to offer. He’d
seen good things, of course, but too much of the bad kind to be
disgusted and never want to live there. Greed. Materialism.
Egotism. Leaving the elderly and the disabled to die alone in
institutions.

After fulfilling his
studies, he’d returned to his family in the quiet Moroccan desert
and devoted his life to providing medical assistance to the nomads,
and herding goats, sheep, and camels. Animals were
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