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Chapter 1 – A Summer on the Danube
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The first true heatwave of the summer arrived in Budapest during the second week of June.

By nine in the morning, sunlight already shimmered across the surface of the Danube River, turning the water into a sheet of moving silver. Tourists crowded the riverbanks, cameras hanging from their necks as they admired the city's famous landmarks. Boats drifted lazily beneath the bridges, while cyclists and joggers filled the promenades that stretched along both sides of the river.

For most people, it was the perfect summer day.

For Joszef Kovacs, it was the beginning of another long shift.

Standing on the observation platform near one of Budapest's popular waterfront recreation areas, he adjusted his sunglasses and scanned the water. Years of experience had taught him never to become distracted, no matter how calm things appeared.

The river could be beautiful.

It could also be deadly.

At twenty-nine, Joszef had spent nearly a decade working as a lifeguard. Tall, athletic, and disciplined, he carried himself with the quiet confidence of someone who knew exactly what he was doing. His dark hair was cropped short, and the summer sun had already bronzed his skin.

Most people assumed the job was easy.

Sit in the sun.

Watch the water.

Blow a whistle occasionally.

They never saw the responsibility.

One mistake.

One second of hesitation.

That was all it took.

His radio crackled softly.

"Everything quiet over there?" a familiar voice asked.

Joszef smiled.

"Too quiet."

"Don't say that. You'll jinx us."

The voice belonged to Adam, another lifeguard stationed farther down the waterfront.

"Maybe I like excitement."

Adam laughed through the radio.

"You're lying."

"Probably."

The call ended.

Joszef resumed his watch.

Children splashed near the designated swimming zone while parents relaxed nearby. Teenagers attempted impressive dives from floating platforms. A group of tourists struggled to unfold a large beach umbrella that seemed determined to fight back.

Everything appeared normal.

Exactly how he liked it.

His gaze drifted briefly toward the city skyline.

From where he stood, he could see some of Budapest's most famous sights.

The elegant bridges.

The historic buildings.

The green hills rising beyond the river.

People traveled across the world to see those views.

Sometimes Joszef forgot how fortunate he was to live among them.

A sharp whistle suddenly echoed across the water.

Instinct immediately kicked in.

Joszef turned.

A young boy had ventured beyond the designated swimming area.

Nothing dangerous yet.

But close.

He climbed down from the platform and approached the water's edge.

"Hey, champion," he called.

The boy looked up.

"You need to stay inside the markers."

The child nodded sheepishly.

"Sorry."

"It's okay."

Joszef smiled.

"But your mother will probably blame me if you swim to Austria."

The boy laughed.

A nearby woman shook her head.

"Thank you."

"No problem."

A few moments later, everything returned to normal.

The routine was familiar.

Warnings.

Questions.

Minor emergencies.

Occasionally genuine danger.

Most days passed without incident.

And that suited Joszef perfectly.

The older he became, the more he appreciated peace.

Years earlier, he had imagined a different future.

University.

Travel.

Adventure.

Maybe even love.

The last thought made him shake his head.

Love.

That was complicated.

His relationships never seemed to last.

Some ended because of distance.

Others ended because of incompatible goals.

A few ended because the other person simply wasn't ready for commitment.

After enough disappointments, Joszef had stopped actively searching.

His friends claimed he had become too cautious.

Maybe they were right.

Maybe protecting his heart had become easier than risking it.

A familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Earth to Joszef."

He looked up.

Adam stood beside him carrying two bottles of cold water.

"You looked miles away."

Joszef accepted one.

"Thanks."

"You were thinking."

"Dangerous, I know."

Adam laughed.

"Still single?"

"Unfortunately."

"Still refusing every date I suggest?"

"Definitely."

"You're impossible."

Joszef opened the bottle.

"I prefer selective."

Adam rolled his eyes dramatically.

"You've been selective for three years."

"And?"

"And eventually you'll forget how to flirt."

"I never knew how."

"That's actually true."

Both men laughed.

The friendship stretched back years.

Adam was outgoing, social, and incapable of minding his own business.

Joszef was quieter.

More reserved.

They balanced each other well.

A loudspeaker announcement echoed from nearby festival grounds.

The annual Summer on the Danube Festival would officially begin the following day.

Workers spent the morning preparing stages, food stalls, and entertainment areas.

Thousands of visitors were expected.

Which meant long hours for emergency personnel.

Adam groaned.

"There goes our peaceful weekend."

Joszef watched workers assembling decorations.

"Could be fun."

"You hate crowds."

"I tolerate crowds."

"That's not the same thing."

"Close enough."

The conversation drifted toward work schedules before Adam returned to his station.

As the afternoon progressed, temperatures continued climbing.

The waterfront grew busier.

Families arrived carrying coolers.

Tourists searched for shade.

Street musicians performed along the promenade.

The entire city seemed alive.

Budapest always felt different during summer.

Warmer.

Brighter.

Full of possibilities.

Even for someone like Joszef.

By early evening, the worst of the heat began to fade.

Golden sunlight stretched across the water.

Long shadows formed beneath the trees lining the promenade.

The shift was nearly over.

One more hour.

Then dinner.

A shower.

Maybe a movie.

An ordinary evening.

Exactly what he expected.

Exactly what he wanted.

Or so he thought.

As he completed another routine scan of the waterfront, movement near the opposite side of the promenade caught his attention.

A man stood alone near the railing overlooking the river.

Nothing unusual about that.

Hundreds of people stopped there every day.

Yet something about him drew Joszef's eye.

Perhaps it was the camera hanging around his neck.

Or the way he seemed completely absorbed by the view.

The stranger appeared to be around Joszef's age.

Dark blond hair.

Lean build.

Casual summer clothing.

He occasionally lifted the camera and photographed the river.

Then lowered it again.

Watching.

Observing.

Waiting.

Unlike most tourists rushing from attraction to attraction, this man seemed content simply standing there.

Studying the city.

Studying the light.

For reasons Joszef couldn't explain, he found himself watching longer than necessary.

The stranger turned slightly.

Their eyes met across the distance.

Only for a second.

Maybe less.

Still, something unexpected happened.

The man smiled.

Not a broad smile.

Just a small one.

Warm.

Genuine.

The kind exchanged between strangers who briefly share a moment.

Joszef felt oddly caught off guard.

He nodded politely.

The stranger raised a hand in greeting before returning to his photography.

And that was that.

A meaningless interaction.

A passing moment.

Nothing more.

Yet as Joszef resumed watching the water, he found himself glancing back toward the promenade several times.

The photographer remained there for nearly thirty minutes.

Eventually, he disappeared into the growing evening crowd.

Gone as suddenly as he had appeared.

Joszef told himself it didn't matter.

People came and went constantly.

Tourists.

Visitors.

Strangers.

Tomorrow would bring thousands more.

Still, when his shift finally ended and he began walking home beside the river, he found himself remembering that brief smile.

The memory lingered longer than it should have.

The Danube flowed steadily beside him.

The city lights slowly awakened across Budapest.

Ahead, music from the festival preparations echoed through the warm night air.

Summer had arrived.

Joszef had no idea that before it ended, his life would change forever.
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Chapter 2 – The Stranger with the Camera
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The Summer on the Danube Festival officially opened the following morning.

By eight o'clock, crowds had already begun gathering along the waterfront. Vendors arranged colorful displays of handmade crafts, local artists prepared their booths, and the smell of freshly baked pastries drifted through the warm air.

Joszef arrived for work carrying a large coffee and the determination to survive what was guaranteed to be a chaotic weekend.

The moment he stepped onto the waterfront, he knew his prediction had been correct.

Thousands of people.

Families.

Tourists.

Cyclists.

Street performers.

Everyone seemed determined to occupy the exact same space.

"Welcome to paradise," Adam announced dramatically as he approached.

Joszef snorted.

"I see your sarcasm survived the night."

"Barely."

Adam pointed toward the festival grounds.

"I counted six lost children before breakfast."

"Only six?"

"Give it time."

They shared a laugh before beginning their morning duties.

As expected, the first few hours passed quickly.

A teenager twisted an ankle while running.

A tourist became dehydrated.

Several children wandered too far from their parents.

Nothing serious.

Just enough activity to keep everyone busy.

By midday, temperatures had climbed into the thirties.

The river sparkled beneath cloudless skies.

Music drifted from nearby stages.

The city felt alive.

During a brief break, Joszef stood near a shaded area overlooking the promenade. He removed his sunglasses and rubbed tired eyes.

The crowd blurred together before him.

Faces.

Voices.

Movement.

An endless stream of strangers.

Then something familiar caught his attention.

A camera.

Not unusual.

Hundreds of cameras surrounded him.

But this one belonged to a man he recognized instantly.

The stranger from yesterday.

The photographer.

He stood several meters away, carefully adjusting the lens of a professional camera.

For a moment, Joszef simply watched.

The man appeared completely focused on his work.

He photographed musicians performing beside the river.

Then a family laughing together near a food stall.

Then a group of dancers entertaining spectators.

Everything seemed to capture his attention.

The photographer moved through the crowd with quiet confidence, finding moments others overlooked.

Joszef found himself smiling.

He wasn't entirely sure why.

As if sensing the attention, the photographer looked up.

Their eyes met once again.

Recognition flashed immediately.

This time, the smile came first.

The same warm smile from yesterday.

Before Joszef could look away, the man approached.

"Hello."

His voice carried a slight accent familiar to anyone raised in Hungary.

Joszef straightened instinctively.

"Hello."

The photographer gestured toward the river.

"You're the lifeguard from yesterday."

Joszef nodded.

"And you're the photographer."

The man's smile widened.

"I suppose we've already learned something about each other."

A brief silence followed.

Neither seemed eager to end the conversation.

Finally, the stranger extended his hand.

"I'm Gabor."

Joszef accepted it.

"Joszef."

The handshake lasted only a second.

Yet something about it felt unexpectedly significant.

Perhaps it was the way Gabor looked directly into his eyes.

Perhaps it was the easy confidence he carried.

Or perhaps Joszef had simply spent too much time alone lately.

Whatever the reason, he suddenly became very aware of himself.

Gabor released his hand.

"It's nice to meet you properly."

"You too."

Gabor glanced toward the festival.

"I've been photographing the city all morning."

"For work?"

"Yes."

He lifted the camera slightly.

"I'm putting together a travel feature."

"About Budapest?"

"Exactly."

Joszef looked surprised.

"You came all the way here for photographs?"

Gabor laughed softly.

"I came back here."

"Back?"

"I grew up in Budapest."

That caught Joszef's attention.

"You did?"

Gabor nodded.

"I left several years ago."

"Where did you go?"

"Everywhere."

His smile turned thoughtful.

"Berlin. Prague. Vienna. Paris. A few months in Spain. Too many airports to count."

Joszef shook his head.

"That sounds exhausting."

"Sometimes it is."

"You don't miss having one place to stay?"

The question seemed to surprise Gabor.

For a moment, he looked toward the river.

"Sometimes."

There was something in his voice that felt heavier than the conversation required.

Before Joszef could ask more, a loud announcement echoed from the festival stage.

The moment passed.

Gabor adjusted his camera strap.

"And you?"

"What about me?"

"Have you always lived here?"

"Pretty much."

"Never wanted to leave?"

Joszef considered the question.

"I used to."

"And now?"

He shrugged.

"I like Budapest."

Gabor smiled.

"That's not really an answer."

"Maybe it's enough of one."

The photographer laughed.

"Fair point."

Another brief silence settled between them.

Strangely, it wasn't uncomfortable.

In fact, it felt surprisingly natural.

Like speaking with someone he had known longer than a few minutes.
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