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Chapter 1
Ferenc
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Ferenc felt most at home in the sky.

He couldn’t remember exactly when his taste for flight started, but that love—that longing—for gliding through the air had always been there, deep inside of him.

The money wasn’t his favorite part about being a freelance test pilot. While it definitely helped, the sensation of sheer bliss mattered most. Flying was like pulling a fast one over Mother Nature herself and getting away with it—to a certain point. Gravity was a cruel mistress.

Ferenc focused on the blanket of black clouds ahead. He’d successfully completed test plans through storms in the past, but this one didn’t sit right with him. He had an excellent and natural feel for any aircraft he flew and could sense exactly how they behaved. While jets were easy to handle in most conditions, flying too fast in heavy turbulence sometimes caused structural damage—something Ferenc sensed this aircraft already had.

Lightning flashed inside the dark, dense clouds. Ferenc checked his radars and flipped a few switches before descending into the summer storm to finish the test plan.

A familiar British voice sounded through the headphones of his flight helmet: “Stick to the perimeter, Jazz-Nine-Two. Bring her home.”

“Roger.” His voice had been called “folksy” on occasion; he’d sometimes been told it held an infectious calm.

But a frown soon made its way to his face. There it was again, that barely detectable oscillation through the frame despite the buffeting turbulence. The jet was built to withstand battle damage, but that wobble made the skin beneath his flight suit prickle. He’d need to record it in his report.

As he slowed to maneuvering speed, a bright light illuminated his surroundings. He flinched back as something slammed into the front of the jet, rolled up the nose from the momentum, and came to a stop at the canopy. Ferenc froze as he stared into an equally surprised pair of emerald eyes.

All the training in the world could never have prepared him for a moment like this. It wasn’t an everyday occurrence for people to fall from the sky, especially when the radars showed there was nothing around him for miles. Usually very level-headed, his brain simply couldn't compute the sight of this woman, soaked platinum-blonde hair whipping wildly about her, watching him with bulging eyes.

How she miraculously hadn’t splattered like a bug against a windshield was beyond him. His head tilted, his mouth opening—to say what, he had no idea—but a shift in the aircraft pulled his attention back to the larger issue at hand: while distracted by the sudden appearance of the woman, he’d forgotten what he was about to do and had lost control in the turbulence.

He’d have to worry about the woman later—if he didn’t regain control soon, they’d both be in trouble. He reasoned that if she hadn’t died on impact, she would manage a bit longer. Muscles tense, he slowed his speed as the jet jerked about, his skin going cold as the blood instantly drained from his face and body when the woman slipped from the aircraft.

As she fell, a large bolt of lightning struck down, briefly illuminating her form . . . and then she disappeared.

“Shit!”

“Jazz-Nine-Two? Report.”

His heart racing, Ferenc tried to chase what he had witnessed from his mind in favor of his current situation. A loud clatter helped hone his focus.

“Jazz?”

“Lost control in air pocket.” His undisturbed voice did not once betray the jackhammering of his heart or his concern with the loud rattling. “Maneuvering speed failing.”

“Copy, Jazz-Nine-Two. Climb and maintain one five thousand.”

Before he could reply, the aircraft gave a judder, and one of the tail stabilizers tore off, causing the jet to spin out of control through the air. Clenching his jaw, Ferenc pressed a few buttons and flipped some levers, but every time he attempted to slow down to regain control, the aircraft rolled. The only way to straighten it was by increasing his airspeed, which was what had gotten him into this predicament to begin with.

“Unable.”

Another flash of lightning evoked fresh images of the woman, and Ferenc desperately tried to blink them away, but quickly found himself drowning. For the first time in forever, he couldn’t think straight; he couldn’t focus in the most critical of moments.

“All right, Jazz-Nine-Two, amend altitude and report.”

“Unable, I’m in a spin.” Despite being thankful for the British woman pulling him back to reality, it didn’t matter what new direction she gave him; all chances of recovering and safely landing were no longer viable. He needed to eject. “Just lost a stabilizer. Bail out! Bail out! Bail out!”

Those last words tasted bitter. He was the best at what he did. He took on the dangerous jobs nobody else wanted for that exact reason. And never once had he needed to eject . . . until now.

He mentally ran through every item on his standard ejection checklist as he positioned his body in the seat—helmet against the headrest, feet in the stirrups, legs against the braces, and elbows inboard—before grabbing the handle above his head and yanking down the face curtain.

The canopy propelled away, and the downpour quickly soaked him as the seat thrust him out of the jet within half a second. The exertion of nearly three thousand pounds of force on his body was excruciating, and it knocked the wind out of him. Now he understood firsthand why pilots could only have three ejections in their entire career. Thankfully, it was over in the blink of an eye.

There was a split second of weightlessness—his favorite part of being in the sky—after the seat fell away before the butterflies fluttered and squirmed inside his stomach as he fell through the swirling clouds. Thunder angrily roared around him with a deafening pitch.

Ferenc tilted his head back to assess the situation and found some of the suspension lines from his harness caught up over the top of the chute from the chaos of the ejection.

Despite his clear mind, his heart still pounded, threatening to escape his chest. With a few deep, controlled breaths, he tugged on the lines to find the one that got snagged to yank it free. Unfortunately, it was impossible to figure out as pockets of the orange parachute sail billowed wildly, obstructing his view.

He reached for a small compartment in his flight suit and pulled out a hooked knife. With it gripped in his gloved hand, he brought it to the line he thought was problematic and cut it.

Nothing happened.

Before he tried another line, one of them snapped on its own from the force of the updrafts and downdrafts, then another. Ferenc’s stomach dropped, sudden dread rising as he began falling faster.

He was going to die.

The constant light show brought the blonde woman back to the front of his mind. He could still vividly picture the look of shock on her face.

A loud snap pulled him from the flashbacks as a third line broke. His breath caught in his throat as the parachute fully domed out, untangled, slowing his fall.

He broke through the storm clouds and quickly calculated his altitude before attempting to judge where he would touch down. Each potential landing zone within the large Floridian wildlife and conservation areas in his line of travel rapidly passed by. Because of the storm, he was moving horizontally much faster than vertically.

Not wanting to touch down in any body of water, he juggled with the parachute risers, preparing for his landing, and growled when a powerful gust of wind jerked him back.

One of the rigging lines snapped, and Ferenc braced for impact with the ground, but another stormy blow lifted him back up like a rag doll. With a little more string pulling, he finally landed, falling along one side of his body as they trained him to do, maximizing the number of impact surfaces.

A cry escaped him as sharp and sudden pain seared through his left shoulder upon contact before he tore across the ground, dragged by the wind through his still-billowing parachute. He reached for the harness to disconnect as swiftly as possible, but his left arm wouldn’t cooperate—the pain in his shoulder was so severe, he almost blacked out.

With the hooked knife still clutched in his other hand, he cut a few more lines, tumbling, rolling, and finally skidding to a halt. Ferenc lay there, tangled in the soaked parachute sail, dizzy and disoriented. The blade easily jabbed through the nylon as he thrust the knife upward and dragged it across the smooth material, peeling away the fabric and exposing himself to the torrential rain.

Another flash of lightning jerked his mind back to the woman while the present yanked him toward the paralyzing sensation threatening to overcome his body. His heartbeat thrashed through his ears louder than the thunder, and he wheezed against the suffocating tightness in his chest.

He discarded the knife in favor of tearing off his mask and helmet, and he gulped the air—almost choking on the downpour—before sitting upright. With his injured arm cradled against his body, his free hand grasped the side of his head. Suddenly hyperaware of the musty stench of worms and flooded dirt, he tried to regain control of the panic and hysteria that finally settled in after being level-headed for so long despite everything.

Ferenc was still alive; now it was only a matter of surviving until someone found and rescued him.
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Chapter 2 
Olivia
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Olivia didn’t know who she was looking for, but she was confident she’d found them.

Lightning exploded onto the stormy beach coast as she stumbled forward, her balance lost. She fell to her hands and knees with a wince.

A jet, of all possible things in the world, had run her over.

A jet.

In the sky.

“Get up, get up, get up . . .”

Her mind reeled, but she willed herself—with a mutter through gritted teeth—to stand back up. She had to make sure nobody had seen her.

With her fingers tightly curled in the wet gray sand, she gulped down the throbbing ache in her entire body before pushing herself back to her feet, struggling to stand straight on wobbly legs. She wiped her sand-caked hands over her soaked black leggings before pushing the bangs plastered against her forehead from her eyes. Relief washed over her as she exhaled; there were no onlookers or gawkers along the deserted beach.

A tingle buzzed through her fingers as she inhaled deeply, her eyes trailing to the faint glow of static electricity inside her hands. As she slowly breathed out, the current ran up her arms and throughout her body, stimulating her bruises and sore muscles, speeding up the recovery process.

The pain could’ve been much worse. Thankfully, she’d been controlling the air around herself enough to not get caught in the laminar flow and propelled over the aircraft after hitting the jet’s canopy.

As Olivia healed, all she could think of was the poor pilot who was definitely in the wrong place at the wrong time as far as she was concerned—yet, at the same time, exactly where they needed to be.

It was a strange thing, waking up one morning with the random thought of needing to find the elementals and their guardians. She’d dismissed it as fiction—a lingering dream—but as she’d gone about her day, the idea was no longer a suggestive whisper in her mind but a strong, evocative prodding beyond muscle and matter, reaching down to her spiritual core.

She hadn’t been able to see the pilot’s face behind their mask and visor, but the shift in the air—that split second before the storm’s power kicked in—indicated the pilot was in control of a lot more than just the aircraft.

The inexplicable gut sensation she’d been following across state lines—that tug like an invisible blip of her internal radar—grew fervid, and in that exact moment, she knew she’d finally found who she’d spent so long searching for . . . only to lose them again when she’d slipped and had been forced to summon the lightning once more.

The glow vanished once it reached her neck, her body instantly feeling better. A couple more sessions, and she’d be good as new.

Her gaze flicked skyward amid the downpour. How she was supposed to find the pilot again was beyond her. She didn’t know who they were, where they were headed, or where they were from. She’d been so close—the closest she’d been in weeks—to getting answers, only to have them slip from her grip in an instant.

Any attempt at locating the elementals and their guardians was like trying to find a needle in a haystack—after all, her search had started in sunny California, and the tug led her to Florida like a dandelion in the wind—but without ever knowing what type of needle she was looking for. In order to find the pilot again, she’d need to do some research.

She turned her attention toward the beach town nearby. It looked like she’d be staying a while.

The storm had passed by the time she walked up to the public library. Olivia cast furtive glances around the perimeter, her stomach in knots. Thankfully, nobody waited around outside.

She found an empty corner away from traffic and any potential onlookers. Her eyes fluttered closed as steam evaporated from her soaked clothing and hair until she was fully dry.

She loved that trick—heating the surrounding air. It came in handy, especially when lightning travel involved a lot more rain than she was used to. But she always had to be careful to not be seen; her abilities weren’t what one considered normal.

Hell, even she didn’t believe what she could do. Just like the ridiculousness of feeling the need to search for elementals and guardians, one day, she suddenly knew how to do things with air. At first, she’d ignored it. But just like that invisible lure prompting her search, her newfound abilities buzzed through her core, alerting her of their presence, and begged to be released. She didn’t know what awoke the abilities within from their dormant state, but they were raring and ready to go.

With one last hurried look around her, she entered the building.

A mixture of hushed voices, rustling paper, mouse clicks, and printers whirring greeted her, as well as the beaming smile of the man with deep-brown skin—sporting an impressive Lincoln beard—behind the desk. Olivia couldn’t help but smile back from the joy radiating off him as she pulled up to the counter.

“Hi, I’m from out of town and need to use a computer . . .”

“Of course!” he replied as he reached for the mouse. “Let’s get you set up with a visitor’s pass.”

Olivia pulled out her ID from a tiny pocket hidden against the waistband of her leggings and handed it to him. With everything sorted out, she made her way to one of the empty cubbies, sliding onto the plastic chair before starting her internet search.

One of her hands reached up to rub at the nape of her neck absentmindedly. There were over two hundred airports and fixed-base operators in Florida alone, which made finding one single person a pain in the neck—both literally and figuratively. Sure, it was easier than when she aimlessly roamed the whole of the continental United States, but Florida was still pretty big . . . if the jet even came from the state at all.

The pads of her fingers quietly tapped on the smooth surface of the desk as her thoughts traveled back to the aircraft. Jets were usually military, so maybe that would narrow it down.

Her search revealed a total of six Air Force bases in Florida, including one nearby. Perfect. She’d make that her starting point for snooping around and go from there. With a few clicks of the mouse, a map of the area appeared out of the humming printer next to the cubbies, which she grabbed and folded up before placing it in her tiny pocket.

The sky was clear, a beautiful shade of blue when Olivia stepped out of the library, but she thought she might drown from the humidity. She skirted along the brick building, flanked by a vast parking lot on three of its sides, and hoped the tiny spot barely shaded by trees between establishments would offer enough cover for nobody to see her—and more importantly, where nobody would notice her abilities. Lightning travel was going to be a little trickier now that people ventured out after the storm.

With a squint up at nothing in particular, she concentrated on creating condensation by cooling a tiny area of the sky to its dew point. If she could form even the smallest of clouds, she’d be able to summon the lightning.

Despite the number of times she’d done it, it still amazed her how she’d woken up one morning with the actual ability to perform something natural without objects—no jars, no ice cubes, no classroom. Her ability to control air unaided was something straight out of her favorite movies. It made no sense, but it worked. A lot of it had still required trial and error, but some results—like traveling via lightning—had been purely accidental . . . and convenient.

Soon, a thin fog produced before slowly growing thicker and darker. Olivia continued to focus on that spot, zeroing in on the imbalance between the cloud and the ground. She needed that electrical discharge—that spark.

And then it happened.

Satisfied with her attempt, her heart pounding against her rib cage from the effort, Olivia cast another furtive glance around for onlookers. A twinge of remorse built up inside her at the anticipated disturbance the next step would cause, but she couldn’t dwell on it. She needed to hurry.

With a deep inhale, she summoned a lightning bolt from her tiny cloud. With a deafening crack through the air, she disappeared.
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Chapter 3
Ferenc
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It hadn’t taken long for the authorities to arrive on the scene of his crash. As they’d loaded him into the ambulance, Ferenc learned a concerned citizen had reported the jet crash, and a good Samaritan called the police upon spotting his troubled descent.

He’d survived. It was more than he could say for the poor girl, however. He’d tried explaining it to the paramedics—and again to the investigating officers once at the hospital—but they’d all dismissed it as a panic-induced psychotic episode. Ferenc knew better, however.

At least . . . he hoped he did.

He staggered toward the front door, wincing at the effort of reaching for his pocketed keys with his good hand. Without the aid of the porch light, he struggled to find the correct one and tried a few before finally succeeding.

He groped for the light switch with one hand as he shut the door behind him with the other, and he gritted his teeth as his body threatened to give in before finding it. With a grimace, he leaned against the cool wall and shut his eyes, despite the repetitive images and sounds from his accident flooding his mind.

A whimper came from nearby, and his eyes shot open as his attention darted toward the outline of a beast in the darkness. He then released a heavy sigh.

“I’m sorry, Max.”

He hadn’t foreseen spending all afternoon and evening at the hospital, and he especially hadn’t expected his stay to creep into the night. During that time, feeding and letting the golden retriever out hadn’t even crossed his mind.

Another whine occurred, then a bark, which forced Ferenc to push his aching body away from the only thing holding him up. His legs trembled as he practically crawled up the stairs toward the kitchen and sliding door to let the dog out onto the deck and into the fenced-off backyard.

The overpowering and bitter scent of sterile antiseptic—omnipresent inside the hospital—lingered. Ferenc staggered out of the kitchen and into the small bathroom connected to his bedroom, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness.

He shuffled toward the sink, resting his good hand down on the marble countertop, and held himself as steady as his aching body would allow. He found the butterfly closure on the wound above his brow through the mirror. How he’d managed to cut his face while wearing a helmet and visor was beyond him, no matter how hard he tried to remember.

His attention trailed down to the black immobilizer and sling holding his left arm still. Unlike the gash on his forehead, he knew exactly how the clavicle fracture had happened. His body gave an uncomfortable twitch, and he shut his eyes against the flashback of landing on his shoulder. The doctors had prescribed him some painkillers and told him to do initial treatment with ice, but all Ferenc wanted was a hot shower.

The simple act of undressing left him as exhausted as if he’d worked out for an hour. The tempered glass rapidly fogged up as he allowed the water to rain over his head and frame, and he held himself up with his good arm as memories of lightning striking the woman flashed fresh in his mind. He couldn’t comprehend where she’d come from. It made no sense, and he hated that he couldn’t figure it out.

Easily the most traumatic experience he’d ever witnessed, and he didn’t even know if it had been real.

After his shower, he dragged his feet back to the sliding door to let Max in, then used the wall as leverage to descend the stairs to fill Max’s food and water dish. But rather than painstakingly climb the stairs once more to get to his bedroom, he instead shuffled his way to the living room, where he collapsed onto the couch, promptly falling asleep.

Plagued with vivid nightmares all night long, Ferenc awoke to bright sunlight flooding through the roof windows. The severe aching of his muscles and sharp, stabbing pain of his fracture alerted him to his painkillers having long since worn off.

Each movement produced a hiss from his lips as he pulled himself up from the woven throw atop the ivory-colored couch. The golden retriever paced by the sliding door, its nails clipping and clopping on the ceramic floor.

“I’m coming, Max.”

He stiffly climbed the stairs and entered his bedroom, slipping on nothing but a pair of blue jeans before shambling his way into the bright kitchen and past the prancing retriever toward the sliding door.

Max darted out into the backyard, and Ferenc stepped over to the freezer after sliding the door shut, grabbing the first cold object he saw: a bag of frozen peas. He gently placed it against his collarbone before heavily dropping into the nearest wooden chair. His eyes clamped shut, and his breath caught in his throat from the discomfort and sensitivity to the cold.

Now that he was awake, images from the previous day returned, weaving past the pain and inundating his mind. He sat slouched for a while, head against the slat backing of the chair, until a muffled trill came from somewhere in the house.

His eyes shot open, and he struggled to stand when he heard it a second time. He hobbled back to the bathroom, where he rummaged through the pile of discarded clothes by the shower for his cell phone and involuntarily groaned at the number before answering. He was in no mood for this inevitable argument.

“Hello . . .” His moan was as despairing and miserable as he felt.

“Ferenc!” He couldn’t tell if the woman’s voice on the other end contained shock, relief, anger, or a mixture of all three. “I just heard the news!”

“Oh?” He racked his brain. She couldn’t have possibly been talking about the events of the previous day; the military would’ve kept that information private.

“About the crash!”

His frown at her words only lasted a second, as it uncomfortably pulled at the bandage above his brow. Ferenc adjusted the peas against his shoulder, acutely aware of the frozen numbness. “Where did you hear about that?”

“It doesn’t matter where I heard it,” she dismissed. “It doesn’t change the fact that your recklessness finally caught up to—”

“What do you want, Amy?” he cut in. He didn’t get irritated often; maybe pain and lack of sleep were the reasons behind his sudden short temper. “I'm going to hang up if you just called to accuse me.”

His head began throbbing like he was being hit with a hammer. He bit back a cry of pain when he tried placing the phone between his shoulder and ear, out of habit, to dig for his pills. With a quick tap on the screen, he placed the phone on speaker and set it on the counter before rummaging for the pills again.

“I called to check up on you and remind you about court on Monday. You didn’t forget, did you?”

He couldn’t possibly forget. Since their split, she’d dragged him into the most ridiculous of claims, only possible from having been whispered to her by her lawyer. More often than not, he’d had to look up what he was being summoned for, and each summons was a stretch of the imagination by far.

“No,” he replied with a sigh. He turned on the bathroom faucet, filled the resin tumbler, and swallowed a large pill in one gulp. “I don’t understand; we were never married. I let you take whatever you wanted, and you took everything but the house and the dog. What do you want now? Child support for Max?”

“That’s not funny. We still have unresolved issues, and you know it. And don’t think a broken bone will get you out of it.”

Ferenc twitched. While not the type to evade his obligations, he just wished she’d tell him which issues were unresolved instead of constantly being surprised by the Moyon Firm’s logo in the mail each time he thought they were finished.

It was her laughter that’d initially drawn his attention to her a few years back. An amusing jingle of mirth and merriment that’d broken his train of thoughts as he strolled along the beach one evening. He’d wagered a curious peek and found her with her head tossed back at something someone from her group had said. It was such an addictive laugh that he’d found himself smiling even long after he’d passed them along the shore.

As the last rays had given way below the horizon, that laughter had continuously chimed through him as he’d returned to make his way back home. Even as her lively “Oh no!” interrupted that laughter as she’d chased a runaway volleyball before it got as far as the shore.

He’d pinned the ball beneath his foot when it had rolled his way, and he’d picked it up by the time she’d reached him, her deep-brown curls threatening to escape the bun atop her head. His heart fluttered at the grateful smile that’d graced her lips as he handed her the ball, and she brushed the loose curls away from her eyes before accepting it back.

Their fingers had barely touched, but that spark that’d buzzed through his hand was enough to let him know that he’d formed an instant crush on her as if he were a teenager again, and she’d told him she’d felt the same way when they’d finally hooked up a few months later.

She’d never been so rude and cold when they were together, or even after they’d originally split. It wasn’t until the last few months that she’d really gotten mean about it. He couldn’t figure out what’d caused such a change.

“Goodbye, Amy. I’ll see you on Monday.”

“Don’t you hang up on me!” she yelled, before Ferenc pressed the red button. Silence followed.

He scanned his reflection in the mirror, trailing over the numerous blue-and-purple bruises forming over his body. He removed the peas and inspected his swollen fracture closer when a bark came from the other side of the glass panel. Before he could react further, his phone rang again. Ferenc tossed the bag of peas into the bathroom sink and snatched the phone from the counter, answering it while peeking past the bathroom door frame.

“I said goodbye . . .” His voice wavered from the shooting pain as he lifted a finger to show Max that he’d be a minute—not that the retriever actually understood.

“Goodbye is usually something you say when a conversation is finished, is it not? I don’t recall us even starting one yet.”

The woman’s British accent on the other end of the line caught him off guard, and he pulled the cell away from his ear to look at the caller ID. It was a restricted number.

“Mister Janos? Are you there?”

He brought the device back to his ear. “Yes, sorry. Good morning, Tech Sergeant.”

“I’m calling to check up on you.”

“Battered and bruised with a fractured collarbone,” he admitted. The pain intensified long enough to matter, and he winced. “How much do I owe you for the damage?”

“Nothing at all. We retrieved your notes about the issues. They were present long before the storm, therefore no fault of the pilot.”

“Good to know.”

“You’re alive, and that’s all that matters.”

“Yeah . . .” he mused out loud as another unwanted flash appeared at the forefront of his mind.

He was alive. Not everyone had fared so well.

“Are you well, Mister Janos? Do you need me to call an ambulance for you?”

“No.” He inhaled and exhaled deeply before continuing, “No, I’m good. Thank you.”

“If there’s anything I can do, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

The wheels in his head turned, recalling his conversation with Amy just moments prior. “Hey, yeah,” Ferenc started, licking his dried lips, trying to figure out the best way to ask without delving into what wasn’t part of his contract—or what wasn’t his business. “I was just wondering: what’s your process of report? Would the accident warrant going public?”

There was a pause on the other end before she finally replied. “Our process is . . . complicated, but no, this wouldn’t warrant us going public. Do you have cause for us to?”

It was curious how the military hadn’t gone public with the accident, yet Amy had somehow found out.

“No, I was just wondering if I should expect a call from my insurance agent or not,” he lied.

“Have your agent call us if there is a problem.”

“I will.”

“Please rest and recuperate well, Mister Janos.”

“Thank you.”

He hung up without saying goodbye, rummaging through his memories of Amy’s friends or colleagues that might’ve been military or married to someone who was, when another bark startled him. He returned to the glass door and opened it.

“Sorry, Max.”

After giving Max food and water, he wrestled with donning the rest of his clothes, then adjusted his stabilizer and sling. With the peas back in the freezer, he grabbed his necessities from the same pile of discarded clothes in the bathroom and slipped them into his pockets. Ferenc made his way to the front door, slid on his penny loafers, and exited the house. He desperately needed open air to clear his mind.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
Ferenc
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Everything was hot, humid, and bright under the Florida sun; the previous day’s storm was a distant memory to all but Ferenc.

He ambled down the street, desperately wishing for his painkiller to kick in a little quicker as he forced himself to focus on the taste of salt in the air, the ashy smell of the hot pavement, and the chugging of car engines and their squealing brakes. Everything and anything but the lightning, the accident, or the throbbing and stiffness of his body.

His free hand reached into his breast pocket, retrieving his lighter and slim case of cigarettes. He plucked one and placed it to his lips, tucking the rest of them in the fold of his sling so that he could light the one he pulled out. He took a few puffs, then a long, well-deserved drag before shoving both items back into his pocket.

It took longer than usual, but he eventually arrived at a small tan-colored building on the corner of the two busiest streets in the city. The Little Cottage Café, a quaint little diner, lived up to its name on the inside, with its wood-planked walls, rustic decor, and patrons that all seemed well acquainted with one another.

As much as he appreciated the cozy interior, Ferenc preferred to sit beneath the striped awning outside on the terrace where he enjoyed sipping coffee, eating cheesecake—though their scones were to die for—and being the first to fill out the crossword puzzle in the diner’s only copy of the local newspaper.

A bell chimed above his head as he opened the door, and the overpowering fragrances of brewed coffee, fried bacon, and grilled onions immediately fought for his attention. Some weekend regulars turned and waved, their eyes bulging and darting to his sling, while the curious beachy tourists failed at pretending to avert their gaze.

Danny gave a nod and a sympathetic smile before whipping his head back to get his wispy black bangs out of his eyes. “Hey, Ferenc. You all right?” he greeted as he adjusted his sleek-framed glasses.

Betty peeked through the pass, her short gray curls smashed beneath a thick black hairnet. Her smile, both warm and motherly, quickly vanished. “Ferenc?! Oh, dear, just look at you!” Her portly form waddled out to meet him, drawing even more inquisitive glances from the patrons. “What happened?”

“Just a minor accident,” Ferenc admitted. “I’m fine.”

“That doesn’t look very minor to me!” She inspected his sling and brace, then the cut on his brow.

“He said he was fine, Betty,” grumbled Wilfred as he followed, metal griddle spatula in his thin hand.

“But just look at him, Wilfred!”

“He’s fine,” Wilfred grumbled, rubbing his balding head as he returned to the kitchen. “Right?” He double-checked by looking over his shoulder, his gray eyebrows high upon his wrinkled forehead.

“I’m fine.” Ferenc chuckled, but the slight wince that occurred afterward didn’t seem to convince Betty.

“Oh, you poor, poor dear.” She gently ushered him to the side door. “Come, let’s set you up outside. Danny, have Daisy bring his usual.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the scrawny man behind the counter replied.

Ferenc followed Betty out the door. The terrace was just as hopping on the weekend as the inside of the diner. In the awning's shade, a single varnished wooden table stood free of patrons but filled with dirty dishes. Betty grabbed a few of them, apologizing as he sat in the rickety matching chair, but he politely waved her off with his free hand. There was no need to apologize for a business being busy.

“Lexi!” she called.

“Already on it,” came a sultry voice.

While Betty walked away with some dishes, Lexi approached from another table while pushing a cart filled with neatly stacked tableware, a striped hand towel draped over her shoulder.

“Hey, handsome.”

“Hi, beautiful.”

Long, thick eyelashes batted around her smoky makeup as she feigned a blush before her coy ruby-red smile shifted. Bottom lip protruding, she now wore an exaggerated pout. “What happened?”

She grabbed a damp rag from her cart and suggestively leaned forward as she wiped down Ferenc’s table, her long dark waves cascading over her other shoulder despite being tied up. Though they’d always flirted—she was gorgeous—it’d never been serious. He wasn’t the type to so outwardly and blatantly show he was interested, and she’d divulged being too focused on her studies of becoming a psychiatrist to have any time for anyone. He respected that.

“Broken collarbone,” he explained.

“Oh, Ferenc, I’m so sorry!” She edged closer to him as she grabbed the hand towel from her shoulder, drying the freshly cleaned table. “I can’t possibly imagine what you went through!”

“All part of the job,” he replied, his gaze trailing a black curl of hair down past the shoulder of her white blouse to the unfastened top button and soft-looking skin peeking past.

He imagined the curvy mounds liberated from their confines, and he welcomed the distraction from everything that’d been occupying his mind since his eyes met a pair of green ones thousands of feet in the sky. But his thoughts quickly dissipated with the clearing of a throat behind him. Lexi stood straight, rolling her eyes with a clearly irritated sigh.

“Give the man some breathing room. Jesus,” came Daisy’s exasperated tone as she placed a slice of cheesecake drizzled in strawberry syrup in front of him.

“I was cleaning his table,” Lexi said innocently before giving Ferenc a sultry smile. “All clean. See you later, handsome.” She cast a quick glare in Daisy’s direction before spinning around and walking off with her cart of jingling dishes, her backside swaying.

“Why do you let her get away with doing that?” Daisy set down his plain cup of black coffee.

Ferenc pulled his gaze away from Lexi to the brunette and smirked. “Doing what?”

She sternly narrowed her eyes as she shoved the daily newspaper in front of his face, and Ferenc lightly chuckled in response.

“Thank you,” he said, taking the paper.

“So. Broken collarbone, huh? Did you try to stop Max from chasing a squirrel or something?”

He purposely ignored her question, the smirk still playing on his lips. “Isn’t it your break time?”

“Fuck, yes.”

She heaved a sigh of relief before diving into the breast pocket of Ferenc’s shirt, where she retrieved the lighter and slim silver case, stealing a cigarette from it. With an amused smile, he picked up the fork and cut into the moist cake.

“You know I’m keeping track, right? I’m going to start charging tax,” he said before taking a bite.

“Put it on my tab,” she replied, setting the case and lighter on the table before taking a seat across from him.

Ferenc’s shoulders shook as he suppressed his laughter through his bite before swallowing. He then unfolded the newspaper, flipped through to the crossword puzzle—then paused, surprise coursing through him. Not only had someone gotten to the crossword puzzle before him, but their messy handwriting was like two chickens fighting over their own chicken scratch, almost as if a child had filled it out.

When he looked up to ask Daisy, he caught a glimpse of familiar platinum-blonde hair out of the corner of his eye. His attention darted toward a figure striding along on the other side of the street, and he blinked. Was that . . .?

“Ferenc?” Daisy asked.

He released a shaken breath as the memory of the woman flashed to the forefront of his mind.

No. She hadn’t survived. It wasn’t possible. There was no way.

He continued to gawk at the pedestrian, panic bubbling inside of him as each car going down the busy street temporarily hid her from view. He had to be imagining her.

But when the vehicles passed and she was still there, walking down the street, that theory held up less and less.

The table before him jerked as he went to jump up, the coffee inside the cream-colored cup spilling over from the force. Daisy yelped, startled, as he hunched forward, muttering a few colorful curse words before he fell back into the chair, gripping his knee.

Daisy grabbed napkins from the navy-blue apron about her waist, quickly cleaning the spill. “Ferenc? What’s going on?”

He looked back across the road, but whatever—or whoever—he saw was now gone.

No.

No, no, no.

His eyes darted from one end of the street to the next, past tourists and shoppers already weighed down by bags filled with merchandise before noon. When he caught sight of her hair again, he fumbled to his feet and fished for his wallet in his back pocket, blindly pulling out some money while keeping his eyes on the blonde woman, who then turned down a side street. An
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