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      A sheet of rain pelted Elmer Sullivan’s windshield as he passed a closed citrus stand. A homemade sign advertised it as “The Sunshine State’s Best Oranges.”

      “Sunshine State my ass,” Sullivan muttered. He had been here for two days, and he’d seen nothing but gray skies. Though of course, that was the whole point. Late May into June was when Florida’s thunderstorm season began, and Sullivan was here for it. If only this damn rain would let up, maybe he wouldn’t be late for his new job.

      He turned up his music and felt the familiar jonesing for a smoke. He reached into the center console for his pack of Marlboro, found nothing, and remembered he smoked the last one yesterday. Fortunately, he had his emergency pack in the glove compartment.

      Sullivan kept his eyes on the road as he fished around for the cigarettes. He grabbed the open pack and shook one out with his right hand with his left hand on the wheel. Once the cigarette was in his mouth, he felt around for his lighter in the cup holder. It was somewhere around here. Finally, he found it, and just as he was prepared to light up, a red Honda sedan pulled out in front of him.

      Cigarette forgotten, Sullivan slammed on the brakes. He couldn’t stop in time, and the front of the Honda collided with the passenger side of his Jeep Cherokee.

      Well, fuck. This day was off to a fantastic start.

      Sullivan eased his vehicle to the side of the road. Through the blur of rain, he tried to see how much damage the other car sustained, but he couldn’t quite get a good view. Groaning, he pulled the hood of his raincoat over his head and stepped outside to survey the damage.

      With his shoes splashing into several puddles on the grass, Sullivan walked around his vehicle. The impact of the collision had left a dent on the passenger door and a decent scrape in the paint. Sullivan knew little about car values, but his Cherokee had plenty of miles on it. He’d spent the past decade chasing tornadoes all over the central Plains, and it had been along for every ride. Even if the damage didn’t look all that bad, this accident was likely to total it. Shit.

      He turned his attention to the Honda, which had more substantial damage. The hood was crumpled, and the bumper had been torn off. It was definitely totaled, and certainly not driveable.

      Standing in front of the vehicle was a woman in a red poncho. He knew it was a woman because her hood had fallen off, and the rain had soaked her long, dark hair. But at the moment, she seemed more upset about her car than her hair. She waved her fists in the air and literally stomped her foot as a string of angry Spanish curse words flew out of her mouth. Sullivan stifled a laugh. He was known to lose his temper, but he’d never seen a grown woman stomp before. She must not be hurt if she could move like that.

      “Well, better get this over with,” he said to himself, then slowly walked over to her. His introverted nature made talking to people difficult. Unfortunately, a conversation couldn’t be avoided. At least she was attractive, so it wouldn’t be all bad.

      The woman glanced his way as Sullivan moved closer. Her eyes were dark, and she looked mad enough to hit someone. Sullivan racked his brain to remember his high school Spanish class. “Uh, habla inglés?”

      “Yes,” she said, a little short.

      “Okay, I wasn’t sure.” He didn’t know much Spanish, but he knew all the curse words, and she had spoken almost all of them. He looked at her vehicle. “You won’t be able to drive that.”

      “I’m aware. I’ll get it towed to my brother-in-law’s body shop.”

      Like a faucet turning off, the rain stopped, and the woman looked up at the sky. “Now the rain stops.”

      Sullivan took the hood off his head, as it was harder to see with it on, then reached for her fallen bumper. “I’ll move this out of the road for you.”

      “Gracias.”

      Sullivan liked the way her voice had a lilt to it, but he couldn't think about a pretty woman right now. He had a busy day, and a car accident was not in his plan. He placed the damaged bumper onto the shoulder. “Look, I have somewhere I have to be. You want to just exchange information? I don’t see any reason to call the cops.”

      The woman nodded. “Agreed. Who do you have insurance with?”

      “The one with the lizard commercials.”

      “Okay, let me snap a photo of your insurance card, and I’ll call Geico and file a claim for you.”

      Something about what she said didn’t make sense. “Wait a minute. Did you say you’ll call my insurance company?”

      “Yes.”

      Sullivan chuckled, though not that he found anything funny. Was she serious? “Lady, I’m afraid you have that backwards. Unless you also have a policy with Geico, you need to call your insurance company. You were the one at fault.”

      Her eyes widened. “You think this accident was my fault?”

      “I was just going along my merry way until you pulled out in front of me,” Sullivan said in an irritated tone.

      “No, you were speeding! This road here has a limit of thirty-five, and you had to be going at least forty-five, way too fast for the rainy conditions.”

      Sullivan pointed to the stop sign. “You see that sign over there? That means you’re supposed to yield.”

      “How could I see you when you were driving without your lights on? You’re supposed to have those on when it’s raining. Florida law.”

      “Did you even look both ways when you were turning?”

      “Of course, and you wouldn’t have hit me had you been going slower.” She glared at him.

      Sullivan reached for the phone in his pocket. He should have known she’d be argumentative. She had been yelling at her wrecked car. “Well, I guess we’re at an impasse. I’ll call the police after all. We’ll let them sort this out.”

      “Yes, you do that. And tell them how fast you were going!”

      Sullivan muttered a curse as he walked back to his damaged Jeep. He was definitely going to be late now. At least Professor Torres was cool. He’d understand. Sullivan would be sure to text him after he called the cops.

      When he got off the phone with the 911 operator, he watched the woman from his mirror. Her rear end stuck out as she bent down to examine the damage. Sullivan cursed himself for checking out her ass.

      A light rain started again, and the woman got back into her vehicle. Sullivan reached for his cigarette. Might as well get in his smoke while he waited for the cops.
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        * * *

      

      Isabel Torres Fuentes balled up the citation in her hand. The cop found her at fault for failure to yield, even though that jerk had clearly been speeding and driving without his headlights on. Now, she had a wrecked car, and her insurance was sure to go up. When it rained, it poured. Isabel hit the steering wheel with the flat of her palm, then regretted losing her temper. All that accomplished was making her hand hurt.

      A car engine roared to life, and the dark-haired guy in the Jeep took off. Isabel glared in his direction. If they had met under friendlier terms, she would have struck up a conversation about the weather gadgets attached to his roof. He had Kansas plates, so she guessed he was one of those storm chasers. But what was he doing here in Florida?

      Shit. Did he know her tío? If he had anything to do with the meteorology department at the university, she’d run into him again. She really hoped he wasn’t Tío Fernando’s former student who was starting today. No, he couldn’t be. Isabel was pretty sure that guy was from Texas.

      Isabel uncrumpled the paperwork the officer gave her. In addition to the citation was a driver exchange form, which she would need for her insurance claim. His name was Elmer Sullivan, and Isabel smiled. Elmer? What kind of old-fashioned name was that? He should be called Mr. Grumpy Ass. He looked like he never smiled.

      A horn beeped. Isabel glanced in her rearview mirror and saw her mother’s white Toyota. She gathered her purse, along with her soaked poncho, and got out.

      The back door of the sedan opened, and her six-year-old son Miguel ran out. “¡Mamá! Your car!” His small hand ran across the crushed exterior.

      “I know, nene, it looks bad.”

      “¡Mija! Thank God you’re not hurt!” Carlita, her mother, hurried over to her. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      She had a feeling her neck would bother her later, but there was no need to worry her mother over that. “I’m fine. It’s my car that’s in bad shape. I’ve already got Ricardo’s tow truck guy on the way.”

      “Tío Ricardo can fix it!” Miguel said.

      Isabel eyed the bumper on the ground. The car was old, and she was almost certain it was totaled. And just when she finally paid the damn loan off. “I’m not sure it can be fixed, nene. I’ll probably need a new one.”

      “You can borrow my car, mija,” Carlita said. “I don’t need it today.”

      “Gracias, Mamá.” Isabel looked at her watch. “I was supposed to be at work forty-five minutes ago, but this tow truck is taking forever.”

      “Fernando won’t mind if you’re late,” Carlita said.

      “I know. I already texted him, and he said to take my time. But his former student is coming on board for the lightning video project. I should be there.”

      Carlita frowned. “You’re going to get struck by lightning if you’re not careful, mija. I really wish you could find a less dangerous line of work. Why can’t you see if another news station is hiring?”

      “Mamá, don’t worry. The cameras are inside the truck. I’ll be fine.”

      “I know you, Isabel. You’re just like your father, always taking unnecessary risks. You be careful if you get out of that vehicle. No picture or video of a lightning strike is worth your life. I’m glad this job of yours is only for three months.”

      “I’ll be careful, Mamá,” Isabel said.

      The tow truck finally arrived, and after her beat up Honda was hauled away, Isabel went back to the house to drop off her mother and Miguel. They lived on the same property, though Isabel and Miguel stayed in the detached garage apartment. Her mother only charged her half the rent of a regular apartment in town, and she was nearby to take care of Miguel when she was at work.

      Miguel came to the driver’s side window. “When will you be home, Mamá?”

      “I’ll try to be back before dark. Be good, and let Abuela give you your insulin injection, okay? No arguments.”

      “Sí, Mamá.”

      “Please be safe, mija,” Carlita said.

      “I’ll drive more carefully this time. At least it’s not pouring rain right now.” Though hopefully, the rain would pick back up later. She needed a good thunderstorm to lift her mood and get this day back on track.
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        * * *

      

      Sullivan’s wrecked Jeep rolled into the parking lot. His GPS told him he was at the right place. Professor Torres said it would be a nondescript office building next to a field with a tall tower. This was it.

      Inside, there was no one at the front desk. Sullivan peered down the hall and saw a room with the door open. “Professor Torres? Are you back there?”

      A man with graying hair emerged from the office. “Sullivan, you made it. Have a hard time finding the place?”

      “No, but I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. You can’t help that you were in an accident. Must be the morning for that. My niece had a wreck with someone too. That rain caused a lot of headaches. Well, are you ready to see the LIV?”

      “Hell yes.”

      Torres grabbed a key from the wall hook and headed to the door.

      At the edge of the parking lot sat a white box truck. Sullivan had seen it when he pulled in, but hadn’t realized this was the LIV. He’d been used to his buddy Ryder’s tornado chasing vehicle, so the ordinary truck seemed like a letdown.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Torres said. “It doesn’t look like much from the outside. The inside is where it stands out.”

      Torres unlatched the rear door and lifted it up. “Here she is. The Lightning Intercept Vehicle.”

      Sullivan heaved himself up to get a closer look inside. There were computer monitors, a spider’s nest of cords, and camera equipment everywhere. Above his head, the truck had been outfitted with a dome skylight. Sullivan spotted a camera mounted in the middle of it.

      “This the camera?” Sullivan asked.

      “Yep, that’s her,” Torres replied. “High-speed, high-resolution. Expensive as hell. It rotates 360 degrees. You don’t even have to leave the comfort of the truck to use it.”

      Torres indicated the front, where a section of the truck had been removed so that the operator could literally walk from the driver’s seat to the computer.

      “There’s a few more cameras mounted to the dash,” Torres continued, “but this is the main one. You can see what the camera sees from the monitors.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Torres gave Sullivan a crash course at how to use the camera equipment. The goal was to get lightning on video so it could be played back in slow motion to study it.

      “You did a hell of a job with the LIV,” Sullivan said.

      “Oh, it wasn’t just me. An entire group of people at the university got this project off the ground. I’m glad you wanted to be a part of this.”

      Sullivan sat in the driver’s seat with the door open as he got a feel for it. “When you offered, I couldn’t say no. Hours out in the field chasing thunderstorms. Who could refuse that?”

      “If you’d like to take the LIV out for a test drive before the afternoon storms fire up, feel free. Isabel is used to driving it already. One of you can drive while the other monitors the radar.”

      Sullivan’s eyebrow twitched. “I thought I’d be working alone.”

      “No, my niece will join you. I didn’t tell you that? Chasing storms is a lot easier with two sets of eyes. She’s a hell of a meteorologist. In fact, I think that's her now.”

      A white Toyota pulled into a nearby parking space. Sullivan looked at the driver and recognized the dark-haired woman.

      The woman he’d had an accident with just an hour ago.

      Well, fuck.
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      It was bad enough that he’d have a partner, but did it have to be her? He’d seen her name on the driver exchange form, but didn’t give a second thought to the fact that her surname was Torres. He figured that was a common name around here. But of course, she had to be related to the professor.

      She emerged from the car and shielded her eyes from the sun. Now that the rain had stopped, the humidity was so thick it felt hard to breathe. Yes, it had to be the humidity. It wasn’t that she was so attractive that she took his breath away. Without that red poncho, he could see the curves of her hips and the fullness of her chest. Why did she have to look like that?

      Torres waved her over. “Isabel, come meet Sullivan. I was just showing him the LIV.”

      Sullivan put his lusty thoughts aside and remembered he was annoyed. Here he was, thinking that he’d be out on the road by himself, but he’d been wrong. She was going to ruin his solitude by tagging along. He hopped down from the truck and headed over to where Isabel stood. “You,” he said, his eyes locking with hers.

      “And you,” she said, her tone accusatory.

      Torres looked from Isabel to Sullivan. “You two already met?”

      Isabel glared at Sullivan. “Sí, Tío. He’s the guy who was speeding and hit my car.”

      “Because you failed to yield,” Sullivan said, shooting eye daggers right back at her. “That’s what the officer cited you for.”

      “But you were going too fast and didn’t have your lights on!”

      “Doesn’t matter. You were the one with the stop sign.”

      Torres stepped in between them. “Whoa, okay, let’s calm down. Look, it was an accident. They happen. But we’ve got a job to do. Let’s put aside this hostility, because you two will have to work together. Can you both do that?”

      His tone reminded Sullivan of a father gently scolding his children, though not that Sullivan would know what that was like. The only father figure he had growing up was Dick. Dick wouldn’t have had a talk with him like some television dad. Dick would have beaten him with his fist.

      “Sí, Tío,” Isabel said.

      Torres looked at him. “Sullivan?”

      Sullivan nodded. “Right, we got a job to do.”

      The frown faded from Torres’s face. “Excelente. Now, let’s show Sullivan the rest of the facility.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabel felt a headache coming on as she followed Tío Fernando and Mr. Grumpy Ass inside. This day was going from bad to worse. She already didn’t like the guy, and now she had to work with him for three months.

      Three long months.

      Despite her annoyance with her new coworker, she had no plans to quit. Tío Fernando had given her this opportunity when she had to leave her job at the station, and she needed the money. She’d just have to try to get along with him.

      “Can I see some footage from the LIV’s cameras?” Sullivan asked.

      “Of course. It’s on my laptop. I’ll be right back.”

      Fernando disappeared down the hallway, leaving Isabel alone with Sullivan.

      “Did you call your insurance company yet?” Sullivan asked.

      His tone suggested he’d be pissed if she hadn’t. Isabel was in no mood for it. “Of course. They’ll be in touch, so keep your pants on. I can’t believe you’re Tío Fernando’s favorite student. You must be really good at what you do, because otherwise, you’re not a very likable person.”

      “I thought I was going to be working alone. I didn’t know Torres was going to let his niece tag along.”

      “I’m not tagging along. I’m here to do a job, same as you.”

      “I just don’t think it requires two people to take a video.”

      Isabel got into his face, determined to not let him belittle her purpose here. “If that’s how you really feel, there’s the door.” She pointed behind her and hoped he would walk. There was a hint of cigarette smoke on his clothes, and she was already tired of smelling it. Yet another thing to not like about him.

      To Isabel’s relief, Fernando came back into the room. “Okay, I’ve got the footage cued up.”

      He placed his laptop on the counter and played the video Isabel had taken two nights ago. She’d driven an hour away just to get it, but it had been a beautiful storm with frequent cloud to ground lightning. The clip showed a lightning stroke in slow motion.

      “Look at that return stroke,” Fernando said.

      Sullivan replayed the clip. “That’s amazing. You take that?”

      “No, that was all Isabel.” Fernando placed his arm around her shoulder. “Isabel is a great photographer. She gets that from her father.”

      Sullivan looked at Isabel with his resting grump face. He almost looked disappointed.

      Fernando pulled up the weather site on his computer. “We should check out the forecast for today.”

      “Already did,” Isabel said. “Some thunderstorms will develop near Ocala today.”

      “Great. After lunch, you two can hit the road. Well, Sully, how about that grand tour now? I could show you the tower.”

      “Lead the way,” Sullivan said, following him out the back door.

      Isabel opted not to join them. She didn’t need to spend any more time with Mr. Grumpy. And to think at first, she thought he might be a nice guy. He did move her bumper out of the road, but then got an attitude when she suggested the accident was his fault. She didn’t care what the officer said. Maybe she had failed to yield, but he was still partially at fault.

      Isabel looked up from her phone when Fernando came back, and was relieved Sullivan wasn’t with him. “Where’s Mr. Grumpy?”

      “Isabel,” Fernando warned.

      She sighed. “I’m sorry, Tío, but why did you choose him? You have hundreds of former students you could have picked.”

      Fernando walked to the window and stared out into the parking lot. “Because, princesa, he's one of the best damn students I’ve ever had. And I knew no one else, except maybe you, appreciated a good lightning storm like I do.”

      Isabel followed Fernando’s gaze out the window. Sullivan stood in the parking lot puffing away on a cigarette. She narrowed her eyes as he exhaled a cloud of smoke.

      “Just try to get along with him, okay? You got off to a rocky start, but he’s a good meteorologist. And more importantly, I trust him to be alone with you. Unlike that Mateo guy. You’ll be safe with him, princesa.”

      Her uncle smiled at her, and she smiled back, touched that he had taken that into consideration. “Thank you, Tío.” She wasn’t looking forward to working with this guy, but hell, she’d take him over Mateo any day.

      Fernando reached for his laptop. “I wish I could be out there in the LIV with you, but I’ve got too much work with these summer courses. Not to mention I still need to get ready for next semester.”

      “You should retire. You work too hard.”

      “Why? I love what I do.”

      “I know, but if you leave your teaching position, maybe I could take your place.”

      Fernando laughed. “You’d be wonderful at it, princesa.”

      The door opened and Sullivan came back in. He brought with him the stench of cigarettes, and Isabel tried not to gag.

      Sullivan caught her staring at him. “What?”

      “Haven’t you heard that smoking kills you?”

      He just grunted, then headed for the break room.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, Sullivan headed outside for another smoke. There wasn’t much to do until the storms fired up. The tour Torres gave him of the lightning research facility was mildly entertaining. He was intrigued by the tower in which Torres ran lightning experiments, but today wasn’t the best day for that. Another time, for sure.

      About midway through his cigarette, his phone rang. Sullivan groaned as he dug his cell out of his pocket. He hated talking to anyone on the phone, but he supposed he’d make an exception for the one friend he had.

      “How’s the Sunshine State?” Ryder asked when Sullivan answered.

      “The humidity is already pissing me off.” Sullivan took a drag of his cigarette.

      “I told you it would! I can’t believe you took a job in Florida. And right at the height of tornado season. What are you going to chase in Florida?”

      “Florida has tornadoes.”

      “Sure, those weak little waterspouts that come on shore, huh?”

      Sullivan knew Ryder was just ribbing him, but it pissed him off all the same. He knew how to get him to shut up. “I saw you missed that EF3 outside of Tulsa over the weekend. That was practically in your backyard.”

      Ryder sighed on the other end. “Yeah. I’m still pissed about that. I thought the storm in Texas would be better. Kit tried to tell me, but I wouldn’t listen.”

      Sullivan shook the ash off his cigarette. “How is Kit? Must be tiring for her to deal with both you and a baby. And she still has time to publish a paper on the fluctuating velocity of a tornado.”

      “I don’t know how she does it, Sully. I told you she was a better meteorologist than me.”

      “She kicks your ass every time.” Sullivan cracked a smile and took another drag.

      “Are you smoking?” Ryder asked.

      “Don’t give me another lecture about quitting, not unless you’re ready to give up beef jerky and Mountain Dew. Those are bad for you too.”

      “Fine. So, tell me about the job. You ride around in that lightning vehicle yet? What does Professor Torres call it?”

      Sullivan glanced at the vehicle in question and shook the ashes from his cigarette. “The LIV—Lightning Intercept Vehicle. And no, we haven’t gone out yet. Waiting for the storms to fire up.” Sullivan took a final puff of his cigarette.

      “Wait a sec—we? Is Torres going with you? I thought you said you’d be on the road by yourself.”

      Sullivan tossed the cigarette on the pavement and snuffed it out with his shoe. “Yeah, I thought so too, but Torres insisted his niece ride with me.”

      “Niece, huh?” Ryder said, his voice indicating he was intrigued by this development. “Is she attractive?”

      She was gorgeous. If he’d met her under any other circumstance, he’d like to take her to bed. But Isabel was feisty, and it was obvious they wouldn’t get along.

      “Well?” Ryder asked when Sullivan didn’t respond.

      “She’s Torres’s niece.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Sullivan sighed. “Yes, she’s attractive.”

      “Oh, so you have to be on the road for hours with a pretty woman. That must be such a hardship for you.”

      “We already don’t get along.”

      “You don’t get along with anyone.”

      Sullivan just grunted.

      Isabel stepped outside and headed for the LIV. “Are you coming, or are you going to talk on the phone all day?”

      “Sully?”

      Distracted by Isabel, Sullivan realized he didn’t hear Ryder’s question. “Sorry, I got to go. Time for us to hit the road. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “All right. Enjoy those waterspouts!” Ryder laughed before ending the call.

      Isabel was already climbing into the driver's seat. No way in hell was he letting her drive. He knew from experience that she caused accidents.

      “I’ll drive,” he said, staring her down.

      Isabel didn’t move. “Oh, hell no. I’m driving. You go too fast.”

      “You don’t pay attention and pull out in front of people,” he snapped.

      “I’ve been driving the LIV for weeks. I know what I’m doing.”

      Sullivan dug a quarter out of his pocket. “Let’s flip for it.”

      “Fine. I call heads.”

      Sullivan tossed the quarter in the air, grabbed it, and placed it on the back of his hand. He grinned. “It’s tails. I’m driving.”

      Isabel glared at him, but she moved out of the seat. Sullivan took his place behind the wheel and buckled up. It was going to be a wild ride.
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        * * *

      

      For the first twenty minutes, the drive was silent, save for Sullivan’s irritating country music, which Isabel had told him to turn down twice already. It made her head pound.

      When Tío Fernando joined her, the drive was enjoyable. They’d listen to the Spanish music station, and he’d entertain her with stories of her father when they were kids. The present company, however, was anything but pleasant. He never smiled and didn’t talk much, preferring to answer her questions in grunts and facial expressions.

      She stared out the window and let her mind wander. She hadn’t given a thought to dinner tonight, and Miguel’s insulin was running low. She’d have to make a pharmacy run soon. She tried to get her mind off her troubles and focus on the fun stuff, like the dark clouds that were developing. It definitely looked like it would be a lightning producer.

      A flickering sound pulled her out of her thoughts. She snapped her head around to see Sullivan lighting up a cigarette.

      “Hey! You can’t smoke in the LIV!”

      He took a puff and blew the smoke out the window, but Isabel caught a whiff of it anyway. “Put that out!”

      He muttered a curse and tossed it out the window.

      “You know, most people would have the courtesy to ask if they could smoke before lighting up.”

      “I didn’t even realize I was doing it.”

      The smell of nicotine still lingered, and Isabel turned the air conditioner on full blast to get some air circulating. “You should have realized you can’t smoke inside here. This isn’t your own personal vehicle. It belongs to the university. Do you know how expensive all this equipment is?”

      “I got the message. Loud and clear. Don’t make such a big fucking deal about it. I just did that out of habit, okay?”

      “A filthy habit,” Isabel muttered.

      “I guess Little Miss Perfect doesn’t have any of those, huh?”

      She was about to make a retort when Sullivan took the exit. “Why did you get off the interstate?”

      “I’m going to stop at this gas station up ahead.”

      “We don’t need gas. It’s nearly a full tank.”

      Sullivan stopped at the intersection. “I know, but I need a smoke, so we’re stopping.”

      Isabel rolled her eyes. “Oh, by all means then, let’s stop work so you can go have your damn cigarette. Que te folle un pez.” It wasn’t every day that she wished someone to be fucked by a fish, but she felt like saying it today.

      Sullivan glared at her. “What did you say to me?”

      Isabel smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
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        * * *

      

      Sullivan felt better after his smoke and got back behind the wheel. Some Spanish song was playing on the radio, and he narrowed his eyes at Isabel. “You changed the station.”

      “Yeah. I got tired of hearing that song about the cowboy drowning his sorrows in beer.”

      Sullivan turned the dial back to his station. “I’m not driving for an hour listening to music I can’t understand.”

      “Well I don’t want to listen to some whining guy with a guitar.” Isabel switched the station again.

      “Okay, new rule. The one who’s driving gets control of the radio. When it’s your turn, you can listen to all the Spanish music you want. Deal?”

      Isabel sighed. “I guess that’s fair, but I get to drive on the way home.”

      He turned the dial back to the country station. “Anything popping up on the radar?” He hated to ask. If he had it his way, he’d be on his own and would have the radar all to himself.

      “Nothing yet, but the models indicate some storms will be south of Ocala in about forty-five minutes. It’ll be a shame if we miss them because you had to take a ten-minute smoke break.”

      “It was five minutes tops,” Sullivan snapped.

      From the passenger seat, Isabel gave him an icy stare before turning her attention back to the radar. He didn’t know why she made such a big deal about stopping for a few minutes. Though she was right about one thing. They had better get a move on. The storms would develop soon, and they still had miles to go.

      Just south of the Ocala city limits, a few cells popped up. They parked outside a shopping center to determine their next course of action.

      Sullivan leaned over the console to get a better look at the computer. “The north cell looks good.”

      “Yeah, but the south cell looks better.”

      “I’m the one driving. I’m the one who makes the decisions.”

      Isabel crossed her arms. “Excuse me, but what part of partnership do you not understand? We’re supposed to be working together.”

      He didn’t feel like arguing again. “I guess there’s only one way to solve this problem.”

      “Yeah, you move back to Kansas.”

      Sullivan reached into his pocket for his quarter. “I was going to suggest we flip for it.”

      “Fine. Heads we go south, tails we go north.”

      “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

      Isabel gave him an annoyed look. “Just flip the damn quarter.”

      He flipped it and cursed when it landed on heads.

      Isabel looked practically giddy. “Looks like we’re going south.”

      Sullivan grumbled to himself as he put the LIV into drive. “You better be right about this storm.”

      “I am. I’ve lived in Florida for most of my life. I know these storms like the back of my hand.”

      He wanted to know why she thought going south was a better option, but that would imply that he actually wanted to talk to her. And he didn’t. So instead, he silently fumed about not getting his way while he headed south.

      When they arrived at the target location, Sullivan parked the LIV where they had a good view of the storm clouds in the distance. A beautiful bolt of lightning streaked across the gray sky. Sullivan would never admit it, but Isabel had been right about the south cell. The north one petered out, while the southern one grew stronger.

      Isabel hurried to the back of the vehicle. “Let’s get this on video before it’s over.”

      Sullivan watched as Isabel sprang into action. Even though Torres had shown him all the features of the LIV, Isabel was clearly the expert. In no time at all, she had all cameras poised in position to capture the storm. Sullivan barely had to lift a finger, which was actually kind of nice. Not that he would admit that either.

      Sullivan grabbed his own personal camera and pressed record. He made a mental note to clean the windshield later. A bird had shat on it earlier, and it didn’t completely wipe off with the wipers, thus ruining his view of the lightning show.

      Isabel headed back to the passenger seat and reached for her own camera. She then pulled out a tripod from under the seat and opened the door.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Sullivan said.

      “What does it look like? I’m going to set my camera up.”

      They were far enough from the storm to not have any rain, but lightning still posed a risk. It was a risk Sullivan took sometimes when he chased tornadoes, but he knew when to back off. “That lightning is intense. You should stay in the vehicle.”

      “I’ll only be a second,” she said, and closed the door behind her.

      He watched as she set up the recorder on her tripod. Not only did she piss him off, but she was stubborn as hell.

      There was a loud rumble of thunder as Isabel got back inside the LIV. The storm was getting closer.

      “You have all these cameras on the truck. Why do you need one outside too?”

      “That isn’t for the LIV. It’s for Miguel, my son. He likes it when I do the time-lapse videos. He calls them my movies.”

      He wanted to be annoyed with her, but the fact that she was a mother made it hard to hate her now. It was obvious from the tone of voice that she cared about her son.

      Isabel caught his eye. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      Sullivan shook his head. “No reason. Just didn’t realize you had a kid.”

      “Miguel is the best thing that ever happened to me. He’s six, almost seven.”

      “You’re married?” As soon as he asked, he noticed there was no ring on her finger. The only jewelry she wore was a silver cross necklace.

      “No,” Isabel answered. “Miguel’s father took off the moment he found out I was pregnant. Said he wasn’t able to be a father. I didn’t know where he was until my cousin Eddie tracked him down in Puerto Rico.”

      “What happened then?”

      Her chin trembled. “Nothing,” she said, her voice cracking. “He died of a drug overdose. They found him in his hotel room. Lorenzo struggled with addiction for a long time. And now, Miguel will never know his father.”

      She dabbed the corner of her eye with a tissue, and Sullivan felt like a jerk for making her cry. “I’m sorry. I know that must be hard for your little boy. I never met mine either. Left before I was born too.” He felt a twinge in his chest as he thought of how it felt growing up without a father. He’d been jealous that other boys had their dads around, but that wasn’t in the cards for him. Even before he was born, people wanted nothing to do with him.

      A crack of thunder turned their focus to the oncoming storm, a welcomed relief from the heavy conversation. A dazzling lightning show was happening about five miles from where they were, and it was a sight to see. They watched the storms shift west to east for a half hour.

      “It happens so fast,” Isabel said. “It’s amazing all the detail you can see when it’s on video in slow motion.”

      Sullivan always enjoyed a good lightning show. It always made him think of his little sister, Emmy. He wondered if storms were happening where she was, and if so, did she remember what he told her?

      You don’t need to be scared. That loud boom is just a positive charge meeting a negative charge, and it makes a pretty flash. It’s like a firecracker in the sky.

      Isabel got out of the truck, interrupting his thoughts. She hurried to get her camera gear inside. Seconds after she was back in the vehicle, it poured rain. “Whew, I got in just in time!” Isabel said with a laugh. “Now, get out of my seat. It’s my turn to drive. We got our lightning, and I’m ready to go home.”
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        * * *

      

      It was just after six o’clock when Isabel made it home. Her sister’s car was in the driveway, so Isabel headed for her mother’s house. She still didn’t know what to do for dinner, but she had a hunch that her mother would happily fix her and Miguel a plate.

      “Hi, Mamá!” Miguel shouted from his friend’s front yard.

      Isabel waved at him. “Hi, nene! We’ll eat dinner at Abuela’s. Come inside soon, okay?”

      She entered the house and found her mother and her sister, Paulina, at the counter preparing a meal. “Perfect, I’m starving.” Isabel headed straight for the freezer and took out the ice pack. Her neck was killing her.

      Carlita turned around. “Headache, mija?”

      “My neck hurts.”

      “Mamá told me about your car accident this morning,” Paulina said. “Ricardo said he’ll look at your car tomorrow.”

      Isabel molded the ice pack around the back of her neck and sat in the living room recliner. “Thanks.”

      “Can I get you anything, mija?” Carlita asked.

      “Just a plate for me and Miguel would be great.”

      “I’m staying too,” Paulina said. “Ricardo took the kids out for pizza.”

      Isabel sighed. She’d love to go out for pizza, but with Miguel’s diabetes, pizza was tricky.

      Carlita came into the living room with a glass of water. “Drink this. You’ve been on the road for hours and are probably dehydrated.”

      Isabel took the glass, wondering how her mother knew she was thirsty, and took a grateful sip.

      Paulina placed four plates on the table. “Did Tío Fernando’s student start today?”

      “Yes, and I don’t like him. It was such a bad day. Not only did I wreck my car this morning, but the guy I had an accident with is the same guy I have to work with.”

      Paulina flinched. “Oof. Talk about bad luck.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” Carlita asked, resuming her work in the kitchen.

      “He never smiles. He argues with me. He smokes. We had to stop like three times so he could have a cigarette break.”

      Carlita smiled. “Your father used to smoke. It was when we first met.”

      Isabel raised an eyebrow. “I never knew that.”

      “That’s because I told him I wouldn’t marry him unless he quit. He never picked up a cigarette again after that.” Carlita laughed.

      The screen door slammed, and a sweaty Miguel ran in. “¡Mamá! Juan got a puppy! Can we get one too?”

      “No, nene, no pets right now. We’ll talk about it next year.” She could barely afford his medication. There was no way she could take on the additional expense of a pet.

      Miguel looked disappointed, but seemed to understand. “Okay. Well, can I go with Juan and his parents to take it to the vet?”

      Isabel smiled. “I’ll talk to Juan’s mother. Now go wash the puppy smell off your hands. We’ll eat dinner soon.”

      Miguel ran to the bathroom, and Carlita laughed. “He’s been over there playing with that dog all day.”

      Isabel smiled. “At least he didn’t miss me while I was at work.”
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        * * *

      

      Sullivan’s Airbnb rental wasn’t much to brag about. It had a musty smell that greeted him every time he came home, and the “home gym” consisted of only a treadmill and hand weights. But the place was furnished, and it was easier than getting an apartment for three months. At least it was only temporary.

      He was glad to be done with everything for the day. Relieved to be alone was more like it. Sullivan could only handle people in small increments, and then he had to be at home by himself to decompress and recharge his battery.

      He had a voicemail from Isabel’s insurance company and decided to call them tomorrow. Of all the people to have an accident with, he hated it had been Torres’s niece. And now, he had to work with her. Which in all honesty, hadn’t been that horrible, except for maybe her music on the drive home. Still, he would have preferred to operate the LIV by himself.

      After eating a frozen meal in front of the television, he reached for his laptop. He pulled up his old Facebook account, the one Ryder forced him to make, and searched again for the Emmy Sullivan who lived in Clearwater, Florida.

      Everyone thought Sullivan took this job because he needed a change. And part of that was true. Though he enjoyed being a meteorologist, he hated his job at the airlines. More specifically, it was the people he couldn’t stand. His supervisor, the fucker, wrote in his evaluation that he needed to work on getting along with others. Made it sound like a first grader’s report card.

      But the real reason he accepted Professor Torres’s offer was the possibility that Emmy was here. He couldn’t explain why he felt the urge to locate his sister after all these years. Maybe it was the fact that he was getting older and felt more alone than ever. Sure, he pushed people away because he enjoyed his solitude, but she was the only family he had left. And as Ryder often reminded him, smoking was going to send him to an early grave. If he were to die tomorrow, he’d regret not knowing what became of her.

      The couple who took her in, the Johnsons, were no longer alive. Sullivan came across their obituaries a few months ago. James Johnson had died three years ago of some sort of illness that put him in hospice care. His wife died a year later, killed in a car accident, according to a news article. There was no mention of Emmy in the obituaries or any other children they may have had. Did Emmy have foster or adopted siblings she was close to? Or was she entirely on her own in the world now?

      One thing he knew for certain was that somehow, she ended up in Florida. He hoped she was still in Clearwater. And maybe Professor Torres offering him this opportunity was the universe’s way of reconnecting him with his sister.

      Emmy’s profile loaded, and Sullivan clicked on it. Even though he hadn’t seen her since she was five, he knew it was her. Emmy always had a dimple in her cheek when she smiled, and a mole above her lip. The birth date confirmed it. This was his sister, and she had grown into a beautiful young woman. Hard to believe this was the little girl he once knew.

      Nothing had changed on Emmy’s Facebook page since the last time he visited the site. There were only two pictures. The first was of her and two other girls holding fruity cocktails at some restaurant. Above the photo, Emmy posted, “The Pelican’s Roost is serving us tonight! A waitress needs a night off once in a while!” He couldn’t believe she was of drinking age already, but yeah, she would be twenty-five now.

      The second post was a smiling Emmy with heavy eye makeup. The picture was taken at a club. Sullivan only knew that because he had googled the sign above her head. He couldn’t imagine his baby sister old enough to dance at a club, and he hoped the sleazy college boys there weren’t taking advantage of her.

      She looked happy, and that was the important thing. Of course, the pictures were from a year ago. Who knew if Emmy was still in Clearwater? And was she still as happy as she was in the photographs?

      Sullivan hovered over the Friend Request button. It was stupid to consider it. For one, she clearly didn’t update her Facebook anymore. And two, the last thing he wanted to do was to bring back terrible memories for her. If she remembered him at all. A part of him hoped she didn’t. Life in that trailer had been a hellhole, and he’d accept Emmy forgetting him if it meant she’d forgotten everything else as well.

      He closed Facebook without submitting the request. It was for the best that he left it alone.
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      “Sorry, Isabel, but it’s totaled.”

      Isabel waved her fists like Miguel sometimes did when he didn’t get his way. “No, Ricardo, that’s not the right answer. Can’t you just repair it and say it’s not totaled? I don’t care if it looks beat up.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not how it works. I wish I had better news for you.”

      Isabel sighed and ran her hand along the crumpled hood. “I know. I just don’t want another car payment. I finally paid off the loan for this one. And with Miguel’s medical bills and now mine.” Isabel rubbed her neck. “Paulina suggested I see her chiropractor. Dr. Gomez squeezed me in this morning.”

      “I know a guy who could get you a good deal on a used car. Want his number?”

      “Sure. I guess I better look soon.”

      She followed him into the office where Ricardo went to his desk. He scribbled something on a sticky note and handed it to her. “His name is Carlos. You tell him I gave you his number and he’ll help you find something. And try not to stress about it. The Honda you were driving was an older model. But now, you get to have a car with all the safety features. Won’t that make you feel better when you drive around with Miguel?”

      Ricardo made a good point, and Isabel reminded herself to think of the positive. “You’re absolutely right. I needed an upgrade anyway. I guess I should get my personal things out.”

      “I’ll clear out the car for you and box it up. You need to get that neck taken care of. Do you need a ride?”

      “Oh, I can walk. It’s only a few blocks. And Paulina is picking me up after my appointment to take me to work. I know you’re busy.”

      Ricardo reached for his keys. “Really, Isabel, it’s no problem. Let me save you the walk. It’s already hot and steamy out there. I’ll have Diego hold down the fort for a few minutes.”

      “Okay. Gracias, Ricardo.”

      Ricardo spoke briefly to Diego, then Isabel followed Ricardo out to his car. She climbed into the passenger seat, then cursed when she moved her neck wrong and felt a sharp pain.

      “Are you sure you should work today?” Ricardo asked as he started the car.

      “I will not give Mr. Grumpy the satisfaction of me not showing up. I’m going to go to work and do my job, and if he doesn’t like it, he can move his ass back to Kansas.”

      Ricardo chuckled. “Paulina told me the guy you’re working with is the guy you got into an accident with.”

      “Yeah, of all the rotten luck.”

      Ricardo made the turn toward Dr. Gomez’s chiropractic office. “It’s only a temporary job, right?”

      “For three months.”

      “It’ll go by fast.”

      The problem was, she didn’t want these three months to fly by. She was doing what she loved, and she was getting paid for it. At the end of this gig, what the hell was she going to do to pay the bills?
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        * * *

      

      Sullivan arrived at the Lightning Institute before Isabel, which he was grateful for. He sat at the front desk and reviewed the videos from yesterday.

      Torres came out of his office. He had a fast food biscuit in his hand, and the smell of the sausage made Sullivan’s stomach growl. He’d only had coffee and a cigarette for his breakfast.

      “You two got some great footage yesterday.”

      “Yeah, we did all right,” Sullivan said, though he had done nothing but drive. Isabel had taken over the cameras.

      Sullivan replayed part of the video, slowed down, while Torres watched over his shoulder. The leaders of the lightning bolt branched downward in a zigzag pattern until one met a charge from the ground, resulting in a connection. The bright lightning bolt looked to be motionless when slowed down, though in actuality, the whole thing had happened in less than a second.

      “Beautiful,” Torres said.

      “The models show some thunderstorms developing south today.”

      “Yeah, I saw that. You’ll probably find the most action somewhere between Fort Myers and Naples. You and Isabel will have a long drive today.”

      Usually, Sullivan would make a sarcastic comment, like how much he was looking forward to being on the road with her. But given
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