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      The axe thudded into the log, splitting it clean in half. A sharp, satisfying crack echoed through the stillness, then faded back into the quiet hum of the mountains.

      Gunther pulled the blade free and glanced at the pile of firewood stacking up beside him. It was a good day’s work already, and the sun hadn’t even reached its peak.

      The air was crisp, scented with pine and the faint tang of smoke drifting from the chimney of his lodge.

      Behind him, the cabin stood solid and unmovable, hand-built with thick logs, every notch and beam a result of two years of sweat and stubbornness. It had given him a new life after the world had given him every reason to quit.

      He straightened, rubbing a work-worn hand along the back of his neck. His flannel shirt clung damp with effort, sleeves rolled up to the elbow, revealing arms corded with muscle.

      People rarely saw him, but his imposing height, rugged beard, and sharp eyes made an impression when they did.

      He liked it that way. People kept their distance. They whispered about him in town like he was a ghost, and that suited him just fine.

      Her betrayal was far enough in the rearview that he no longer felt the gut punch when he thought about it. Most days, at least.

      The bitterness, though? That lingered, like a splinter buried too deep to pull free.

      Long ago, he'd played the fool, and the world had been too eager to watch him fall. Wine, women, and money had come easy after the lottery win. Too easy. Too poisonous.

      Then came her.

      Gunther set another log on the stump and swung. Crack.

      He didn’t let himself think about her name anymore. She didn’t deserve that space in his head. Besides, he wasn’t that man anymore, the man with bright dreams and blind spots big enough for someone to crawl through and rob him clean.

      No, the mountains had stripped all that away. He belonged here now, far from the noise and greed.

      He grabbed a fresh log and swung again. Crack.
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      By late afternoon, he stood at the porch railing, his forearms braced against the smooth wood as he looked out over the mountains.

      The view stretched for miles, layers of green and blue rolling into a haze of gold where the sun dipped low.

      Soft clouds brushed against the earth, hanging over the peaks as if tethered. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Just the wilderness and the lodge he called home.

      Below, his dogs, a pair of mutts he'd taken in during his early days up here, rambled around the property, chasing each other like pups.

      The bigger one, Rex, barked up at him as if to say, All clear, boss.

      Gunther huffed out something that might’ve been a laugh.

      When evening fell, the lodge glowed softly against the darkening world. Gunther moved through the familiar quiet, the smell of cedar and aged wood wrapping around him like a blanket.

      The place was simple yet deceptively spacious, a home designed with practicality and quiet elegance. A stone fireplace dominated the far wall, its hearth large enough to warm the entire room.

      The living room stretched out in a welcoming open plan, with vaulted ceilings that stressed the space and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered breathtaking views of the surrounding mountains.

      Light poured in, reflecting off the polished wood floors, giving the room a warm, golden hue. Despite the grandeur, it felt lived-in and personal.

      Shelves lined with hand-carved figurines sat above a sturdy, scarred table, his handiwork during the long winters.

      Comfortable, oversized furniture in earthy tones invited relaxation, while subtle touches like woven rugs and a stack of books near the armchair hinted at the personality of the man who called it home.

      It was the space one might picture for a mountain man: rugged, serene, and deeply connected to the world outside.

      He poured himself a glass of water and took a seat on the porch swing out front, a spot he favored when the nights grew soft.

      The wind carried faint sounds from town, nothing but the hum of distant life, barely perceptible.

      He rarely went there anymore. His trips were brief, supplies, maybe a drink at the bar if he felt the itch to remember what people sounded like, but it was never long before the noise wore him thin.

      Now, apparently, he’d have to go down there again tomorrow. He sighed and leaned back into the swing; the boards creaking softly. The fence at the community center had seen better days; he’d noticed on his last trip.

      It was a minor job, nothing fancy, what wouldn’t get done unless someone did it for free, which suited him. He didn’t want credit and didn’t want thanks. In fact, he wanted nothing except the peace he’d earned.

      Still, the thought of the town gnawed at him. Someone would always ask questions. Strangers would stare. “Is that him?” He could hear it already. People knew what a recluse looked like, and he was it.

      He swallowed a mouthful of water and let his eyes close, just for a minute. The mountains were fading into darkness, their silhouettes carved sharp against a dark blue sky streaked with orange.

      It was quiet. It was good, and it was enough.
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      Ashley stared at the blinking cursor on her computer screen and imagined strangling it.

      The article was due at noon, and at the rate she was going, she’d be lucky to get two paragraphs of fluff. She pushed away from the desk with a groan, her chair squeaking its protest.

      The small newsroom of the Gazette hummed with low, unhurried activity. Phones rang and the office coffeepot sputtered. Outside the windows, the late afternoon sun turned the town gold, softening the rough edges of brick storefronts and cracked sidewalks. It was the town where time moved slower, where people liked their coffee black and their gossip fresh.

      Ashley had lived there now for close to six years, but at twenty-nine, she was feeling like a balloon tethered to a string. She adored the town for its festive Main Street, the delicious scents from Larry’s Diner, and the peaceful pace of life, yet she craved something greater. Something bigger. Something real.

      “Staring at it won’t make it write itself.”

      She glanced up to see Ted, her editor, leaning against the edge of her desk. Mid-fifties, fraying tie, permanent coffee stain on his shirt. He grinned around the toothpick he always chewed, like he’d just delivered Shakespeare.

      “You’re hilarious,” she shot back, closing her laptop with a sigh. “You try writing another heartwarming feature about Mrs. Bloom’s award-winning tomato plants.”

      He shrugged. “It’s what people want to read. Tomatoes and town fairs pay the bills, girlie.”

      Ashley didn’t respond. Ted might’ve been right, but he didn’t get it. She’d spent the last seven years writing the stories that sat in the bottom corners of the various papers. “Milltown Teen Knits Sweaters for Shelter Dogs!” “Local Pie Contest Ends in Sticky Tie.” It was fine at first, cute, even, but every year she stayed, the walls of her life seemed to close in.

      He must’ve noticed the look in her eyes because he pulled the toothpick free and jabbed it at her like a baton. “Look, I know you’re hungry for something bigger, but you’ve got to prove you can chase it. Big stories don’t just fall in your lap.”

      “What about human interest pieces? Real ones?” Ashley pressed, leaning forward. “Lottery winners, for example. Everyone loves a good ‘what happens after’ story. People dream of the jackpot, why not show the reality?”

      Ted snorted. “You talking about that ‘Mountain Hermit’ rumor again?”

      Ashley’s cheeks heated. “It’s not a rumor. People talk about him like he’s Bigfoot, but he’s real. A guy who wins millions, spends it, then disappears into the woods? Our woods, That’s something.”

      “Could be.” Ted rubbed his chin, pretending to consider it. “Or it could be you chasing ghosts.” He dropped the toothpick back into his mouth. “We can’t afford to waste money on pointless pursuits, Ashley. Unless you find a story sitting at the bar, it’ll have to wait.”

      A look of displeasure crossed Ashley’s face as her lips thinned into a straight line. The problem with him was that he’d stopped believing in the big stories a long time ago. He’d settled. She wasn’t about to.

      “I’ll prove it,” she muttered, more to herself than to him.

      “Prove what?” he asked, but she was already out of her chair, grabbing her bag and jacket.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “I’m taking a break.”

      Ted chuckled as she strode toward the door. “Try not to find Bigfoot while you’re out.”
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      The Taverna sat two blocks off Main Street, its crooked neon sign buzzing softly in the falling dusk. The place was never empty, but never crowded, just a steady trickle of regulars nursing cheap beers after long days. Ashley slipped inside, pushing through the heavy door and into the swirl of wood smoke, grease, and jukebox country.

      She’d come here out of habit, more than anything. When her mind spun too hard, the tavern’s noise usually rattled her back into focus. She ordered a beer and slid onto a barstool, tossing a couple of crumpled bills onto the counter. The bartender, a big guy named Todd, gave her a nod before pulling the tap.

      The obnoxious man appeared ten minutes later.

      Ashley saw him out of the corner of her eye, slicked-back hair, leather jacket, too much cologne. He sidled up to her, leaning his elbow on the bar like it was a move he’d practiced.

      “Hey there, pretty lady,” he said, teeth flashing. “What’s a girl like you doing drinking alone?”

      Ashley barely looked at him. “Enjoying it.”

      “Oh, come on. Don’t be like that.” He grinned, ignoring the ice in her tone. “Let me buy you a drink. You look like you could use a little company.”

      “I don’t, and in case you didn’t notice, I already have one,” Ashley said flatly. “But thanks.”

      The man’s smile faltered, but he didn’t leave. “No need to be so cold. I’m just being friendly.”

      Ashley turned her head this time, fixing him with a look that could’ve chilled the summer air. “Listen, I’m trying to mind my own business. I suggest you try the same.”

      For a moment, she thought it worked. The man’s eyes flickered with anger, maybe irritation, but before he could speak again, another voice cut through the low hum of the bar.

      “She said no.”

      The voice was deep and quiet, but it carried. The man turned sharply, eyes narrowing.

      Gunther was standing a few feet behind him, broad shoulders squared, blue eyes calm but unrelenting. Her lungs seemed to forget how to work for a moment. She hadn’t even noticed him come in. He looked… big. Taller in this space, somehow, his presence soaking up every inch of air around him.

      Try not to lose your cool!

      “And who the hell are you?” the man sneered, but Gunther didn’t flinch.

      “Someone who doesn’t enjoy repeating himself.”

      The man faltered under Gunther’s stare, huffed out something unintelligible, and stepped back. “Fine. Whatever. Not worth the trouble.”

      She let out a breath as the man disappeared into the crowd and then turned to Gunther, her voice dry. “Do you make a habit of saving damsels in distress?”

      “No.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Then why me?”

      Gunther’s gaze lingered on her, quiet and unreadable. “You looked like you could handle it, but I don’t like loudmouths.”

      Before Ashley could respond, he turned and walked toward the door without another word. She blinked, mouth half-open as the heavy door swung shut behind him.

      “Well, that’s…something,” she murmured to herself.

      Todd slid another beer her way with a smirk. “That’s Gunther. Don’t take it personal. He doesn’t talk much.”

      “Gunther,” she echoed, testing the name on her tongue. The man was a question wrapped in flannel, and Ashley loved questions.

      She tipped the beer back, already feeling the tug of a story.

      Hmmm. Is that what you call it? What’s with the pool of moisture between your legs, then?
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      Ashley had been chewing on his name for days.

      Gunther.

      It was rugged, old-fashioned, like something out of a western. It suited him; the quiet strength, the way he’d disappeared without a trace the minute his good deed was done. While most people might’ve let that be the end, Ashley wasn’t most people.

      The day after the bar, she’d sat at her desk in the tiny newsroom, a mug of lukewarm coffee beside her and a stubborn itch at the back of her mind. She couldn’t stop picturing him. Gunther.

      He’d been polite, sure, but intimidating too, with broad shoulders, hands rough and calloused, piercing eyes that had seen more than most men ever would. And that voice. Low and rumbling, like gravel over dirt roads.

      He didn’t fit. Not here, not in this town.

      Her editor had noticed the faraway look on her face when she walked in. “You look like you’ve got something,” he said, peering over his crooked glasses. “You working on a story?”

      She should’ve been. Instead, she heard herself say, “Do you know a guy named Gunther? Big guy. Dark blond hair. Looks like he could wrestle a bear and win.”

      The editor frowned. “Gunther? That lives way out past Coldwater Ridge? Yeah, I know of him. Everyone does, sort of. He’s a recluse.”

      Ashley leaned forward. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows? He built himself a lodge in the mountains about three years ago and doesn’t come to town much. No one knows much about him and, from what I hear, he likes it that way.” He waved his hand vaguely. “Gunther just doesn’t like people.”

      Ashley chewed on the inside of her cheek, her thoughts spiraling. Could he be the lottery winner? She’d imagined someone greasy and smug, wearing gold chains and driving a flashy car. Someone who looked rich. Gunther looked like…

      He looked as if God himself had hand-carved him.

      She spent the rest of the day in a rabbit hole. First, old articles about lottery winners, cautionary tales of excess and regret. Next, whispers about the “Mountain Hermit” on local message boards.

      Finally, a stray photo. Grainy, taken at some event nearly eight years earlier. There he was, younger but unmistakable, standing in the background like he wanted nothing more than to disappear.

      Ashley stared at the photo longer than she should have, heat creeping into her cheeks. How is that even fair? He had no business being that handsome.

      By the end of the day, she knew one thing: Gunther was a story. She just needed to tell it.
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      Four days later, she threw her bag in her Jeep, grabbed her coffee, and drove off. It coughed like an old smoker before finally rumbling to life.

      “I’m not chasing ghosts,” she muttered to herself as she pulled onto the narrow road leading toward the mountains. “I’m chasing stories. There’s a difference.”

      The wheels crunched
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