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Lost and Found

Chapter One

Running Away
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Michael Bennett had always believed life could be measured in accomplishments.

Graduate with honors.

Land the dream job.

Buy the luxury apartment overlooking the city skyline.

Drive the expensive car.

Find the perfect partner.

Build the perfect future.

Looking out the rain-speckled window of his thirty-second-floor apartment, he realized none of it had made him happy.

The city stretched endlessly beneath him, thousands of lights flickering against the darkening sky. Somewhere below, horns blared and trains rumbled through the evening rush, but up here everything felt strangely silent.

His phone buzzed again.

Daniel Calling

Michael stared at the screen until it stopped vibrating.

A second later, another notification appeared.

Please answer. We need to talk.

He laughed bitterly.

For three years, Daniel had insisted they talk through every disagreement, every career move, every vacation plan, every tiny detail of their carefully planned life.

Except the one conversation that mattered.

"Are you actually happy?"

Neither of them had ever asked it.

Michael picked up the framed engagement photo sitting on the bookshelf.

They looked perfect.

Two handsome men dressed in tailored suits, smiling confidently for the camera in front of a vineyard at sunset. Friends had called them relationship goals.

Michael barely recognized himself.

He remembered standing there thinking more about whether his tie was straight than about the diamond ring in his pocket.

That should have been the first warning.

Instead, he'd ignored it.

Just as he'd ignored the growing emptiness every morning when he woke beside Daniel.

Ignored how conversations had become business meetings.

Ignored how every kiss felt rehearsed.

Ignored how his chest tightened whenever someone congratulated them on building such an enviable life together.

The engagement ended not with shouting or betrayal.

It ended over breakfast.

Daniel had placed two cups of coffee on the kitchen island before saying quietly, "I think we're pretending."

Michael had looked at him for a long moment.

Then nodded.

"I think so too."

No tears.

No accusations.

Just relief.

That had somehow hurt even more.



Three weeks later, cardboard boxes filled the apartment.

Michael wandered through rooms that echoed with unfamiliar emptiness.

Most of the furniture belonged to Daniel now.

The artwork had already been collected.

Only scattered memories remained.

His sister Emily had spent the afternoon trying to convince him not to disappear.

"You don't have to make big decisions right now," she'd pleaded.

"I'm not making one."

"You quit your job."

"I gave notice."

"You sold your apartment."

"I'm selling it."

"You bought a one-way train ticket."

Michael smiled faintly.

"Exactly."

Emily folded her arms.

"Where are you even going?"

"I don't know."

"Michael..."

"I mean it."

He rubbed tired eyes.

"I honestly don't know."

She studied him for several seconds.

"You've never said those words before."

"What words?"

"I don't know."

That realization lingered long after she'd left.

Michael Bennett always knew.

He knew where his career was heading.

He knew his five-year plans.

He knew investment strategies.

He knew restaurant reservations six months in advance.

He even knew which color towels matched the bathroom tiles.

But somewhere along the way...

He'd stopped knowing himself.



The train station buzzed with travelers dragging suitcases across polished floors.

Announcements echoed overhead.

Children laughed.

Businesspeople hurried past with coffee cups balanced precariously in one hand and phones in the other.

Michael stood in the middle of it all carrying only a hiking backpack.

No suit.

No laptop.

No expensive watch.

Just jeans, hiking boots, and a waterproof jacket he'd bought on impulse the previous day.

The departure board flashed destinations.

Mountains.

Lakes.

Villages.

Coastal towns.

He pointed randomly.

"One ticket."

The woman behind the counter looked at the screen.

"Silver Bay?"

Michael blinked.

"I guess so."

She smiled.

"Beautiful place this time of year."

"I've never been."

"Then you're in for something special."

He hoped she was right.



Four hours later, the train curved along dramatic cliffs overlooking an endless gray ocean.

Michael couldn't stop staring out the window.

The sea crashed violently against jagged rocks below.

Wind bent pine trees nearly sideways.

Clouds rolled across the sky like dark waves.

It was wild.

Untamed.

Nothing like the polished perfection he'd left behind.

For the first time in months...

He could breathe.



Silver Bay consisted of one main street lined with colorful buildings overlooking a small harbor.

Fishing boats bobbed gently against weathered docks.

The air smelled of salt, cedar, and fresh bread from a nearby bakery.

Michael checked into a family-owned inn overlooking the water.

The owner, a cheerful woman in her sixties, handed him an old-fashioned brass key.

"First visit?"

He nodded.

"You picked an adventurous weekend."

"Oh?"

"Storm rolling in tonight."

Michael looked outside.

The sky was already darkening.

"I'll stay close."

She laughed.

"Nobody ever does."



The next morning dawned surprisingly bright.

Sunlight danced across the ocean.

The storm seemed to have vanished.

Michael bought coffee and wandered through town until he discovered a trail map posted near the harbor.

Clifftop Loop

Five miles.

Moderate difficulty.

Ocean views.

Perfect.

The trail climbed steadily through towering evergreens.

Birdsong echoed between moss-covered trees.

Wildflowers lined the narrow path.

For the first hour, Michael walked without thinking.

Without checking emails.

Without wondering what time it was.

Without worrying about tomorrow.

His phone remained switched off inside his backpack.

Freedom felt strangely unfamiliar.

He reached an overlook where waves exploded against black cliffs hundreds of feet below.

The view stole his breath.

Maybe Emily had been wrong.

Maybe disappearing for a while wasn't running away.

Maybe it was finally running toward something.

A distant rumble interrupted his thoughts.

Thunder.

Michael looked up.

Dark clouds were gathering far faster than expected.

The wind strengthened.

Leaves rustled violently overhead.

A few cold drops landed on his jacket.

"So much for the forecast."

He turned back toward the trailhead.

Except...

The trail split into two paths.

He frowned.

Had this junction been here before?

One path descended toward the coastline.

The other disappeared deeper into the forest.

He couldn't remember which he'd taken.

Rain began falling harder.

Within minutes, it became a downpour.

Michael chose the left trail.

Ten minutes later, he realized he had made a mistake.

The path narrowed.

Markers disappeared.

Branches whipped across his face as the wind howled through the trees.

His phone had no signal.

Thunder cracked directly overhead.

The forest grew darker by the second.

Michael turned around.

Or at least...

He thought he did.

Everything looked the same.

Towering pines.

Wet rocks.

Mist.

Rain.

His heartbeat quickened.

"No..."

He walked faster.

Then faster still.

The trail vanished entirely beneath fallen branches and muddy water.

Panic crept into his chest.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the forest.

A deafening crack echoed nearby.

He looked up just in time to see an enormous tree collapsing.

Michael threw himself sideways.

His foot landed on slick rock.

It slipped.

Pain shot through his ankle as he tumbled down a muddy embankment.

The world spun.

His head struck something hard.

For several long moments, everything went quiet except the relentless rain.

His vision blurred.

He tried to stand.

His injured ankle buckled immediately.

Cold seeped through his soaked clothes.

The storm swallowed every sound.

Then...

Through the haze...

He heard footsteps.

Slow.

Steady.

Deliberate.

A tall figure emerged between the rain-soaked trees, carrying an old-fashioned lantern despite the daylight fading beneath the storm clouds.

Broad shoulders.

Dark hair plastered by rain.

A concerned face he couldn't quite focus on.

"Hey!"

The stranger's voice sounded distant.

"Can you hear me?"

Michael tried to answer.

Nothing came out.

The last thing he felt was a pair of strong arms catching him before darkness claimed him completely.
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Chapter Two

The Quiet Carpenter
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The first thing Michael became aware of was warmth.

Not the artificial warmth of central heating or expensive electric blankets, but something softer. The crackling heat of a wood-burning stove wrapped around him like a thick blanket, carrying with it the comforting scent of cedar, pine, and fresh coffee.

He frowned.

That wasn't right.

The last thing he remembered was rain.

Thunder.

Falling.

His eyes fluttered open.

The ceiling above him was made of rough-hewn wooden beams, their rich color deepened by age. Sunlight filtered through linen curtains, painting soft golden stripes across the room.

Definitely not a hospital.

He tried to sit up.

Pain immediately protested from his ankle and a dull ache throbbed at the back of his head.

"Easy."

The deep voice came from somewhere nearby.

Michael turned his head.

Standing in the doorway was the man he'd seen just before everything had gone black.

Tall.

Well over six feet.

Broad shoulders filled a faded navy flannel shirt rolled to the elbows. His dark hair was still slightly damp, curling naturally around his forehead. A neatly trimmed beard framed strong features that might have looked intimidating if not for the gentle concern in warm brown eyes.

He carried a steaming mug in one hand.

"You took a pretty hard fall."

Michael swallowed.

"My head feels like someone hit it with a hammer."

The stranger smiled faintly.

"I was hoping you wouldn't remember that part."

Michael attempted a smile.

"Who are you?"

"I'm Rafael."

He stepped closer before placing the mug carefully on the bedside table.

"Rafael Alvarez."

Michael looked around again.

"And this is..."

"My cabin."

A beat of silence passed.

"You brought me here?"

Rafael nodded.

"The roads washed out during the storm. Ambulances couldn't get through."

"You carried me?"

Another nod.

Michael looked at the man's broad shoulders again.

That explained it.

"I wasn't going to leave you in the woods."

His tone was matter-of-fact, as though carrying unconscious strangers through a storm happened every Tuesday.

Michael let out a slow breath.

"Thank you."

Rafael simply inclined his head.

"Can you tell me your name?"

"Michael."

His voice sounded hoarse.

"Michael Bennett."

"Nice to officially meet you."

Michael noticed something unusual.

Rafael wasn't the kind of person who filled silence with nervous conversation. He seemed perfectly comfortable letting quiet settle between them.

Oddly...

Michael didn't find it awkward.

He found it peaceful.



"You've got a mild concussion," Rafael explained later as Michael carefully sipped hot tea instead of coffee.

"I cleaned the cut on your head."

Michael instinctively touched the bandage near his hairline.

"My ankle?"

"Bad sprain."

"Not broken?"

"I don't think so."

"You sound confident."

"I've broken enough bones working construction."

Michael raised an eyebrow.

"You work construction?"

"Restoration."

Rafael corrected gently.

"I restore old homes."

He gestured toward the furniture surrounding them.

"And furniture."

Only then did Michael truly notice the cabin.

Nothing matched.

Yet everything belonged.

A weathered oak table bore tiny marks of decades spent around family dinners.

Bookshelves displayed careful hand-carved details.

The rocking chair near the fireplace looked over a century old yet somehow sturdier than anything Michael had ever purchased.

Every piece carried history.

Every scratch told a story.

"You restored all of this?"

Rafael looked almost embarrassed.

"Most of it."

"It's beautiful."

The compliment seemed genuine enough to catch Rafael off guard.

"Thanks."

Michael smiled to himself.

Interesting.

The quiet carpenter wasn't used to compliments.



Outside, rain continued to pound against the windows.

Rafael glanced toward them.

"It'll probably last another day."

"So I'm stranded?"

"For now."

Michael leaned back against the pillows.

"I guess I've had worse hotel upgrades."

That earned the smallest laugh.

It transformed Rafael's face completely.

For just a second, the reserved man looked years younger.

Michael noticed.

Apparently, so did Rafael.

The smile disappeared almost immediately.

Walls rebuilt.

Michael recognized the habit.

He'd spent years building his own.



By afternoon, Michael insisted on getting out of bed.

Rafael wasn't thrilled.

"I can walk."

"You can barely stand."

"I'll prove you wrong."

Exactly three seconds later, Michael tried putting weight on his injured ankle.

Pain shot upward.

He stumbled.

Strong hands caught him before he reached the floor.

For one suspended heartbeat...

They were impossibly close.

Michael became acutely aware of everything.

The scent of cedar soap.

Fresh sawdust.

Rain lingering on denim.

The surprising warmth of Rafael's hands around his waist.

Rafael stepped back almost immediately.

"I believe you've proven my point."

Michael laughed despite himself.

"Fine."

"You win."

"I wasn't
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