

    
        
          Where the Tide Finds Us

        

        
        
          angel peña

        

        
          Published by angel peña, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WHERE THE TIDE FINDS US

    

    
      First edition. July 1, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 angel peña.

    

    
    
      Written by angel peña.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Title

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter G

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 1G

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 2G

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 3G

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 4G

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Book Summary

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Title

[image: ]


Where the Tide Finds Us

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


The Return

The bus arrived just before sunset.

Lucas Herrera watched the ocean long before he stepped off the cracked concrete platform. The Pacific stretched endlessly beyond the town, dark blue and restless, the same way he remembered it when he was eighteen.

Salt filled the air. Nothing had changed.

And somehow everything had.

Lucas adjusted the strap of his camera bag and stepped down onto the dusty road. The small coastal town of San Isidro looked exactly like it had in his memories: faded houses painted turquoise and yellow, fishing boats rocking slowly in the harbor, gulls crying over the docks.

Ten years.

Ten years since he had left.

He told himself he had come back for practical reasons. To sell the house.

To close a chapter.

Nothing more.

But the truth sat quietly in the back of his mind like a secret he refused to say out loud. Mateo.

Lucas exhaled slowly.

He hadn't seen Mateo Rivas in a decade.

Not since the night everything between them had almost changed forever.
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The house looked smaller than Lucas remembered.

The white paint had faded under years of sun and salt wind, and the wooden gate creaked when he pushed it open. Bougainvillea vines still climbed along the fence, their red flowers bright against the evening light.

His mother had loved those flowers.

Lucas stepped inside and set his bag down in the living room. Dust floated through the golden air like tiny ghosts.

He walked through each room slowly. The kitchen.

The hallway.

His old bedroom.

It felt like stepping into a photograph from another life.

Lucas opened the window facing the ocean. The sound of waves rolled toward him, steady and hypnotic.

Without thinking, he reached for his camera. Click.

The horizon. Click.

The orange sky reflecting on the water. Click.

Photography had been his escape. The reason he left this town in the first place. The reason he built a life traveling across continents, chasing light and stories.

But no photograph had ever managed to erase the memory of the boy who once stood beside him on this same shore.

Mateo.

Lucas rubbed the back of his neck.

He told himself there was no reason they would even run into each other. San Isidro had grown. People moved on. Lives changed.

Still...

A strange tension pulled in his chest as the sun dipped lower. The harbor wasn't far.

And somehow his feet were already carrying him there.
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The docks smelled of salt, diesel, and fresh fish.

Fishermen moved between the boats, unloading crates and shouting across the water. The sky had turned deep purple, lanterns flickering on along the wooden pier.

Lucas walked slowly, camera hanging from his neck. Then he saw him.

Mateo Rivas stood at the end of the dock, sleeves rolled up, repairing a fishing net beneath a hanging light.

Lucas stopped walking.

For a moment the entire world seemed to pause.

Mateo looked older, of course. Broader shoulders, darker skin from years under the sun. His black hair was shorter now, slightly messy from the wind.

But it was still Mateo.

Still the same steady presence that had once been the center of Lucas's universe. Mateo lifted the net and tested the knots.

Lucas felt his pulse quicken. He should turn around.

Walk away.

Pretend this moment never happened. But then Mateo looked up.

Their eyes met across the dock. Ten years collapsed into silence. Mateo froze.

Lucas couldn't move.

The lantern above Mateo swayed slightly in the wind, casting shifting shadows across his face.

Recognition came slowly, like dawn breaking. Mateo's eyes widened just a little.

"Lucas?"

Hearing his name in that voice again sent a strange warmth through Lucas's chest. He stepped forward before he could think better of it.

"Hi, Mateo."

Mateo stared at him for another second, as if making sure he wasn't imagining things. Then he laughed softly.

"I thought you were in New York." "I was."

Mateo leaned against the wooden railing, studying him carefully.

"You disappear for ten years," he said, "and then just walk back into town like nothing happened?"

Lucas shrugged slightly.

"I guess I missed the ocean."

Mateo's gaze flicked briefly toward the waves before returning to Lucas.

Something unspoken lingered between them. Memories.

Questions.

The weight of a night neither of them had ever talked about. Mateo stepped closer.

Not too close.

Just enough that Lucas could see the faint scar near his eyebrow — the one he got when they were teenagers climbing the cliffs.

"You look different," Mateo said. Lucas smiled.

"So do you."

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The wind carried the sound of waves beneath the dock. Then Mateo's voice dropped slightly.

"You staying long?" Lucas hesitated.

The honest answer surprised even him. "I'm not sure."

Mateo studied his face carefully, as if searching for something hidden beneath the words.

Finally he nodded.

"Well," he said quietly, "San Isidro hasn't been the same without you." Lucas felt his heart stumble at that.

Mateo turned slightly, reaching for the lantern hanging above the net.

The warm light caught the lines of his jaw, the quiet strength in his shoulders.

Lucas remembered suddenly what it felt like to stand close to him on the beach at night. The electricity in the air. The almost-kiss that had changed everything.

Mateo glanced back at him. "You hungry?"

Lucas blinked. "What?"

Mateo smirked slightly.

"There's a place down the street that still makes the best empanadas in town." Lucas laughed softly.

"Some things never change."

Mateo grabbed his jacket from the railing. Then he paused.

When he turned back toward Lucas, something deeper had settled in his eyes. "Come on," he said.

Lucas followed him down the dock.

But neither of them mentioned the past. Not yet.

The ocean rolled quietly beside them as the night deepened — and somewhere between the lantern lights and the sound of the tide, something long buried between them began to wake again.
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Old Currents

The small restaurant at the corner of the harbor had not changed in ten years.

Lucas noticed it the moment Mateo pushed the wooden door open and the warm scent of fried dough, lime, and roasted fish filled the air. A fan turned lazily on the ceiling, pushing around the humid evening breeze from the ocean.

The same faded blue walls.

The same scratched wooden tables.

Even the old radio behind the counter still played soft Latin music. Lucas couldn't help smiling.

"I can't believe this place still exists."

Mateo glanced over his shoulder as he walked toward a table near the window. "San Isidro isn't exactly famous for change."

Lucas sat across from him.

The chair creaked softly under his weight.

Through the open window he could see the harbor lights reflecting on the dark water, the slow rocking of fishing boats, the distant sound of waves against the shore.

Mateo leaned back slightly in his chair. For a moment neither of them spoke. Lucas studied him quietly.

Ten years had carved subtle changes into Mateo's face. His jaw looked stronger now, his shoulders broader, the muscles in his forearms more defined from years of hauling nets and ropes.

But the eyes were the same. Dark.

Steady. Observant.

Mateo noticed Lucas staring and raised an eyebrow. "What?"

Lucas shook his head. "Just thinking." "About?"

Lucas hesitated.

Then he shrugged.

"How weird this feels."

Mateo let out a small breath of laughter. "Yeah."

The waitress approached with two glasses of cold lemonade before they even ordered. Mateo thanked her with a nod.

"Some things really haven't changed," Lucas said. Mateo took a slow drink.

"You used to come here almost every day." "I remember."

Lucas leaned back slightly.

"We used to sit right here after swimming." Mateo smirked faintly.

"You mean after you tried to beat me to the cliffs." "I beat you once."

Mateo shook his head. "That was luck."

Lucas laughed.

The sound surprised him. It felt natural.

Easy.

As if the ten years between them had been compressed into a strange dream. But beneath the laughter there was still something else.

Something quieter.

A tension neither of them seemed ready to touch yet. Mateo studied Lucas for a moment.

"So."

Lucas looked up. "So?"

Mateo rested his elbows on the table. "What made you come back?"

Lucas traced the rim of his glass with his finger. "I told you. The house."

Mateo didn't look convinced.

"You flew across the world just to sell a house?" Lucas smiled faintly.

"Maybe I missed the empanadas." Mateo laughed softly.

But his eyes stayed serious.

"You hated this town when you left."

Lucas felt the old memory flicker inside him. The argument.

The restless feeling he had carried for years. "I didn't hate it," he said quietly.

"You couldn't wait to escape."

Lucas looked toward the harbor lights.

"I was twenty-two," he said. "I wanted to see the world." Mateo didn't respond right away.

When Lucas looked back, Mateo was watching him carefully. "And did you?"

Lucas smiled. "Most of it."

Mateo leaned back again. "New York. Paris. Tokyo." Lucas blinked.

"You remember?" Mateo shrugged slightly.

"I saw your photos online once."

Lucas felt something warm move through his chest. "You looked them up?"

Mateo looked away toward the window. "Sometimes."

The waitress returned with a plate of steaming empanadas. Mateo thanked her again.

The golden crusts glistened under the soft restaurant lights. Lucas picked one up carefully.

"Still too hot," Mateo warned. Lucas ignored him.

A second later he winced. Mateo laughed.

"You never learn."

Lucas blew on the empanada. "Some traditions deserve respect." They ate quietly for a moment.

But the silence between them no longer felt awkward. It felt charged.

Alive.

Mateo wiped his hands with a napkin. "So how long are you staying?"

Lucas thought about the empty house waiting for him. The photographs he planned to take along the coast.

And the unexpected pull he already felt being near Mateo again. "I don't know yet."

Mateo studied his face. "You could stay." Lucas looked up.

Mateo's tone had been casual, but something deeper lingered beneath it. "San Isidro always needs a photographer."

Lucas smiled slightly.

"I think the town survived without me." Mateo leaned forward a little. "Maybe."

Lucas noticed the way the restaurant lights reflected in Mateo's eyes. There was something intense in that gaze.

Something Lucas remembered all too well. Back when they were younger.

Back before everything changed. Lucas cleared his throat.

"Do you still go to the cliffs?" Mateo's expression shifted slightly. "Sometimes."

Lucas nodded.

"We used to go there all the time." Mateo's voice lowered.

"I remember."

The memory hung between them. The cliffs above the ocean.

The wind.

The night that had almost changed everything. Lucas looked down at his plate.

"You ever think about that night?" Mateo didn't answer immediately.

When Lucas finally looked up, Mateo's gaze had sharpened. "Yeah."

Lucas's pulse quickened. Mateo spoke quietly.

"More than I probably should."

The restaurant suddenly felt warmer. Lucas swallowed.

"Me too."

Mateo leaned back slowly. His eyes never left Lucas.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Outside the window the ocean moved in slow, endless waves. Finally Mateo stood.

"Come on." Lucas blinked. "Where?"

Mateo grabbed his jacket. "Walk."

Lucas followed him outside.

The night air felt cooler after the warmth of the restaurant. They walked along the harbor road in comfortable silence. Streetlights cast long shadows across the pavement.

The ocean stretched dark and vast beside them. Lucas glanced at Mateo.

"You walk this road often?" Mateo nodded.

"Helps me think."

Lucas adjusted his camera strap.

"What do you think about?" Mateo smirked slightly. "Depends on the night."

They reached the edge of the harbor where the road curved toward the beach. The sand stretched silver under the moonlight.

Mateo slowed his steps.

Lucas felt his chest tighten slightly.

"This place hasn't changed at all," Lucas murmured. Mateo looked out at the water.

"No."

They walked onto the sand.

The tide rolled gently toward their feet. Lucas could hear his own heartbeat now. Mateo stopped walking.

Lucas stopped beside him.

The moonlight illuminated Mateo's profile. For a long moment neither of them spoke. Finally Mateo turned slightly toward him. "You know what the weird part is?"

Lucas shook his head. "What?"

Mateo's voice softened.

"I thought about this moment a lot." Lucas frowned slightly.

"What moment?"

Mateo looked directly into his eyes. "You coming back."

Lucas's pulse jumped. "You did?"

Mateo nodded slowly.

Lucas felt the tension growing between them again. The same electricity he remembered from years ago. Mateo took a step closer.

Not enough to touch.

But close enough that Lucas could feel the warmth of his presence. "You disappeared," Mateo said quietly.

Lucas looked down at the sand. "I thought it was the right thing." Mateo's voice dropped lower. "Was it?"

Lucas met his gaze again.

For a moment neither of them breathed. The ocean roared softly behind them.

Mateo's eyes moved slowly over Lucas's face. As if rediscovering someone he had lost.

Lucas felt the same pull. Stronger now.

Ten years of distance suddenly felt fragile.

Mateo exhaled slowly.

"You should know something." Lucas waited.

Mateo hesitated. Then he said quietly:

"I never stopped wondering what would have happened if you had stayed." Lucas felt his heart stumble.

The wind moved through Mateo's hair.

The moonlight caught the quiet intensity in his expression. Lucas stepped slightly closer.

Neither of them looked away.

"Maybe," Lucas said softly, "we still have time to find out." Mateo didn't answer.

But the look in his eyes said everything. The tide rolled slowly toward the shore.

And somewhere in the quiet space between them, the past and present began to collide.
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The Cliff at Midnight

The beach was almost empty.

Lucas and Mateo walked slowly along the wet sand while the tide rolled in soft, rhythmic waves beside them. The moon hung high above the Pacific, bright enough to turn the water into a sheet of silver.

For several minutes neither of them spoke. The quiet was not uncomfortable.

It felt... familiar.

Lucas had spent years traveling through cities where noise never stopped — traffic, voices, neon lights, endless movement. Yet standing here again, listening only to the wind and the ocean, he felt a strange calm settle into his chest.

San Isidro had a way of slowing time.

Mateo kicked lightly at the sand as they walked. "You still carry that camera everywhere?" he asked. Lucas glanced down at the strap around his neck. "Pretty much."

Mateo smirked.

"You used to photograph everything." "I still do."

Lucas lifted the camera slightly. "It's how I make sense of the world." Mateo looked at him sideways. "You always said that."

Lucas raised an eyebrow. "You remember a lot." Mateo shrugged.

"You were hard to forget."

Lucas felt a faint warmth spread through his chest.

They walked another few steps before Mateo suddenly stopped. Lucas turned.

"What?"

Mateo gestured toward the dark cliffs rising in the distance. "You want to go up there?"

Lucas followed his gaze. The cliffs.

A rush of memories came back instantly. Late nights.

Wind whipping through their hair. Laughter echoing over the water.

And one night in particular — the night everything between them had almost changed. Lucas swallowed.

"You still climb them?" Mateo nodded. "Sometimes."

Lucas hesitated only a moment. "Alright."

Mateo smiled slightly. "Thought you might say that."
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The path to the cliffs was narrow and uneven, winding through patches of tall grass and scattered rocks. The moonlight illuminated just enough for them to see where they were stepping.

Lucas followed behind Mateo, watching the easy confidence in the way he moved along the trail.

Mateo had always been comfortable here.

This coast was part of him.

At one point Mateo reached back automatically, offering his hand to help Lucas up a steeper section of the path.

Lucas froze for half a second. Then he took it.

Mateo's grip was warm. Strong.

Lucas felt a subtle jolt run through him the moment their hands touched. Mateo pulled him up effortlessly.

Neither of them let go immediately.

For a brief second they stood there, hands still joined in the moonlight. Then Mateo cleared his throat and released him.

The climb continued.

Lucas tried not to think about how natural that moment had felt.
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The top of the cliff opened into a wide stretch of rock overlooking the ocean. The view was breathtaking.

The Pacific spread endlessly beneath them, waves crashing softly against the base of the cliff far below. The wind blew stronger here, carrying the scent of salt and night air.

Lucas stepped closer to the edge.

"God... I forgot how beautiful this place is."

Mateo leaned against a rock a few feet away.

"You used to come here every time you needed to think." Lucas laughed softly.

"I had a lot to think about back then."

Mateo studied him quietly. "You still do?"

Lucas didn't answer right away.

Instead he lifted his camera and took a photograph of the moonlit ocean. Click.

Another.

Click.

Mateo watched him.

"You never take pictures of people." Lucas lowered the camera.

"Not often." "Why?"

Lucas thought about it. "Landscapes don't lie." Mateo tilted his head slightly. "You think people do?" Lucas shrugged. "Sometimes."

Mateo pushed himself away from the rock and walked toward him. The wind tugged gently at his shirt.

"You could photograph me." Lucas blinked.

"What?"

Mateo gestured toward the ocean behind him.

"You always said the cliffs had the best light." Lucas hesitated.

Mateo standing there in the moonlight — dark hair moving in the wind, ocean stretching endlessly behind him — looked like something out of a dream.

Lucas slowly raised the camera.

"Don't blame me if it turns out terrible." Mateo smirked.

"I'm pretty photogenic."

Lucas laughed and focused the lens.

For a moment everything narrowed into the frame.

Mateo's expression was calm, confident, but there was something deeper in his eyes tonight.

Something Lucas couldn't quite name. Click.

He lowered the camera. Mateo stepped closer. "Let me see."

Lucas hesitated but handed the camera over.

Mateo leaned beside him, scrolling through the photo. Their shoulders brushed.

Lucas felt the warmth instantly. Mateo whistled softly.

"That's actually pretty good." Lucas smirked.

"I'm a professional."

Mateo looked at him. "I know."

Lucas felt the weight of those words. Mateo handed the camera back.

For a moment neither of them moved. The wind swept across the cliff.

Far below, the waves continued their endless rhythm. Mateo spoke quietly.

"You remember the last time we were here?" Lucas felt his chest tighten.

"Yeah."

Mateo looked out toward the horizon. "You left the next day."

Lucas nodded slowly. "I know."

The memory came back clearly now.

They had been sitting exactly where they stood now, talking about the future. Lucas had just been accepted into a photography program in New York.

Mateo had planned to stay.

The distance between those two choices had felt impossible. Lucas exhaled slowly.

"I didn't know how to say goodbye." Mateo turned toward him.

"You didn't."

Lucas met his eyes.

"I thought it would be easier." Mateo laughed softly.

"It wasn't."

The honesty in his voice sent a ripple through Lucas. The wind blew stronger across the cliff.

Lucas shoved his hands into his pockets. "I kept thinking about that night." Mateo's gaze sharpened.

"Yeah?"

Lucas nodded.

Mateo stepped a little closer. "Me too."

Lucas felt the familiar electricity building again. Ten years hadn't erased it.

If anything, the tension felt stronger now. More dangerous.

Mateo's voice dropped.

"You know something funny?" Lucas swallowed.

"What?"

Mateo studied his face.

"I almost kissed you right here." Lucas's heart skipped.

"I remember."

Mateo's eyes flickered briefly to Lucas's lips. The moment stretched.

Lucas could still recall the feeling of standing here that night, the wind roaring around them, both of them unsure of what crossing that line would mean.

Mateo spoke quietly.

"I didn't know if you wanted that." Lucas let out a breath.

"I did."

Mateo blinked slightly. "What?"

Lucas forced himself to hold his gaze. "I did want it."

The words hung between them. Mateo stared at him.

"Then why didn't you say anything?" Lucas laughed softly.

"I was terrified."

Mateo ran a hand through his hair. "So was I."

Lucas looked down at the rocks beneath his feet. "We were idiots."

Mateo smiled faintly. "Yeah."

Another long silence passed.

The wind carried the sound of waves crashing far below. Finally Mateo stepped closer again.

This time the distance between them was small. Too small to ignore.

Lucas could feel his heartbeat speeding up. Mateo's voice softened.

"Things are different now." Lucas looked up.

"Are they?"

Mateo's eyes searched his. "I think they could be."

Lucas felt the tension coil tighter in his chest. He hadn't expected this.

Hadn't expected the past to come rushing back so quickly. Yet standing here with Mateo felt strangely inevitable.

Like something that had been waiting for years.

Mateo's hand moved slightly — not quite touching Lucas's arm, but close enough that Lucas could feel the heat.

"You know what I always wondered?" Mateo asked quietly. Lucas shook his head.

"What?"

Mateo leaned a little closer.

"What would have happened if you hadn't gotten on that plane."

Lucas held his gaze.

"Maybe we would have figured things out sooner." Mateo's lips curved slightly.

"Maybe."

The wind slowed for a moment. Everything felt still.

Mateo looked at Lucas's mouth again. Lucas noticed.

And didn't move away.

For one breathless second the space between them seemed to disappear. Mateo leaned forward slightly.

Lucas felt the warmth of his breath. Then Mateo stopped himself.

He stepped back suddenly, running a hand through his hair. Lucas exhaled slowly.

"What happened?" Mateo shook his head.

"I don't want to rush this." Lucas studied him.

"You waited ten years." Mateo laughed quietly. "Exactly."

Lucas smiled.

The tension didn't disappear.

But it shifted into something deeper. Something slower.

Mateo glanced toward the path leading down from the cliffs. "We should probably head back."

Lucas nodded. "Yeah."

They began walking toward the trail.

But halfway down Mateo stopped again. Lucas turned.

Mateo looked at him with an expression Lucas couldn't quite read. "Lucas?"

"Yeah?"

Mateo hesitated. Then he said quietly:

"I'm really glad you came back."

Lucas felt warmth spread through his chest. "Me too."

And for the first time since returning to San Isidro, he realized something important. Maybe coming back hadn't been about the house at all.

Maybe it had always been about Mateo.
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Morning Light

Lucas woke before the sun.

For a few seconds he didn't remember where he was. The unfamiliar ceiling above him, the soft sound of waves in the distance, the faint smell of salt drifting through the open window — everything felt strangely distant.

Then it came back. San Isidro.

The old house. Mateo.

Lucas rubbed his eyes and sat up slowly in the narrow bed that had once belonged to his teenage years. The room looked almost exactly the same as it had ten years ago.

Same pale walls. Same wooden dresser.

Even the old bookshelf still stood in the corner, though most of the books were gone. Sunrise was just beginning to color the horizon outside the window.

Lucas swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. For a moment he simply listened to the quiet.

Cities never had silence like this.

New York had always been alive with noise — taxis, sirens, voices, the constant hum of movement. But here the world moved differently.

Slower.

Softer.

Lucas grabbed his camera from the desk and stepped outside. The morning air felt cool against his skin.

The town was still half asleep. Only a few lights glowed in distant houses, and somewhere down the road a dog barked lazily.

The ocean was calling him again.

It always had.

He followed the familiar path toward the beach, the camera swinging lightly at his side. The sky slowly shifted from deep purple to pale gold.

By the time Lucas reached the sand, the sun was just beginning to rise. He lifted the camera.

Click.

The light spreading across the water. Click.

The waves glowing like liquid fire. Click.

Moments like this were why he became a photographer. Moments that felt timeless.

He lowered the camera.

And then he noticed someone standing near the shoreline. Lucas smiled.

Mateo.

He should have guessed.

Mateo stood ankle-deep in the water, trousers rolled slightly above his calves. The rising sun illuminated his silhouette, casting long shadows across the wet sand.

Lucas walked closer. "You wake up early." Mateo turned.

A slow smile spread across his face. "You always liked sunrise."

Lucas shrugged.

"Some habits never die."

Mateo stepped back onto the sand.

His hair looked slightly messy from the wind, and his shirt was half unbuttoned at the collar. Lucas suddenly realized how effortlessly attractive Mateo looked in the morning light.

Mateo noticed him staring. "What?"

Lucas shook his head. "Nothing."

Mateo crossed his arms casually. "You photograph the sunrise already?" Lucas lifted the camera.

"Of course." Mateo smirked.

"You used to drag me out of bed for this." Lucas laughed softly.

"I remember."

Mateo walked a few steps toward him. "You were annoying about it too." Lucas grinned.

"I was passionate."

Mateo stopped only a few feet away.

The rising sun illuminated his face now, highlighting the sharp lines of his jaw and the faint stubble along his chin.

Lucas felt a quiet tension building again. Mateo spoke first.

"You sleep alright?" Lucas nodded.

"Better than I expected."

Mateo looked toward the house-lined street behind them. "That place must feel strange after so long."

Lucas shrugged slightly.

"It feels like stepping into someone else's memories." Mateo tilted his head.

"You planning to sell it right away?" Lucas hesitated.

"I haven't decided yet." Mateo studied him carefully.

Lucas could see the question forming behind his eyes. But Mateo didn't ask it.

Instead he nodded toward the cliffs visible in the distance. "You went up there last night and didn't fall off."

Lucas laughed. "High praise."

Mateo stepped closer.

"So what's the plan today, photographer?" Lucas thought about it.

"I want to explore the coast again."

Mateo nodded slowly. "You'll want a boat then." Lucas raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

Mateo gestured toward the harbor. "I go out most afternoons."

Lucas felt a small spark of excitement. "You inviting me?"

Mateo shrugged casually. "If you want."

Lucas smiled. "I want."

Mateo's eyes lingered on him for a second longer than necessary. Then he nodded.

"Meet me at the docks around three." Lucas watched him for a moment.

"You sure you don't mind the company?" Mateo chuckled.

"I survived you for most of my childhood." Lucas smirked.

"Fair point."

They began walking back along the beach together. The sunlight warmed the sand beneath their feet.

For a while they talked about small things — the town, the fishing season, Lucas's travels. But beneath the casual conversation the same quiet tension remained.

At one point their hands brushed accidentally while walking. Both of them noticed.

Neither of them commented.
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By midday the town had fully awakened.

Lucas spent several hours wandering through familiar streets with his camera. He photographed colorful houses, fishermen repairing nets, children playing soccer in dusty alleyways.

San Isidro looked beautiful through his lens.

Yet every few minutes he found himself thinking about Mateo. About the way he looked in the morning light.

About the moment on the cliffs the night before. Lucas lowered his camera.

This was dangerous territory. He had only been back one day.

And already old feelings were stirring again. Feelings he had buried long ago.

Lucas shook his head. Focus.

Work first. Emotions later.

Still... when the clock in the small plaza struck three, he found himself walking quickly toward the harbor.

Mateo was already there.

He stood on the deck of a medium-sized fishing boat, tying a rope to the railing. The afternoon sun reflected off the water, turning the harbor bright and alive.

Lucas approached the dock. "Nice boat."

Mateo looked up and grinned. "She's not fancy, but she works." Lucas stepped aboard carefully.

The boat rocked slightly beneath his feet.

Mateo untied the last rope and secured a crate near the cabin. "You ready?"

Lucas nodded.

Mateo started the engine.

The low rumble vibrated through the deck.

Within minutes they were leaving the harbor, the coastline slowly shrinking behind them.

The ocean opened wide in front of them.

Lucas leaned against the railing, letting the wind move through his hair. He lifted the camera again.

Click.

Mateo steering the boat. Click.

The cliffs rising dramatically from the water. Click.

After a while Mateo cut the engine.

The boat drifted gently in the waves. Lucas looked around.

"This place is incredible." Mateo walked over beside him. "You used to love it out here." Lucas smiled.

"I still do."

They stood side by side at the railing. The boat rocked softly beneath them. Mateo rested his arms on the metal rail.

"You know," he said quietly, "I thought about leaving this town once." Lucas looked at him.

"You did?" Mateo nodded.

"Right after you left."

Lucas felt a strange tightness in his chest. "What stopped you?"

Mateo glanced at him. "You."

Lucas blinked. "What?"

Mateo shrugged slightly.

"I kept thinking you'd come back someday." Lucas didn't know what to say.

The ocean stretched endlessly around them. Mateo spoke again.

"I figured someone should still be here when you did." Lucas let out a slow breath.

"Mateo..."

Mateo shook his head lightly. "Relax. I'm not blaming you." Lucas studied his face.

"But you waited." Mateo smiled faintly. "Not exactly."

Lucas raised an eyebrow. "No?"

Mateo leaned a little closer against the railing. "I lived my life."

Lucas noticed the subtle shift in his tone. "But?" Lucas asked.

Mateo's eyes held his. "But I never forgot you."

The words landed softly between them.

Lucas felt the same warmth from the night before rising again. Mateo stepped closer.

The distance between them shrank until Lucas could feel the heat of his body. The wind slowed.

The ocean seemed to quiet around them. Mateo's voice lowered.

"You changed, you know." Lucas swallowed.

"How?"

Mateo studied him slowly. "You look... more certain." Lucas laughed softly.

"I'm still figuring things out." Mateo smiled.

"Aren't we all."

The boat drifted gently with the current. Lucas noticed something then.

Mateo wasn't moving away. And neither was he.

Their shoulders brushed.

This time neither of them stepped back.

Mateo's hand rested on the railing beside Lucas's.

Close enough that Lucas could feel the warmth radiating from his skin. Lucas's heartbeat quickened.

Mateo looked at him.

Really looked.

Like he had been waiting ten years for the chance. Then Mateo spoke quietly.

"You ever wonder why the ocean pulls people back?" Lucas shook his head slightly.

"No."

Mateo's gaze softened.

"Because some things never stop calling us." Lucas felt the meaning behind those words. Mateo wasn't talking about the ocean.

He was talking about them. The boat rocked gently.

The sunlight reflected across the water. Lucas took a slow breath.

"Maybe that's why I came back." Mateo smiled.

"Maybe."

For a long moment they simply stood there together, surrounded by endless water and open sky.

The distance between them had never felt smaller.

And somewhere deep beneath the surface of everything they had left unsaid...

Something new was beginning to rise.
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​Chapter 5
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The Distance Between Waves

The boat drifted quietly on the afternoon tide.

Lucas stood at the railing, his fingers loosely wrapped around the metal bar as he watched the horizon stretch endlessly before them. The ocean was calm today, its surface shimmering under the late afternoon sun.

Behind him, Mateo moved around the deck with practiced ease.

The sound of rope tightening against wood and the soft creak of the boat filled the air. Lucas turned slightly.

"You do this every day?"

Mateo glanced up from the net he was inspecting. "Pretty much."

Lucas tilted his head. "You never get tired of it?" Mateo smiled faintly.

"Of the ocean?" Lucas nodded.

Mateo shook his head slowly. "No."

Lucas studied the waves rolling beneath the boat. "I guess some people are built for it."

Mateo walked closer and leaned beside him at the railing. "Maybe."

The wind moved gently across the water, carrying the scent of salt and sunlight. Lucas rested his elbows on the railing.

"How long have you had this boat?"

Mateo followed his gaze toward the horizon. "Seven years."

Lucas whistled softly. "That's impressive." Mateo shrugged. "Took a lot of work." Lucas believed it.

The boat wasn't luxurious, but it was sturdy and clearly well cared for. "You always wanted your own boat," Lucas said.

Mateo looked at him, surprised. "You remember that?"

Lucas smiled.

"You used to talk about it nonstop when we were teenagers." Mateo chuckled.

"Guess some dreams stick."

Lucas turned his camera toward the water again. Click.

Click. Click.

Mateo watched him for a moment.

"You really see the world differently through that thing." Lucas lowered the camera.

"It helps me notice details." Mateo leaned slightly closer. "What kind of details?" Lucas hesitated.

Then he lifted the camera again. This time he aimed it at Mateo. Mateo raised an eyebrow.

"You photographing me again?" Lucas shrugged.

"You said you were photogenic." Mateo laughed quietly.

"That's not permission." Lucas grinned.

Too late. Click.

Mateo stepped forward. "Let me see."

Lucas turned the screen toward him. Mateo studied the photo carefully.

The sunlight behind him, the ocean stretching endlessly in the background, his expression calm but thoughtful.

Mateo exhaled softly.

"You make everything look more interesting than it is." Lucas shook his head.

"That's not how photography works." Mateo looked at him.

"Then how does it work?" Lucas thought for a moment.

"It captures truth."

Mateo's eyes lingered on him.

"And what truth did you capture there?" Lucas hesitated.

Then he said quietly:

"That you're exactly the same person I remember." Mateo's expression shifted slightly.

"Am I?"

Lucas nodded. "Just older." Mateo smirked.

"You say that like it's a bad thing." Lucas smiled.

"It's not."

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The silence stretched comfortably between them. Then Mateo pushed himself away from the railing. "You hungry?"

Lucas laughed. "You ask that a lot." Mateo shrugged.

"Being on the ocean does that."

He disappeared briefly into the small cabin and returned with two wrapped sandwiches.

Lucas accepted one gratefully.
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