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Keith shoved the pickup door open and a gust of wind nearly ripped it out of his hand.

Rain hit him like a fistful of gravel—cold, hard, relentless. It found every gap instantly: soaking the brim of his hat until it sagged, running in icy rivulets down the back of his neck, seeping through his plaid shirt until it clung to his skin like a second layer. The world beyond the cab was already dissolving into motion and noise.

The smell hit him next—wet earth churned into slurry, crushed weeds, rotting creek debris, and that sharp metallic tang of stormwater turned violent. It smelled like the land itself had been broken open.

The Chevy’s headlights cut two pale tunnels through the storm, but even they struggled. Rain fractured the beams into shifting curtains. At the edge of the light sat a bicycle—twisted slightly, one wheel still turning on its axle, spinning slower with each lazy revolution like it couldn’t decide whether to stop existing or not.

Beyond it, the gully yawned open.

A black, raw wound carved into the earth.

“Damn,” Keith muttered under his breath.

He stepped down. His boot sank deeper than it should’ve. The road—usually packed hard enough to bounce a truck—had become something else entirely. Slick, collapsing paste. Water threaded through the ruts in thin, fast streams, all of it running downhill toward the creek that, until tonight, had barely been more than a dry scar in summer.

Now it sounded alive.

Then he saw the shape in it. A pale flicker in the moving dark below.

“Hello?” Keith called, raising his voice over the roar.

The storm ate it instantly. The creek answered instead—an angry, swollen rush filled with debris grinding against debris. Something heavy struck something else with a dull, hollow thud that made his stomach tighten.

Then—

“Help!”

The word was thin. Strained. Real.

Keith raised his flashlight. The beam shook as it dropped into the gully and found him.

A young man stood midstream, braced against a current that didn’t care he was there. Water shoved at his legs, brown and fast, foaming around his thighs and climbing like it had patience and intent. Every second, it looked deeper.

“What happened to you?” Keith shouted.

“The damn bank gave way!” the man yelled back.

Even from the edge, Keith could see it. A fresh collapse in the creek wall—raw, slick mud torn open where the bank had slumped into the water. The storm had eaten at it until it finally failed. The edges were still sliding, soft as wet clay icing, collapsing in slow, ugly pieces.

“You shouldn’t have been down there!” Keith snapped.

“I was trying to get across!” The man staggered as something slammed into his leg beneath the surface. He windmilled for balance, nearly vanishing entirely before forcing himself upright again. “It’s deeper than it looks!”

Keith’s jaw tightened.

This wasn’t just a bad situation. It was a closing window.

“You got any ideas?”

“Yeah, man.”

The rain came harder, louder, hammering the world until it felt compressed. Upstream, the darkness had weight to it now—thicker, heavier, like something was gathering mass before release. Beneath the constant roar of rain and runoff, Keith heard it: a deeper sound.

Not thunder.

Water.

A surge building its voice.

“Fuck.” The flashlight beam wavered as Keith shifted his footing. The edge of the road gave a soft, sickening sigh beneath him, mud sloughing off in slow chunks that slid into the creek and vanished. “I’ll get you a rope!” Keith shouted. Already turning. Already moving. “Hang on!”

Behind him, thunder cracked open the sky. The sound rolled out across the fields and flattened everything beneath it like a lid being dropped.

“Taylor!” the voice echoed from the dark depths.

Keith ran to the truck.

The rope was in the bed—coiled, stiff, half-wet already. His hands fumbled once on the knot before he got it loose. Rain turned everything into resistance: metal slick, nylon heavier than it should’ve been, breath coming sharp and shallow.

He tied it fast to the hitch, yanking it tight twice to make sure it held.

When he turned back, rope in hand, the water had changed.

It wasn’t knee-deep anymore. It was climbing.

The man—Taylor, Keith registered without knowing why it stuck—was now standing waist-deep, shoulders hunched against the force of the creek. His white tee-shirt clung to him, translucent with water, hair plastered to his forehead. He wasn’t posing anymore. He was just trying to stay vertical.

Keith threw the rope down the slope. “Put it around your waist, bud!” he shouted. “Tight!”

“Taylor!” the man corrected automatically, even now.

“Don’t care—just tie it!”

“You’re gonna pull me up?” Taylor yelled back.

“I'll use the truck!”

“What?!” Panic cracked through his voice now. “That’s insane!”

The creek answered for him.

A surge pushed through, sudden and heavier than before, shoving Taylor sideways. He dropped to chest level in an instant, vanished for a heartbeat under the churn, then fought back up coughing, scrambling, alive by sheer refusal. “It’s rising!” he gasped.

Keith saw it too.

The banks were disappearing in real time now. Exposed roots went under. Fence posts that had been visible moments ago sank into brown chaos. The creek was no longer contained—it was claiming space.

“Hang on!” Keith barked. He turned—and the ground left him.

The edge of the ravine collapsed with a sound like wet paper tearing. Mud gave way beneath his boots, sliding, liquefying. For a split second he windmilled against nothing but rain and instinct—then he dropped.

The creek hit him like a body slam.

Cold stole his breath instantly. Not just cold—absolute shock. Water filled his mouth, his ears, dragged at him sideways. The current grabbed his legs and tried to write him into its direction. He fought up through it, coughing, choking, dragging air back into himself.

Taylor stared at him. Then, absurdly, he started laughing. A sharp, disbelieving burst of it. “Nice timing!”

“Shut up,” Keith coughed, spitting grit and water.

Now they were both in it.

The creek felt different at this level. Stronger. Alive in a way it hadn’t been from above. The bottom wasn’t solid—it shifted underfoot, sand and silt sliding away with every step like it was being erased. The water pressed against Keith’s thighs with intent, tugging at balance, testing weakness. He grabbed the rope before it could drift.

Upstream, that deeper sound returned.

Closer.

He felt it in his chest before he heard it clearly. A surge. Keith’s body tightened. “We’re climbing,” he said sharply. Not debate. Not suggestion.

Taylor’s expression changed immediately. Humour gone. Focus sharpened.

“Get on my back,” Keith ordered, turning his back.

Taylor didn’t hesitate this time. His arms locked around Keith’s shoulders—tight, urgent, human weight anchoring him against the chaos.

Keith felt him settle in, solid against his spine despite the storm trying to peel everything apart. “Hold on,” Keith said. Then he moved.

The climb was punishment.

Every step sank, then fought to stay. Mud gave way in slow collapses under their combined weight. Keith hauled on the rope, forearms screaming, grip burning raw. The truck above them shifted slightly as tension tightened.

Water rose again.

Now at his hips.

“Keith—” Taylor’s voice was close, controlled but edged. “It’s higher.”

“I know.”

The surge hit like a thrown wall.

Water slammed into them from the side, violent and immediate. It twisted Keith halfway around, nearly ripped the rope free, and forced Taylor’s grip to lock harder against him.

For a breathless moment, they slid backward.

Keith roared—something primal, stripped of thought—and drove his boots into collapsing mud. He hauled upward with everything left in him.

The rope held.

The truck held.

And slowly—agonizingly—they moved.

Rain blurred everything. Mud streaked his face. His arms shook with exhaustion that felt bottomless. Behind them, the creek screamed louder, fuller, like it was angry they were escaping.

“Almost,” Keith grunted.

Taylor didn’t answer. He just held on.

One final, brutal pull—then they broke over the edge.

The two men collapsed onto gravel like dropped weight.

The world didn’t stop moving. The rain didn’t ease. But the creek below them thundered past like something that had failed to claim what it wanted.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Just breathing. Heavy. Real.

Then Taylor pushed himself up slightly, staring down into the gully. It wasn’t a creek anymore. It was a wide, churning flood channel—brown, violent, unrecognizable. “If you’d waited,” he said quietly, “I think that would’ve been it.”

Keith leaned back against the side of the truck, palms dragging through the mud still clinging to his hands. The motion left dark streaks across his knuckles, but he barely seemed to notice. His eyes stayed locked on the creek below—on what it had become. A wide, violent stretch of brown water chewing through the land like it owned it.

Taylor stood a step behind him, shivering hard now that the adrenaline was bleeding out of him. His arms were wrapped around himself, but it didn’t help much. Water still clung to his skin, tracing cold lines down his collarbone and disappearing under his soaked tee-shirt. Every few seconds, he glanced at Keith—like he couldn’t decide whether to watch the water or the man who had just dragged him out of it.

“You know...” Taylor said finally, voice rough but lighter than before, “for a guy who almost drowned, you sure look calm.”

Keith let out a short breath that almost became a laugh. His mouth tilted faintly at one corner. “You’d be surprised how many times I’ve been in the wrong place at the wrong time,” he said, voice gravelly. He wiped his palm down his jeans, smearing mud across his thigh. “You stop panicking after a while. Doesn’t mean you don’t feel it.”

Taylor’s eyes flicked over him—slowly this time. Taking full stock of the man who had saved him, not just desperate figure locked in the same situation anymore. Keith’s shoulders, broad under the damp shirt. The way the fabric clung to him, outlining muscle and strain from the climb. The rough set of his jaw when he looked away.

Something in Taylor’s expression softened without him meaning it to.

“That was...insane,” Taylor admitted. “You didn’t even hesitate. You just went straight in like it was nothing.”

Keith’s gaze stayed on the water for a moment longer before he answered. “It wasn’t nothing,” he said quietly. “Creeks like that—when they turn, they don’t give you time to think. You move or you don’t come back.” He shifted slightly, rolling his shoulder like it still ached. “I lost a buddy once,” he added after a beat. “Same kind of storm. He tried to help someone hold a farm fence during a flood. Thought he had a minute. Water came up fast. Faster than you expect.” His jaw tightened. “He didn’t make it out.”

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It pressed.

Taylor swallowed. “That’s...brutal.”

Keith gave a small shrug, but it didn’t quite land as indifference. “It’s the way things are out here. Things go under. People too.” He finally looked away from the creek, just briefly, and his eyes caught Taylor’s.

That was the first time the space between them really changed.

Taylor wasn’t just listening anymore. He was seeing him. “I guess I was just stupid,” he said more quietly. “I thought it was like...I don’t know. Adventure. Testing myself.”

Keith’s eyes sharpened slightly at that, then softened in
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