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The pavement of the riverside trail shimmered under the bright morning sun, the air thick with the scent of dew and blooming wildflowers.

Ethan jogged steadily along the winding path, his breath steady and rhythmic. His loose tee-shirt fluttered lightly with each stride, a splash of colour against the greenery which edged the trail. He loved these early morning runs—an escape from the chaos of his mind, a moment of clarity amid the rush of life.

But as he rounded a bend, the sky suddenly darkened. Thick, rolling clouds gathered overhead, blotting out the sun in an ominous grey. A distant rumble of thunder echoed, faint at first but growing louder.

Ethan slowed his pace, surprised by just how quickly the sky clouded over.

Within seconds, the heavens opened, unleashing a torrential rain that hammered down with ferocious intensity.

Ethan barely had time to react. His loose red tee-shirt, initially breathable and light, began to absorb the rainwater rapidly. It clung to his torso, darkening to a deep, wetter shade of crimson. The fabric became heavy and slick, weighing down his shoulders and chest, making every step feel more laborious. His grey nylon shorts, already lightweight, now soaked through, the moisture stiffening the fabric slightly. They sagged around his hips, shiny and tight from the water, emphasizing the weight of the rain. And clinging to everything.

Despite the immediate discomfort, Ethan kept running, instinct overriding any hesitation.

The storm was relentless, a wild force of nature that seemed to mirror the turbulence within him. His mind, usually clear during these runs, was a swept up in a maelstrom of thoughts—regrets, fears, hopes—each pounding like the thunder overhead.
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Just yesterday, Ethan had sat across from his sister, Lily, in her small apartment. Her eyes, usually bright and full of mischief, were clouded with worry.

“You need to slow down, Ethan,” she had said softly. “You’re pushing yourself way too hard. Running won’t fix everything.”

He’d shrugged, trying to hide his unease. “It’s the only thing that clears my head.”

She reached out, taking his hand gently in hers. “You’re running from something. Don’t forget, you don’t have to do it alone.”

“I'm fine.”

“Are you?” Lily had shaken her head. “Just because Justin—”

“I'm not talking about him.”

“All right.”

Ethan clenched his jaw, the weight of her words pressing down on him even now. He had always been the one to carry burdens silently, the quiet protector of their small family. Especially since dad had walked out after Lily's third birthday. But lately, the weight felt unbearable.
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Now on the trail, revelling in the pounding rain, Ethan felt suffocated.

The heavy, soaked fabric of his shirt and shorts mirrored the heaviness in his chest. His blond hair hung in his face. The storm was more than a natural phenomenon; it was a reflection of his inner turmoil. The sky roared again, lightning illuminating the dark clouds, casting fleeting shadows over the trail.

He slowed his pace, a wave of near torrential rain blurring his vision. His muscles ached, not just from the run but from the emotional exhaustion he’d been ignoring. The rain continued to soak through his clothes, a relentless reminder of vulnerability. He thought about stopping, about seeking shelter, but something inside urged him onward. I'm not stopping, he told himself. I'm gonna confront the storm. I'm gonna beat the storm! Both the physical storm and the emotional one within.
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The rain had begun to ease, but the trail remained slick and glistening under his sneakers, a mirror reflecting the tumult of emotions swirling inside Ethan. He slowed his pace, lungs heaving, muscles aching, the storm’s physical and metaphorical weight pressing down on him. As he approached a bend near the river, he noticed another figure ahead of him on the trail.

Glad to see that I'm not the only crazy, Ethan thought.

The man jogged closer, against the current of the rain. He looked to be about Ethan's age, equally drenched. The man’s dark hair was plastered to his forehead, droplets of water tracing down his face. His athletic build was evident even through the soaked fabric of his navy tee-shirt and black shorts. He looked up as Ethan drew closer.

Their eyes met for a brief, electric moment.

Ethan felt a strange flutter in his chest, a mixture of surprise and something unexpectedly tender amid the chaos of the storm. He stopped jogging. He's hot!

The man slowed his pace as he jogged past. Then he stopped. “Hey, you okay?” he called out, voice rough but warm.

Ethan hesitated, then nodded his head. “Yeah. Just trying to survive this weather. You?”

The guy grinned, water streaming from his face, eyes lively and intense. “The same. I think I’m losing the battle. This storm’s relentless.”

Ethan chuckled. “Yep.”

The man chuckled, a sound that seemed to blend with the rain’s percussion. “I’m Alex.”

Ethan hesitated, then extended a hand. “Ethan.”

They shook hands, the contact sparking a strange warmth despite the cold and rain. Both of them were soaked through, clothes clinging to their bodies, revealing far more than either might have normally felt comfortable with.

He looks hung. Alex's shorts were bulging nicely. Of course, so are mine.

They moved closer, walking side by side, the rain still falling, though not as heavily.

Ethan noticed how Alex’s eyes flicked toward him, lingering just a second longer than expected, like he was searching for something in Ethan’s expression.

“Running through a storm like this,” Alex said with a grin, “either you’re crazy or you’re trying to find something you lost.”

Ethan nodded, feeling a flicker of curiosity, maybe attraction. “Maybe a bit of both.”

Alex said nothing.

Ethan looked towards the river. It was flowing quickly, swollen by the rain. “Honestly? I think I’ve been running from a lot lately. My own head, mostly. Work, life...everything’s been a bit overwhelming.”

Alex’s gaze softened. “I get that. Sometimes, I come out here just to escape everything. The chaos, the noise. Everything feels clearer out here.”

Ethan’s throat tightened. “Yeah. It’s like, when everything’s falling apart around you, the only thing left is to keep moving forward, no matter how soaked you get.”

Alex nodded, eyes flickering with understanding. “Exactly. And maybe that’s what we’re doing. We're letting the rain wash away the bullshit.”

Ethan noticed how Alex’s eyes kept darting glances towards the front of his shorts. Just like my own.

Alex's gaze lingered a little longer, how the tension between them grew thicker with each passing moment. “Did you come out here often?” he asked, breaking the silence.

“Yeah,” Ethan replied. “Pretty much every day.”

“A serious runner.”

“No, just a guy looking for a way to help clear my head. I guess I’m running from more than just the storm today.”

Alex looked at him, a knowing smile tugging at his lips. “Same here. Sometimes, running away is the only way to face what’s inside.”

Ethan felt his pulse quicken. The storm had stripped away his usual defences, leaving behind raw honesty. Neither man was trying to hide the vulnerability in their soaked, trembling bodies.

They reached a small bridge overlooking the river, the water rushing beneath in a wild, turbulent current.

Ethan hesitated, then spoke softly, “You know, I’ve never met anyone out here like this before. It’s... kind of intense.”

Alex stepped closer, the rain making the space between them feel charged. “Yeah,” he murmured. “It’s like the storm is forcing us to confront things we’d rather hide from.”

“Like we're washed bare?”

Ethan looked into Alex’s eyes, feeling a strange pull—an undeniable chemistry ignited by the shared chaos. He wondered if Alex felt it too, this electric tension humming in the rain.

Alex looked at Ethan's face for a moment, then drop downwards to his shorts and let his gaze linger there. “Like we're stripped bare.”

Without thinking, Ethan reached out, his fingertips brushing Alex’s arm.

Alex responded immediately, his hand closing over Ethan’s, their fingers intertwining briefly. The world around them seemed to fade, leaving only the pounding rain and the racing beats of their hearts.

For a long moment, they stood there, soaked and shivering, caught in the storm’s aftermath.

Thunder rumbled again, but it was different now, the sound more like a whisper of something new.

“I guess we’re both a little crazy,” Ethan whispered.

Alex smiled, his brown eyes dark with emotion. “Maybe. But sometimes, that’s what it takes to find something real.”

“Is this real?”

“As real as you want it to be.”

As the rain softened into a drizzle, Ethan realized that the storm had not only washed away his earlier doubts but had also led him here. Is this just a chance
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