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The last light of day bled across the quiet woods behind his house, painting the trees in deep amber and gold. Ryan Carter walked the gravel path slowly, hands shoved deep into the pockets of his faded jeans, the cool evening air brushing against the back of his neck. At twenty-eight, he’d grown used to the silence that filled his small, weathered cabin. Two years of living alone after everything fell apart had taught him how to move through the emptiness—sketching late into the night, drinking coffee that went cold on the windowsill, letting the days blur together. It was peaceful, in its own hollow way. But tonight the quiet felt heavier than usual, like something inside him was waiting for a reason to breathe again.

A faint, pained sound drifted from the brush beside the path—soft, almost human in its vulnerability. Ryan stopped, head tilting. There, half-hidden beneath the low branches, was a black cat. Its sleek coat caught the dying sunlight like polished obsidian, but the illusion of elegance shattered when he saw the injury. Blood matted the fur along one hind leg, dark and glistening. The cat’s breathing came in shallow, ragged pulls, its amber eyes half-lidded with exhaustion. It trembled, a tiny, broken thing trying to hold itself together.

“Jesus,” Ryan whispered, crouching low. The gravel bit into his knee through his jeans. He moved slowly, the way you approach something wild that might vanish. When his hand finally hovered near, the cat flinched but didn’t bolt. Its fur was impossibly soft under his palm—warm, alive, trembling with every shallow breath. Something tight in his chest loosened and then twisted harder. He couldn’t leave it here. Not like this.
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