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Chapter 1: The Weight of Years






Dr. Ed Samuels adjusted his reading glasses and looked at the appointment book on his desk. It was Tuesday afternoon. He had three wellness checks, a spay surgery, and a dental cleaning—just like he had for the past forty years. The days were blending into one another and each one was becoming a blur.

Through the window of his office, rain streaked down in heavy sheets, turning the parking lot into a mirror that reflected the gray sky. The weather matched his mood perfectly.

At nearly seventy-two, Ed had seen it all as a veterinarian. He had treated small dogs that swallowed jewelry and passed it without surgery, lizards that appeared dead from a cold snap but miraculously revived in a child's hands, and mastiffs that miraculously regained their ability to walk. People turned to Ed for forty years when their pets needed saving.

But lately, those miracles didn’t feel the same. Something had changed and he knew exactly what it was. 

Ed stood and walked to the framed photo on his desk. Agnes smiled back at him, her arm around his shoulder, both of them laughing at something long forgotten. The picture had been taken at the clinic's thirtieth anniversary party, just five years ago. She'd worn her blue dress, the one that matched her eyes. That was before the cancer. That was before the hospital rooms and the helpless feeling of watching someone you love slip away despite all your knowledge and training. That's when he wanted to scream, but he didn't because he knew he shouldn't because it would upset her. 

It had been three years since he lost her, and the clinic was now both his safe place and his cage. He came in every day because he couldn’t stand the empty house, but being here without her laughter and her warm greetings at the front desk was just as hard.

The bell above the front door clanged. Ed heard Kelly, his receptionist, greet someone. He checked the clock. His next appointment was still an hour away.

"Dr. Samuels?" Kelly's voice carried through the door, tentative in that way that meant trouble. "Frank's here from animal control."

Ed felt his stomach clench. Frank never had good news. Would it be this time and was it something Ed was going to be able to handle? 

He found the young officer in the exam room with a plastic carrier on the table. Inside, something hissed loudly, sounding desperate and angry.

"I'm sorry, Doc," Frank said, and he really looked it. His sleeve was torn, and three fresh scratches marked his forearm. "This one's a code red. We found him behind the fish market. He’s attacked three officers already. He’s completely feral, malnourished, and impossible to handle."

Ed looked through the grate of the carrier. Two wide eyes stared back at him from the darkness, reflecting the overhead light. White fur, dirty and matted, was pressed against the back of the crate.

"The shelter's full," Frank continued. "They've scheduled him for euthanasia. I thought maybe... I don't know. I thought maybe you'd want to look at him first before I take him over there."

Ed felt the old weight settle on his shoulders. This was always the part of the job that broke Agnes’s heart. She used to say every animal deserved a chance, and that behind every snarl was just a scared soul looking for safety.

But Agnes was gone now.

"All right," Ed said, his voice gravelly with fatigue and too many sleepless nights. "Let me take a look at him first. I don't put anything down without looking it in the eye."

Frank stepped back, raising his hands in warning. "Watch your fingers, Doc. He's a demon."

Ed reached for the heavy leather glove hanging by the sink, the one he used for difficult cats and wild birds. But before he put it on, he stopped.

Something in the cat’s eyes made him pause.

They weren’t the eyes of a demon. They were the eyes of something scared and hurt, fighting back because it had no other choice.

Ed had seen eyes like that before—mostly in the mirror, during the first months after Agnes died.

"Hey there, buddy," Ed whispered, crouching down to look into the carrier. He used the calm, deep voice he saved for nervous animals. "You’ve had a tough time, haven’t you?" The cat didn't stop, but it quieted. Just a fraction.

Ed reached for the latch. Frank made a sound of protest, but Ed ignored him. He found the metal clasp and slowly, carefully opened the door.

The cat inside went completely still, every muscle tense and ready to spring.

"Come on," Ed said softly. "Let’s get you cleaned up before we decide anything."

Moving almost without thinking, Ed reached in and scruffed the cat, pulling him out in one smooth motion. The cat thrashed, claws scraping the metal table and body twisting, but Ed held on. Instead of holding him away or pinning him down, Ed did something he hadn’t done in years.

He pressed the cat to his chest and held him close, as if he were holding something precious and fragile.








