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The sky outside Daniel’s bedroom
window was overcast, a dull grey mirror to the way he felt inside.
It had been eight months since the accident, and every morning
since then seemed to drag him deeper into the same unshakable
despair. His left leg, now pinned together with metal rods, ached
constantly. But the real pain—the kind that gripped his chest like
a vice—was knowing he’d never play soccer again. Soccer had been
more than a game to him. It was his passion, his future. Now, it
was a memory he couldn’t touch without breaking.

“Daniel,” his mom called from
downstairs. “Are you okay? Breakfast is ready!”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he stared at the
soccer ball in the corner of his room. Its surface was scuffed from
countless games, the black-and-white hexagons worn down by his
dreams. He wanted to kick it. Or throw it. Or just stop feeling
anything at all.

He pushed himself out of bed,
wincing as his crutches bit into his hands. Every step felt like a
reminder of what he’d lost. He hated the crutches. He hated his
leg. Most of all, he hated himself for not being
stronger.

On his way to the kitchen, his mom intercepted
him. Her eyes were soft but heavy with worry.

“Daniel, Pastor Rob called,” she
said hesitantly. “He was asking about you again. Maybe we
could—”

“No.” His tone was sharp, cutting
through her words like a blade.

“Okay,” she said quietly, stepping
aside.

Daniel didn’t want to hear about
God, or faith, or miracles. If God cared, he wouldn’t have let the
accident happen. If faith mattered, it wouldn’t have left him so
empty.

After forcing down a few bites of toast, Daniel
escaped outside. The fresh air stung his cheeks, cold and bracing.
He hobbled toward the park down the street. He hadn’t been there
since the accident, but today something tugged at him, a faint
whisper he couldn’t ignore.

The park was empty, save for a few
crows picking at scraps near the benches. The soccer field
stretched out in the distance, a mocking reminder of what used to
be. Daniel sank onto a bench beneath a towering oak tree and stared
at the field. His breath came out in clouds, the silence around him
heavy and still.

“Rough day?”

The voice startled him. He turned to
see a young man sitting on the other end of the bench. He hadn’t
heard anyone approach. The man looked about twenty, with
golden-brown hair that seemed to catch the faintest rays of light
filtering through the clouds. His eyes were a startling blue, as if
the sky itself had poured its essence into them.

Daniel frowned. “Do I know you?”

The man smiled, a soft, knowing expression.
“Not yet. But I thought you might need someone to talk
to.”

Daniel shifted uncomfortably. “I’m
fine.”

“Are you?”

The question lingered in the air, gentle but
piercing. Daniel looked away, focusing on the soccer field
again.

“What’s your name?” Daniel asked,
partly to change the subject.

“Gabriel,” the man
replied.

Daniel snorted. “What are you, an angel or
something?”

Gabriel chuckled. “Something like
that.”

There was something odd about Gabriel—something
calm and unshakable, like he carried a kind of peace that didn’t
belong to this world.

“You don’t know anything about me,”
Daniel muttered.

“Maybe not,” Gabriel said. “But I
can see you’re hurting. And I know how easy it is to let pain build
walls around you, to keep hope out.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened. “Hope doesn’t fix
anything. It doesn’t make your leg stop hurting, or your future
stop falling apart.”

Gabriel tilted his head, studying
Daniel with those unnervingly bright eyes. “No, hope doesn’t erase
pain. But it gives you the strength to face it.”

Daniel let out a bitter laugh. “Yeah, well, I
don’t have strength. Or hope. Not anymore.”

Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on
his knees. “Can I tell you a story?”

Daniel shrugged. “Whatever.”

“There was a boy once, not much
younger than you,” Gabriel began. “He loved to run, more than
anything. It made him feel free, like he could outrun the world if
he tried hard enough. But one day, he fell. His legs were broken,
and the doctors said he’d never run again. At first, he was angry.
He thought, ‘What’s the point of living if I can’t do what I
love?”

Daniel’s chest tightened. The story felt
uncomfortably close.

“But one day,” Gabriel continued,
“he saw a bird outside his window—a small sparrow with a broken
wing. The bird couldn’t fly anymore, but it still hopped around,
singing as if it didn’t care that it was grounded. That little bird
taught the boy something important: even when life changes, it
doesn’t have to stop. You find new ways to live, new ways to
hope.”

Daniel’s eyes stung, but he refused to blink
away the tears. “So what? Are you saying I should just get over it?
Find some new dream and forget about soccer?”

Gabriel shook his head. “Not forget. Remember
it. Cherish it. Let it shape you. But don’t let it be the only
thing that defines you.”

For a long moment, Daniel said nothing. The
wind rustled the branches above, scattering a few leaves at their
feet.

“Why are you telling me this?”
Daniel finally asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Because you’re not as broken as you
think you are,” Gabriel said softly. “And because you have more to
offer this world than you realize.”

Daniel looked down at his hands, clenching and
unclenching them. He wanted to believe Gabriel’s words, but the
weight of his pain
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