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   To my friend Mill, who has always supported me. 
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Content Warnings


This story contains the following content: 
	Institutionalised/systemic pet whump 

	Dehumanisation

	Past abuse and trauma 

	Medical whump

	Forced medical treatment

	Morally dubious caretaker 

	Defiant whumpee



If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about a runaway pet…
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Stray Dog


It had been days since the first time Rayan had heard the rustling from behind the big, green dumpster. It was in an alley close to his apartment, frequented by many of the strays he'd helped over the years – cats, dogs, you name it. He just loved the little guys, and when he had enough money to spare, he liked to bring them little treats until they trusted him enough that he could bring them to a shelter. He’d even found loving homes for some of them around the neighbourhood, and seeing the scared, sopping wet dogs he had fed from his palm prance around on the streets in a little dog-coat and with a smiling owner … that always warmed his heart. 
In that first phase of trying to build trust, he never stuck around to wait and see what came to the bowl, allowing the strays peace and quiet. Some privacy. He knew from experience that was the best way to approach them, especially the cats, and there was a big chance this newest one was a cat. The bowl was always empty by the time he came back, and he was glad to see that his cat-and-dog-safe paste mixture was to the liking of the little critter. It was important to make it into a paste; he’d learned that the hard way. Some of these animals’ teeth were a complete mess, and they couldn’t really eat solids. 
After a week or so, he decided to stay as he presented the mystery animal with yet another bowl full of food and another bowl of clean water. He really hoped it would still come out of hiding despite his presence, at least so he could see what he was dealing with.
“Here, love. I've brought you some food,” he said softly, stepping away from the bowl to give it space. He crouched down and waited, eyes surveying the alleyway curiously.
Soon enough, he heard that signature rustling, and something poked its head out from behind the dumpster.
That wasn’t a cat. It wasn’t even a dog.
He watched in astonishment as the thin and dirty little thing crawled out of the shadows and dragged itself over to the bowl, eyeing him warily. Neither of them said a word. Maybe this poor guy hadn't talked to anyone in ages and didn't know what to say. Rayan was simply too stunned to.
It was a pet. An actual pet, the kind that looked awfully similar to people, with a worn, black collar around its neck and an expression that told Rayan it was not happy that he decided to stay.
Rayan had never seen a pet up close like this before. He had learned about them in school, he had seen some famous, rich people’s pets, he had studied the rules and laws regarding them extensively, wanting to adopt one someday. With all that knowledge neatly tucked into the crevices of his brain, he should’ve been way more prepared and way less like a kid staring at a monkey in a zoo with their mouth hanging open. 
“Sorry I'm not a dog,” it spat, making him snap out of it.
“Oh … no, that's not – if I'd known – ”
“You wouldn't have brought me anything. I know.”
“No! I would've brought you normal food! On a plate!”
It still seemed full of distrust, probably for good reason. Who knew how other people must've been treating it up until now? Strays were a rare occurrence when it came to pets, and the ones that ran away usually had a damn good reason to. 
Rayan reached towards the bowl, making the other pull it closer protectively, glaring at him. “I'm not trying to – it must be disgusting! Let me bring you real food instead, please.”
“Then bring it. I'll finish this by the time you come back.”
He sighed and stood up. “Okay. I'll be right back, then.”
On his way back to the apartment, Rayan couldn't help but wonder why the poor pet decided to show itself if it thought a dog would've been more appreciated – to the point where it thought it was risking its only source of food by not being one. It must've heard his voice and known he was still there, right?
He grabbed a plate and stacked some food onto it from the fridge. He decided to heat up some instant ramen too, hoping the warm soup would help combat the chill. Logically, he should’ve called the Pet Protection Agency to take care of the poor stray. The pet probably knew this. Did it think Rayan was somehow different? If it did, Rayan supposed it was right, because his thoughts were nowhere near the possibility of making that phone call.
The only thing he could think of as a logical explanation was that under all that snark and cynicism, it wanted to be found and cared for. Of course it did. It was a pet, it needed to be cared for. But maybe, because of some odd turn of events, it might’ve wanted to be cared for outside of the system, by someone other than its legal owner. But why? It should’ve been having a blast at its owner’s. The PPA was supposed to ensure a happy life for all pets, right? If it wasn’t having a blast, it should’ve been taken away and given to someone better.
In any case, throwing itself at the mercy of another was most likely easier to bear if it acted like it wasn’t hoping for even a scrap of kindness. Like it already knew it'd be rejected, so there was no way to surprise it.
Rayan was determined to do so anyway. To shock it with just how much he already cared, after days of no contact and a five-minute encounter.
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Sil


Rayan sat on the ground a few feet away from the stray as it ate. He was lost in thought, quietly observing the visible injuries and weird bumps under its skin. Bones healed wrong, maybe. 
The more he thought about this entire situation, the more he found himself absolutely furious with the pet’s previous owner. He had wanted a pet his entire life. He had grown up wanting one, seeing how happy and lively and perfect they were, knowing that if he was just a little more fortunate, worked just a little harder, got out of his one-bedroom dwelling and moved into something a tiny bit more spacious, maybe the Pet Protection Agency would consider him as a potential adopter. He had always been so passionate about wanting to give poor, helpless things a better life; that was precisely why he was so obsessed with helping the stray cats and dogs around the area. His ultimate goal was to get one of the pets out of a shelter and give it a loving home, the best home he possibly could. 
And then there were people like this guy’s owner. He couldn’t fathom having the wealth and opportunity to adopt a pet and then treating it like utter garbage. He couldn’t fathom how the PPA could’ve given someone like that a licence in the first place. Wasn’t there an interview? Weren’t they supposed to check up on pets regularly? How did they miss this? 
His new acquaintance put down the cup gently, almost like it was handling expensive glass or something. Quite out of character for someone moving around so jerkily, and who had pretended not to care much for the soup in the first place.
“My name's Rayan. May I ask what your name is?” He kept his voice quiet, both so he could avoid startling it and so others on the street wouldn't hear.
“Wouldn't we both like to know?” It choked out a dry laugh, devoid of any joy or amusement. “Owner called me mutt, or that thing. I'm not sure I ever had a name, Rayan.” His name felt like an insult coming from the pet, as if he was in the wrong for simply having one when it didn't.
Rayan frowned. “Well, do you wanna have one? You could give me anything. Make something up. Go back and change it later if you come up with something better … Surely, you don't want me to call you those things?”
“Why do you need to call me anything?” it snapped suddenly. “You're making it sound like you'll just stick around and humour me forever! Why don't you go on your way already?” 
“I – well … ” Rayan rubbed the back of his neck anxiously, awkwardly, looking for words that wouldn't upset the other. He wasn't sure words like that existed. “I was hoping I'd find you here tomorrow, like … like always. Well, for the past week. And that I'd have a name to call you by when I came back.”
The stray's eyes narrowed in suspicion, but it didn't lash out again. In fact, it didn't react at all, which was already better than the outburst a moment ago. Rayan counted it as a win.
“Think about it, okay?” he said with what he hoped was a friendly and pleasant smile. “I'll take this stuff back now. I'll bring you more tomorrow, if … you know, if you're still here. If I didn't annoy you into leaving and finding another place.”
He slowly inched closer and grabbed the bowls and the plate with the cup on it, still without getting a single word in response. It was only when he turned to leave that he heard a quiet voice from behind him, so unlike the harsh tone he had just gotten used to.
“I've been calling myself Sil. In my head. I was always told to be silent, so I guess I just took it and ran with it.”
Rayan stopped and glanced back at the stray, Sil, nodding his understanding without giving any indication that he noticed the faint blush on its face. “Sil it is, then.”
“Will you really come back tomorrow?” it asked, prompting him to fully turn back around. “Am I really worth it, compared to a dog?”
“Hey.” Rayan crouched down to be at eye level with it. “I'll be back, as long as you want me to. You could even come home with me.” Sil visibly recoiled at the idea, and he quickly added, “It's just an option. Just letting you know. All I'm saying is I'll be back tomorrow. For sure.”
“Okay,” it said quietly, watching Rayan stand up again with those sharp eyes that seemed to catch even the smallest of movements. The eyes of someone that had been hurt by those movements.
“See you tomorrow, Sil.”
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Distrust


The next day, Rayan was considerably more nervous as he made his way to the alley. He used to be excited, sure, wanting to find out what was hiding in there … but now he knew. And he had no idea whether it would still be there. 
“Sil?” He didn't put the plate down this time, wanting to hand it to the pet instead. Sil poked its head out from behind the dumpster, seemingly disapproving of this new idea.
“Do I need to do tricks for it now?” it groaned. “Roll over? Sit pretty?”
“What? No, I – ”
Rayan averted his gaze, knowing that at the core of it, that was what he'd had in mind. He wanted to lure it closer, build some more trust. He was still treating it like a stray dog, when pets were so entirely different.
“I'm sorry.” He put down the plate of food, stepping back. “I won't force anything. Like, in exchange for food. You don't have to earn it, is what I'm trying to say.”
Sil began carefully moving towards it, never taking its eyes off of him. Now that Rayan could see it a little better and knew what to look for, it was obvious that it was in pain. The way it compensated for loss of movement in some areas, the way it winced when it made a wrong move … He was sure that part of it moving so slowly was caution, but the other part was definitely the pain.
Rayan had no idea how to approach the topic of a vet’s visit, and it ended up causing him a long, sleepless night. He thought he'd just grab a stray animal, bring it to the vet, and be done with it. But Sil … he couldn't just put it into a box. Then there was the issue of the licence. Only licensed pets could be brought to a vet, and they took the rules very seriously. The moment he showed up with an unregistered pet, they would take it away and bring it right back to the sly fucker who managed to avoid questions up until now. He could already picture it. “Oh, I don’t know how it got these injuries. It must’ve happened in the time it was on the streets. Yes, of course I’ll pay for all the treatments, I’m a good owner, see?”     
He couldn’t bring in Sil as a pet. But trying to bring it in as a person, trying to trick a doctor, would put all three of them in danger of serious legal trouble. He didn’t want to put anyone else in harm’s way, and that was precisely why he had decided that when the doctor finally got back to him, he wouldn’t mention an in-person visit, only ask some general questions over the phone about things that he himself might be able to do to help.
Unfortunately, said doctor had just found the time to call back. 
The ringtone sent Sil scurrying back to its nest, food untouched.
“Oh no – goddammit, why now … ?” He pressed a hand down on his pocket to muffle the music. “It's just my phone, Sil, please eat! I'll just – I'll be right around the corner!” He took a few steps away for privacy and took the call.

      ***Sil couldn't stop shaking. The sound of the phone startled it so badly, and the most frustrating thing was that it couldn't even explain why. It wished it had at least grabbed the food before running like a coward.
It could faintly hear Rayan's voice from the street, talking to someone. It couldn't make out a single word from so far away, but it found itself curious enough to shuffle towards the source.
“ … They seem hurt … yes, I think so … no, they're just – bumps under the skin, yes … I can't bring them in … it's complicated, I just can't … ” 
They. Who were they? Ah, of course, Rayan must've been talking to a professional or something. He had to pretend he was talking about a person, so he could ask his questions without raising suspicion.
No. That didn’t make any sense. That was a pet train of thought, a stray train of thought, from someone who had been running from the Agency for almost a year now. From a person point of view, all Rayan had to do was call the PPA and have it be brought in. Returned to its owner. That was the ‘right

      ***
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