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"The one absolutely unselfish friend that man can have in this selfish world, the one that never deserts him, the one that never proves ungrateful or treacherous, is his dog."

— George Graham Vest
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PART I: BEFORE THE GODS (BACKSTORY)
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Let me tell you something about memory.

You humans think you remember your childhoods clearly—your first day of school, your mother's perfume, the taste of birthday cake. But you don't. Not really. Your brains edit the footage, splice together fragments, fill in the gaps with imagination and wishful thinking. You remember the idea of childhood, not childhood itself.

Dogs? We're different.

We don't remember in pictures or words. We remember in smells. In feelings. In the ghost-print of warm bodies pressed against ours in the dark, the phantom echo of a heartbeat that might have been Mother's, the muscle-memory of milk and safety and the brief, blinding certainty that the world was good.

I don't know where I was born.

Could've been a backyard in the suburbs, puppies tumbling over each other while some well-meaning family's purebred had an "oops" litter. Could've been under a highway overpass, Mother doing her best with cardboard and desperation. Could've been a puppy mill—one of those nightmare factories you humans pretend don't exist while you scroll through "adorable puppy" videos on your phones.

Doesn't matter now.

What I remember is this: warmth, then cold. Togetherness, then alone. Mother's smell—earthy, milky, safe—and then strange hands, strange smells, strange everything.

And then: The Shelter.

If Hell exists, it's not fire and brimstone. It's fluorescent lights and chain-link fences and the sound of forty dogs barking the same prayer: "Please. Please. Please choose me. Please love me. Please don't leave me here."

The Shelter smelled like industrial cleaner trying desperately to mask piss, shit, fear, and abandonment. It smelled like hope dying slowly under artificial light. It smelled like every dog's worst nightmare made concrete and real.

I was small then—maybe eight weeks old, maybe ten. My paws were cartoon-huge, floppy appendages I hadn't quite figured out how to operate. My ears did this thing where one stood up and the other flopped down, giving me a permanently confused expression that, I later learned, humans found "adorable."

Adorable.

That's the word that saves you in The Shelter. Adorable gets you out. Adorable gets you chosen.

Big, scarred, old, sick, scared—those words get you the back room. The quiet room. The room where dogs go in and don't come out.

I was lucky. I was adorable.

But I didn't feel lucky. I felt terrified.

My kennel was six feet by four feet of chain-link and concrete. The walls were see-through, which meant I could watch other dogs get walked past by humans, watch their tails wag with desperate optimism, watch their faces fall when the humans kept walking.

"Too big."

"Too energetic."

"Too... I don't know, just too much."

Too. The worst word in the English language.
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