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Author’s Note
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I wish I could say that the atrocities committed against the dog in this story were based on one real-life event because then only one dog would have suffered like this. Unfortunately, animals are abused and murdered every day by people they trust, by those who should be caring for them. 

This is a work of fiction, but abuse like this happens all the time, and the punishment for the abusers is never justice. The animal welfare laws are not strong enough in the US or any country. We, as animal lovers, need to work together to strengthen the laws so that animal abusers spend many, many years behind bars. I’d prefer an eye-for-an-eye justice for animal and child abuse. I don’t think that will ever happen in real life, but I can make it happen in fiction.

I hope you’ll root for Tommy as much as I do.
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CHAPTER 1
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It’d taken Tommy longer than he’d expected to go to the four local locations and pick up his vacate bags. They were filled with money, passports, weapons, and other tools of his former trade. Before he ate his bullet, he’d send Bill the addresses of the bags he had stashed in other states and countries. His friend could claim them or leave them. He really didn’t care anymore. He’d only grabbed these so he could leave the money to Marjorie and her rescue.

It was getting late. The roads had been bad due to the recent snowstorm, but he was almost to Cedar Crossing. From there it was a short trip to Bill’s cabin. He’d make a quick stop at the grocery and liquor stores. Then tomorrow morning as the sun chased away the night, he’d end his legacy of pain and violence. The only good thing in his life had left him almost a year ago. It was time for him to join his dog.

“We’re almost there.” He glanced at the passenger seat, for one instant expecting to see the graying face of his best friend, but instead there was just the urn and an overwhelming jolt of loss. He could see Zero’s brown eyes looking at him and chiding him for being a coward. “Yeah. I know. I’ve gotta make that call.” 

He pulled to a stop at a red light. He couldn’t delay any longer. He grabbed his phone from the seat next to the urn, unlocked it, and hit the button to call the one person who would notice he was gone.

“Hi, I’m so glad you called.” As always, Marjorie sounded happy to hear from him. 

“Hey.” When he’d first met her, he’d been sure it was a lie or a trap, but after eight years he knew it was just who she was. A good person, unlike him. 

“Did you change your mind about coming over for Christmas?” 

“No. Sorry. I’m not going to be able to make it.” His eyes darted to the duffle bag. He still had to text Bill and tell him to give the money to Marjorie. She could use it to help a lot of dogs. At least something from his past would be used for good.

“How are you doing, Thomas?” Her tone changed to one of concern.

He smiled slightly. She was the only one who called him that. He was in his mid-forties, but he still went by Tommy. It was a silly name for a serious man. “I’m okay.” He wasn’t. Okay had been a temporary phase in his life, and it’d ended with Zero’s death.

“Did you decide what you’re going to do with his ashes? I still think the park is a great option. He loved it there.”

He glanced at the urn, and his heart broke all over again. He’d never realized how much losing someone hurt. If he had, he wouldn’t have been able to kill all those people. “He did love it there, but I don’t think that’s the right place.” Zero had been happiest at home, in the bed, in the living room, or anywhere Tommy was. 

“What if we drive out to the country and let him go in a field.” There was a smile in her voice. “I’m sure he’d love to torment some cows.”

“He probably would, but I can’t do that.” Spreading his ashes and leaving would be like abandoning him, and Tommy would never do that.

“You know, you don’t have to decide now. You don’t have to do anything until you’re ready.”

He knew all that, and he wasn’t one to talk about his decisions, but it was time to tell Marjorie some of his plan. “Actually, I have decided what I’m going to do with him.”

“You have?” She sounded surprised and happy. “That’s great. I mean...you should take the time that you need, but it’d be good for you to move forward. You’ll never forget him or stop loving him, but he wouldn’t want you to mourn him too long.”

“I know.” But it was too bad. He’d mourn his dog until the bullet exited his skull. Death was the only way he’d ever stop missing his friend.

It’d been a year since Zero had died. Correction. It’d been a year since Tommy had killed him. His best friend had been in pain, the cancer eating away at him. Everyone had said it was the kindest thing he could do, but Tommy had still betrayed the only creature on this earth who’d truly loved him.

“When are you going to do it? I’d love to be there with you. With him. I loved him too.” She’d loved him first. Marjorie had rescued him from the shelter. 

Zero had been a six-year-old black pit-mix, and he’d been abused. People passed by him every day with barely a glance. The poor guy had given up, but Marjorie had seen him. She had a gift of seeing the souls of the lost and forlorn. 

“If you want to do it alone, I understand.” She was the kindest, most intuitive person he’d ever met. 

He had no idea how she’d screwed up and befriended him. “Thanks. I do need to do this alone.” His gaze darted to the rearview mirror and the duffle bag on the back seat. It held the remnants from his other life, his life of death and pain. Alone would be the only way he’d get it done. Marjorie would never accept what he had to do.

“I definitely understand. Saying goodbye to a friend is always very difficult.” She paused for a second. “If you don’t mind telling me where, I’d love to visit later and say my goodbyes.”

“Of course.” He turned on to the last major road before the small town by Bill’s place. “I’m on my way upstate. A friend has a cabin there.”

“A cabin in the woods. Zero will love it.”

“I think so too.” They’d be together again, roaming and hunting in the forest, assuming there weren’t actually a heaven and hell. If there were, he’d be in hell, and Zero would be in heaven. 

He’d been raised Catholic and had accepted the possibility that he’d spend eternity in hell for what he’d done. He hoped there’d be an imposter angel who looked like him in heaven so his dog would be happy.

He knew a few truths in life: people would do and promise anything to save themselves; no one was safe if someone really wanted them dead; and Zero had loved him. Maybe heaven had one of those memory wipers like in that alien movie. His heart twisted with soul deep sadness as he ran his hand down the cold metal of the urn like he used to do on Zero’s soft fur. He didn’t care what happened after he died as long as Zero wasn’t lonely or unhappy.

“Will you be back for Christmas?” asked Marjorie.

“Ah...no.” He’d never be back.

“Oh. Maybe Kyle and I should come to the cabin and spend Christmas with you. The kids aren’t coming into town until the New Year. It’d be great to—”

“I need to say my goodbyes alone.” He swallowed a lump in his throat. He’d lived with death for too long to be scared, but he’d always figured his end would come by someone else’s hand, not his own.

“Thomas...” There was more than worry in her tone. Marjorie was a smart woman.

“I’ll be fine.” He’d be dead. Hopefully, that’d mean no more memories and no more pain. He snorted. That was unlikely after all he’d done. Some would say he’d been lucky to survive in his profession for so many years, but he knew better. Luck had never smiled on him. He’d learned to succeed with skill and meticulous planning.

She sighed. “I promise. It gets better.”

“Yeah. I know.” That’s what she kept saying, and it probably did for others but not him. He didn’t deserve better. He’d been given one gift, and that was Zero. A man like him didn’t get another. “I’ve gotta go. I’m almost there.”

“Call me later tonight when you get settled.”

“I’ll come by the rescue after the New Year. I promise.” He hated lying to the only person who cared one whit for him, but it was for her own good.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I need to say my goodbyes and then...” The breath hitched in his chest. This lie was hard. “I’ll come back to work. Meet the other dogs.” He didn’t say it, but it was implied that he’d eventually adopt another one. He wouldn’t. There’d never be another dog for him. 
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