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To my beloved Zoom, who taught me the love, devotion, and adoration of a dog. To Zoey, my foster who became my rescue, and who’s horrible abuse as a weeks old puppy prompted my sorrow and anger to write this book. Zoom went to doggie heaven in 2014. Zoey grew to a happy, loving, and playful dog who was my fourth foster failure. 

I adopted her and never regretted it for the ten years God let her stay here. My hopes is this book will reveal the levels of abuse so all animals will come to know the joy, peace, and safety Zoom and Zoey lived. To the devoted animal rights advocates and countless rescue operations who are caring and giving voices for those who cannot speak for themselves.
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A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast: but the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel. Proverbs 12:10

Jeffrey Morgan mumbled through a gag and kicked the gate when Loretta Bentley passed the cage. Urine and feces puddled and clumped close to the insulated block wall. His attempts to avoid his waste failed. The chain padlocked to the collar around his neck remained smeared and wet. His hip and knee were streaked, and one foot had skin worn away from rubbing the concrete.

The dogs barked excited greetings when she completed the morning check on them. The large dogs she freed stayed close to her legs and followed her through a side door. The small dogs whined, eager to exit by way of the front door leading to her back yard.

She returned to the comfort of the cushioned rocker in the patio. Loretta sipped coffee from a large mug and gazed at the pastures comprising her three-hundred-fifty acre, East Texas ranch. The house, small like a cottage with two bedrooms, set five-hundred feet from the gravel farm road. She thrived in the seclusion, privacy, and fenced property she liked and needed. Day laborers came when she called for special jobs. The last hired project, three weeks earlier, an eight by ten foot fenced area, seventy-five feet from the back gate, created an outstanding retribution arena. The tall cedar board provided absolute privacy. Loretta smiled.

Spring breezes held the hint of heat when the sun rose higher. The tin roof shaded her and the animals she rescued from evil men. For those animal abusers, no rescue came.

A bone thin, two-year-old, female lab crept slowly towards Loretta with her tail giving tentative wags. Poor baby's still afraid after a month.

“You're okay, beautiful lady. Come on. Come here and get some lovin'.” She wiggled her fingers. Blacky's tail wagged in overdrive. The dog lay her head on the woman's lap. Loretta rubbed her boney face and wondered if she was the only person who'd ever been kind to Blacky.

She separated the fur growing in around the dog's neck. Deep scaring and an open area several inches long revealed angry red flesh beginning to heal over and a hole where the veterinarian had placed a drainage tube. Loretta closed her eyes, sorrow and rage ignited raw fury. She opened them to tunnel vision. Blacky looked up into her face then lapped up the tears.

“No one will ever hurt you again or tie you up with binding wire. Never. I promise you that, and I'll be sure you have a good home. He's paying for what he did to you. If he's still alive, he knows just what you went through.” She looked toward the tarp and fencing. “Let's get you and the other lovely ones some breakfast. What do you say?”

Blacky bounced up and down walking beside Loretta to the kennel. She's put on thirteen pounds and still looks like a refugee from a concentration camp. She patted the dog's back and cringed when she felt the vertebra protruding. 

Vigorous barking greeted her when she opened the door and flipped on the lights. The air conditioning blew a gentle flow of air from the roof units. Inheritance and donations made ideal living conditions possible for the previously mistreated animals in her care. Keeping the kennels and pens clean obsessed her. They deserved the best lives after what they'd gone through. Volunteers offered to help her and she rejected them all. Not because she couldn't use their help, heaven knew she could. The little secrets she kept here and there forced her to do it all herself, except for Juan who she thought useless most days. 

At the end of the pens, one of the secrets moaned and kicked the aluminum gate. Loretta walked past giving him only the slightest acknowledgment. Gave him more than he gave his Boxer for eight months. Blacky paused and sniffed the pen. She backed away and shook her head. 

“He's a mess, isn't he, girl?” Loretta chuckled and made eye contact with the naked man. She rubbed the dog’s ribs. “Come on, I need to feed whoever deserves to eat, and he can just sit there and watch.” Her voice took a cooing tone. “Yes, he can. He can just watch and be hungry. He can watch like Rex did, can't he now?”

She went from cage to cage and opened the doors. Three of the six dogs stayed inside cowered in the back. All small breeds, and all neglected and abused. Her heart broke anew the way it did every day. Danny, the Greyhound, abandoned in a rural ranch area when his usefulness as a racing dog was lost to a shoulder injury, sat in front of her and barked. She patted his head.

“You're a good boy. Look at that. You never messed in your pen. Come on, I'll let you out.”

He followed her to the sliding doors in the back. Blacky came along but stopped before stepping into the large, fenced yard. Loretta knew it reminded her of the years she'd been chained to a swivel hook with binding wire embedded into her neck. Rarely fed, dehydrated with no shelter from the sun or rain, she'd laid down one day and never got up. Little more than a bag of bones when rescued, Loretta vowed right then her owner would pay. Paying he is. She looked to the edge of the fenced area in the pasture.

“Come on Abby and Sam.” She clapped her hands to get the attention of two German shepherds. 

They moved away from the only locked pen remaining and dashed out the door. Sam gimped on three legs. Struck by a car when he and his sister were dumped on the highway, Loretta paid for the amputation and nursed him into health. His sister never left his side. Danny dropped his front end, and Sam accepted the challenge. Loretta laughed watching them run and play. Just like all dogs should be able to enjoy life. 

She coaxed Blacky outside and knelt in front of her. “Look, no chains out here.” Beautiful copper eyes looked into hers with trust as if she understood. 

Abby touched the Labs nose and they began circling the play area. Loretta shut the door.

Not surprised to see all three of the small dogs in one pen, she sat down just outside their open gate.

The smell from the end cage penetrated her nose unwelcome as an unfamiliar intruder. In her kennels, bad odors were rare and readily dealt with to insure the dogs comfort. She wouldn't keep his clean, no way, he could die in what he found acceptable for Rex. Her only concern, the sensitive sense of smell her canine beloved shared. Maybe I'll hose him down again – for them.

Her attention returned to the small dogs. “Latsi, come here you beautiful woman.” 

The senior Lhasa Aspo bounded toward Loretta as quickly as her age allowed. Surrendered horribly matted, by the daughter of the elderly woman who'd owned and loved her for eleven years, she now looked lovely. The grooming and pain medication for her arthritis made a world's difference. Loretta picked the old girl up and cuddled her. 

“Your mama will be home from the hospital tomorrow. I'll help her take better care of you. Three more days and you get to go home. Are you happy?”

The dog wiggled and licked her face.

“I know you're happy, yes I do.”

She carried the ball of fur to the side yard, safe from the big dogs. 

“Your friends will be out in a few minutes.”

The Chihuahua mix belly crawled to her as she knelt on all fours encouraging him. “Jose, you're all right. Those mean boys can never touch you, again No, no, honey. Stand up, don't crawl that way. They went bye-bye forever.”

The tiny fella weighed six pounds. How any human could torture an animal who only needed love insulted her sensibilities. Making them pay didn’t bother her a bit.

She caressed the shivering bundle and cooed loving words in his ear. I wonder if he’ll ever stop being so afraid of human contact? How can I get him a home when he behaves this way? 

Set free from hands that could hurt him and feet that kick, Jose ran across the side yard and sat against the fence near the patio. She sighed and shook her head. Latsi tried to come back inside and Loretta used her foot to gently block her. I hope Jose saw me. Feet don’t always hurt.

She wanted to be fair, leave him in the same circumstances he'd left Rex in for months. Jeffrey had it better than Rex, really. 

Thoughts of the previous two months held any sympathy she might muster at bay while she clung to the gate and stared at the previous owner. The dog's kennel was outside all summer and winter. No roof over him, and never let out. The concrete floor didn't have an inch without over a foot of dog crap. The acid had eaten away skin. Not that anyone could see it, the dog had been covered in its own waste. The vet couldn't even be sure what breed he was until he'd been cleaned up. Severely underweight, Jeffery’s excuse had been 'Rex wouldn't eat.' Dog food, when provided, was dumped in the mess. The dog had to get pieces out from urine and feces. He ate like a hog when Loretta brought him to her kennel. There, he ate from a clean bowl, in a clean pen. 

His feet healed in two weeks, and he put weight on. The beautiful Boxer ignored Jeffrey when she'd brought the man into the kennels sixteen days ago. It didn't surprise her. Jeffrey had picked him up as a six-week old puppy and put him in the three by five-foot kennel. Animal control told her they believed he'd never been out again. Not until Jeffery's mail carrier complained about investigating a horrid smell and hearing a dog whimpering behind the back yard fence. That's when she got the call. When she learned exactly where Jeffrey lived. 

She watched him withering on the floor, trying to sit up, obviously embarrassed by his nakedness and waste. 

“I have good news, Jeff. I visited Rex yesterday. He's clean, dry, and fed. Are you happy for him, you waste of space?” She kicked the gate and laughed when he scooted backwards, terror in his eyes.

He mumbled and nodded his head vigorously. 

“I can't understand you. It must be frustrating to not be able to tell me what you need. For me not to be able to understand you. Do you suppose that's how Rex felt for all those months?”

He rolled up and looked down at his right ass cheek. 

“Oh look. You have dung all over yourself. It didn't bother you when that was Rex's way of life. Should it bother me that it's yours?”

His head stayed down but he nodded, then his eyes found hers, and he shook his head.

“Yes or no, Jeff? I should care or I shouldn't? You don't know what to say, do you?”

He mumbled loudly and shook his body back and forth.

“Huh? What does that mean? Are you thwarted by our language barrier?”

The gag moved, his mouth worked but nothing came out but a strangled sob. Tears flooded eyes as dark brown as his buzz cut hair.

“Maybe as a human I should understand you need to eat. You're losing a lot of weight. Should that tell me you're not eating enough?” Her tone jumped from the gentle probing voice one might use with a small child to angry monster raging inside. “Or, maybe I'm like you, Jeff, I just don't give a fudge. You're cold, dirty, hungry and thirsty, and you know what? I don't care. How's that for honesty you worthless, nasty beast?”

Back against the wall, head dropped, he sobbed.

“Do you think Rex cried, Jeffrey? Do you? What was that whimpering the mail lady heard all the way from the front of the house?” Infuriated, her voice raised to a ranting screech.

The weeping stopped and he sniffed hard. Thrashing his head back and forth. He opened his mouth as far as he could and gasped a gurgled breath. Panic quelled her rage. She threw the gate open and stepped into his cage. Humanity gripped her momentarily until her mission rekindled, heartless and cruel as the man struggling to breathe.

“Stop crying and man up. If your nose isn't full of snot, you can breathe through it, yah think?”

His head jerked back and forth. Snorting and sucking air around the gag. 

“Good, you won't suffocate. You'll be able to suffer longer like your dog did. I'd be so disappointed if you died this fast. That wouldn't be fair, now would it? Not fair to Rex at all. He suffered for seven months. Do you think you'll last long?”

A loud, sluggish sniff apparently cleared his nose, he tried to articulate something. 

“Did you say you were happy for him? I couldn't understand you. He plays in a big clean yard with a ten-year-old boy every day. They showed me his big, comfortable, doggie mattress. It's in the living room. The thing is, at night he won't stay in his own bed. He sleeps with the little boy who loves him and takes care of him. They gave me a picture of the two of them sound asleep. Here, let me show you.”

She reached into the pocket of her flannel shirt. He stared at the wall, sniffing and hacking. 

Loretta slipped into her rubber boots without touching them and walked into Jeff's cage. She squatted by him unafraid he'd make the mistake of kicking her, again. She glanced at the black and blue marks on his knee caps and shins. The computer print showed Rex stretched out on a double bed, his head on a pillow, and his front leg over the throat of a sleeping boy with blond hair. Their noses were inches apart.

Jeffrey looked at the picture for a full half minute. His eyes teared up, again.

“Oh stop.” She stood and folded the paper. “You're not crying tears of joy for him, you're bawling for yourself. He has what he deserves now, and you know what? So, do you.”

The man's eyes grew venomous. He drew a knee toward his chest. 

Loretta stepped back as he kicked then she stomped the heel of her boot into his ankle. The thin rubber did little to cushion his weakened flesh. He screamed, muffled and gurgled.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, when will you learn? Even if you kicked me, what would you gain? You're handcuffed behind your back, tethered to the wall, and padlocked. Maybe, you're going a little crazy? Maybe, Rex did, too. But, you know the difference between you and him, Jeff?”

His face contorted in pain, he glanced at her briefly and gave a slight shake of the head.

“You haven't figured it out, yet? Let me tell you. He was rescued. You won't be – ever.”

He made noises in a pleading tone she couldn't understand.

“You'll just have to wallow. I have a terrified little girl to teach about love.” 

She slammed the gate shut and covered her ears with both hands to shut out his grunted attempts to communicate. 

The cocker spaniel mix ran to her little bed as soon Loretta approached. Her ribs were healed from the stomping her previous owner gave her for urinating in the house. He'd left her inside for twelve hours. His wife surrendered her to an animal control facility. The supervisor thought her leg was broken initially, but no one could get close enough to tell. She required sedation to be examined. It was revealed she had numerous lumps, bruises, and lacerations in various stages of healing. The man confessed to beating her with a fly swatter. 

Loretta wished she could catch the man out alone and bring him to her animal rescue. Spend a few weeks with him and a fly swatter, but she couldn't get them all and the two she had were enough. 

“Tina, now, now, no snarling.” She scooted closer to the little Tasmanian devil. 

Ten minutes later, she reached out her hand and touched the blond head gently. The raised lip and rumble warned her just in time to raise her hand quickly. Teeth snapped together as the dog lunged upwards. Loretta didn't move. She kept her hand a foot above the dogs head then lowered it slowly. 

“Let me love you, honey. You're a good girl. I won't hurt you.”

She petted the small head. Amber eyes turned to her in their sockets and the growl came hesitantly. The dog never moved as Loretta wiggled her fingers and cooed gentle words. She knew not to stand, appearing large and threatening. Scooting away, to her delight, Tina followed her.

“That's a good girl. If you stop being so ugly to people, I can get a cutie like you a nice home. Wouldn't you like that?” She ran a hand down the dogs back a few times. “Let's go outside, shall we? You can play with the others while I clean the pens and get your food ready. What do you say?”

Loretta slipped a hand under the dog's belly and lifted her slowly to her chest. She jerked her head back to avoid an unpredictable snarl and snap. Just as quickly, Tina hung her head and whimpered.

On her feet, she rubbed the dog's side. “It's okay, you're confused. I know you are. We've made a lot of progress. You're a good girl, yes, yes, you are.”

She set the dog on the grass and the other two ran towards her in greetings of excited barks and wagging tails.

Each kennel had a sewage drain in the back. A subtle slope led to the grate. She used the waste pan and a small shovel to clean solids, removed the dog beds, blankets, and food bowls. Built in, continuous flow water troughs were raised five inches above the floor. She shut the lids then got the power hose from the wall mount. A tank with hot water and non-toxic soap brought a mixture down the lines. She sprayed down the walls and floor of each kennel. 

“Jeff, I'm not doing this for you. It's because the dogs have sensitive noses and you've really stunk your cage up.”

He scooted to the back shaking his head, making redundant sounds of 'no, no, no.'

“Oh, stop. It's more than you did for Rex, isn't it? You're really ungrateful, aren't you, Jeff?”

She squeezed the trigger and the cutting stream threw excrement and urine all over the walls and the man. Unable to stand because of the length of his chain anchored to the floor, he got on his knees. She sprayed his back down and he crawled on his hands and knees to escape the pain. The diarrhea colored water ran down the walls and across the floor into the drain.

Loretta raised her voice so he could hear over the noise of the jet spray. “Last chance, turn around so I can wash you down or you're stuck in the filth.”

She sprayed the last of the mess into the drain. He kept his back to her. Angered by his refusal to cooperate, she stepped closer and aimed the stream at the back of his head. It slammed him face first into the painted cinder blocks. 

“Oops, well you should have turned around.”

Deep red welts crisscrossed his back and the top of his buttocks. She shrugged. No mercy. At least I cleaned him up more than he did his dog – for months.

She used a window squeegee on the floor and gathered up all the food bowls. Putting them in the dishwasher situated in the feed and bathing room, she took clean ones from the cupboard and opened seven cans of prime dog food. Loretta scooped out high protein dry food and measured each with certain amounts based on the size of the dog then added hot water. Mixing the canned food in, she carried three smaller portions to the side yard. The tiny dogs, including Tina, jumped up to her as she placed their food in large carriers and coaxed the dogs inside. They ate, locked in under the shade of the patio. 

Loretta glanced at the fenced pen in the pasture. Three of her five horses grazed. Good, Juan has taken care of the horses. She walked to the side yard and saw his pickup near the fence by the barn. 

Clearly an illegal, he followed directions and never approached the house or kennels. She paid him so well, his few hours of work in the morning gave him and his family a comfortable life. He asked no questions and did what she said, when she said. Perfect for her. 

A few minutes later when she walked by Jeff, he knelt facing the gate. His head and thighs were splattered with waste. He stared at her silent, pleading with his eyes. 

“Are you hungry?”

He nodded.

“Your ribs are starting to show. Did I tell you Rex was severely underweight when I rescued him? His ribs were showing, too. But, don't worry, Jeffrey, I cleaned your pen first, that's more than you ever did.”

His face stayed toward the floor. 

“I'll take off your gag, but none of the stuff you pulled last time, or it goes back on and won't come off for five days. It's only been three now, so think about it real hard. I don't care.” The anger came up from the pit of her gut without warning. “Do you understand? I don't give a rat's hind quarters how much you suffer. I don’t care how cold you are, how thirsty or hungry you get, you pitiful mother’s vomit! I flipping hate abusers like you. Get it?”

She pulled her knife from the side sheath and jerked his head back. His muscles went rigid and his face red. She put the blade close to his eyes and slid it down his face. A noise escaped around the gag as the razor edge sliced the side in two. 

He shook his head and the strip of canvass fell away landing on his shoulder. 

Her breath came labored. She anticipated, wanted him, dared him, to utter one word to her. Blood pounded a beat in her ear drums. 

“Please don't...”

She shot her knee up and heard his teeth clash together. Blood came from his mouth and he spit on the floor.

“Good! I hope you bit your flipping tongue off. I said ‘not one word.’ Your whining pisses me off, you pathetic dung pile. See, the problem is you don't care about anything or anyone but yourself.” The rage went into orbit, and she drew the knife above her head. “I should kill you right here. But, I won't.”

She lowered the knife laughing. Her whisper came out demonic. She leaned close to his head, “I want you to suffer like Rex did.”

Blood dripped onto the wet cement and he sobbed silently through clenched teeth.

“Oh, gawd, you're so pathetic when it's your turn.”

She re-sheathed the knife and went to the kitchenette. Gripping the edge of the counter, she fought the battle inside. Abusers had to pay for what they did to innocent children and animals. They had to feel what they made others feel. I can't lose control. I can't make a mistake. 

Her hands shook as she filled the four large bowls. She carried them to the kennels one at a time. On her way past Jeffrey she chuckled. “You're last.”

She threw two soiled blankets in the washer and got them going. Behind bi-fold doors, shelves were filled with old quilts, blankets, dog pillows, and on the floor, beds stacked in various sizes. She pulled out two and took them to the kennels and hung them over the gates.

Jeffrey shivered, bare and wet on the cool cement floor. Water pooled in low spots. She'd not squeegeed his floor. Screw him. I should turn the air conditioning higher instead of off.

“Did Rex have a bed or a blanket? Hard to tell under all that dog waste. He didn't have one, so you don't get one.”

She turned the cooling system off and opened the doors and windows. Jeffrey used the trough in his kennel to suck water and spit it in the drain. 

“Not one word. Remember what I said.”

She threw two hands full of dry food on the floor. It soaked up water and blood. 

He knelt and licked the pieces into his mouth, chewing and swallowing fast. Satisfied his punishment continued sufficiently, she let the big dogs in one at a time and shut their gates as they ate.

The small dogs roamed free in the back yard before eight o'clock. Juan's pickup truck backed out of the barn drive. She waved at him and he smiled broadly. 

The farrier's appointment was at nine o'clock. Two horses she'd rescued from a man fifty miles away needed their wounds healed and desperately needed their hooves trimmed. She planned on having him join her at the ranch as soon as the guy in the pasture was buried.

She shook the bag of dog food in her hand and fingered the bottle of water in her vest pocket. 

Better check to see if he's still alive. 
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​​But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot. Exodus 21:23 - 24 

The horses whinnied and the grasshoppers scampered ahead with Loretta's every step across the prairie grass. Sunrays heated her vest, sweat dampened her chest, and droplets ran from under her breasts. She rubbed her stomach to dissolve the buggy feeling into her shirt. Weather forecasts of 101 degrees were sure to be accurate. She smiled at the thought of him being exposed to the sun and feeling the relentless heat. Abby never got a break in his yard. Why should he be shown a drop more compassion, if he's still breathing?

The binding wire penetrated skin and fat three days earlier. Loretta's satisfaction that Sean Cornwell truly experienced what he'd subjected Abby to grew each day. Swelling of tissue increased his pain the same way it must have for his dog. At his court hearing, he wore a real wolf fur jacket. Beyond disgusted by the starvation and torture of the gentle canine, her ire accelerated to know he financed trapping. A painful and gruesome activity with no regard to the horrendous suffering of the animal upon being trapped.

She shivered at the thought of the broken paw, terror, and agony of the creature caught in the iron jaws and the ungodly killing practices of trappers. Clubbing a trapped animal to death or sticking a broom handle down its throat to rip out body parts in a quest to preserve the fur.

To revenge the two kin of her beloved canines that'd died to give Sean the jacket, she put it to good use. Once the horse tranquilizer took him down, she'd put it on him. He'd spent the last two weeks enjoying the Texas sun in his fur. Just like Abby did every day with an embedded braided binding wire collar. He deserves it! No mercy.

The internal battle played like great debaters, pros and cons, conflict and resolution. She knew her actions were justified. God selected her to carry out the revenge. He, above all, knew her heart and her love for those who were helpless and at the mercy of those who had no mercy. He knew her secret pain and anger. Yes, God knew when he handpicked her, she was the perfect one to do the job. Why did the other voice whisper to her heart? That subtle robber of her peace. Lies, it must be lies, telling her she was wrong to do this, even wrong in God's eyes. It must be the devil discombobulating her; that old master of lies and confusion. 

She put her hands over her ears in a futile effort to mute the voice in her head, and not really her head, her heart. Shut up! They deserve no forgiveness, no mercy. Shut up, shut up, shut up. 

Loretta hated the men for doing what they did to innocent animals and children. These necessary tasks were their fault. They made the revenge necessary, and she had to feel so angry and confused – because of them. Damn them! Damn them to hell.

The gate's bottom dug into the ever-shifting clay ripping her fingers painfully off the handle. She kicked it hard enough to crack the wood beneath the latch. See the bull-malarkey I have to contend with because of these heartless buzzard turds? 

Sean sat cross-legged, head dropped back against the fence. The binding twine disappeared beneath swollen muscles. His hands were dropped to the ground, bloody finger tips peeked out from the sleeves of the fur coat. Good, he tried to dig out and found the cement the same way Blacky did at his house. Her paws had been raw, swollen, with several nails broken to the quick. I wonder if he tried to get the twine off. 

His opened eyes sunk in his sunburned and swollen face giving them the initial appearance of being closed. He raised his hands to her. The water, he sees the water bottle in my hand. Still in the shade, he was more comfortable than she wanted him. The privacy fence and tarp provided comforts he didn't deserve. Blacky had been tethered to a swivel hook in the center of an unshaded yard. 

Loretta stuck the bottle of water in her pocket. The bows she'd tied in the ropes that held the tarp in place at night came loose easily enough. She rolled it to the side across from Sean. His chain, three feet long, was attached to a one-half inch metal hook cemented into the ground eighteen inches deep on one end and welded, padlocked through the binder twine. Several inches weaved through the chain, each knot twisted tight with pliers. The tedious job was completed while he'd been unconscious. He had spent the first few days working to get it loose to no avail. She couldn't blame him. Blacky tried to get hers loose too, and like him, found the slightest movement of the wire too painful to contend.

Sunrays, not close to as brutal as they'd be later in the day struck him in the slits that exposed blood shot eyes. Loretta observed his swollen lips and ears.

He reached his hands out again and motioned her towards him. She pulled out the sixteen-ounce bottle of water. It smacked into his chest and rolled near his hip. Precious and life sustaining, Sean didn't move. He turned his eyes whimpering a low plea. “Please, please.”

“You're really hoarse, Sean. Haven't you been drinking enough water?”

He coughed, flinched, and moaned. “You know.” He gripped the bottle and slowly raised it to his chest. 

“Now, Sean, this isn't my lesson, it's yours. You do understand what it's like to be in a fur jacket you can't get off, don't you? You know what it's like to have this hot Southern sun burning down on you for hours, but you can't escape. And you know what else you know, you heartless, merciless, frog head?” The unbridled fury rose ugly. Her voice raising with each word made him grimace.

Dehydration caused every muscle, every nerve ending, every fiber of his body to scream out in protest, sending pain messages. Tuning the messages up, demanding attention, demanding water. His head pounded from decreased fluid around his brain. Light burned his eyes like amplified rays from hell. White dots danced and twirled in his vision. Noise entered his ears with ice pick precision. The louder she got, the more intense the pain.

“Answer me.” She kicked his foot.

He screamed. “What?”

“More.” 

“What else do I know?” He showed all his teeth when he tried to turn the lid on the bottle.

“You know what it's like to be in this heat and not have any water. How does it feel, Sean?”

He whispered through his teeth, working the lid in vain. “Bad. Hurts.”

“Blacky hurt like that day in and day out, you freak!”

“Sor...ry”

His voice was so low she couldn't clearly understand him. It didn't matter. Nothing he said mattered. His struggle with the lid continued. Loretta's guts tweaked. Unable to stop herself, she jerked the bottle from his battered hands. She twisted the lid off and handed it to him.

“Thank...” He drank a little, coughed, and flinched. “Hurts. Please, don't...”

“Shut up! I opened that for you. Be grateful, it's more than you did for Blacky. Can you imagine having that swimming pool ten feet away and not being able to get the water? Did you ever think of how that felt all flipping summer?” Anger sizzled and launched. She stared at him, her pulse racing.

“No.” He uttered the word and sipped the water.

“No? No? Well, here, let me show you, idiot!” She slapped the bottle out of his hand and picked it up before it spilled out more than a slosh.

“Please, give me...”

“Please, give you? Please, please, please. Did you see it in Blacky's eyes? Did you even care enough to look at her?” He flinched at every shouted word.

“Gave her water. She spilled...”

“Then you make sure it can't spill. How does it feel to dehydrate? How are your muscles feeling, you son-of-a-slug? You know how they're feeling?”

“Yes.”

“They're feeling like hers felt, that's how.”

“Yes.”

Tiny tears slid down his swollen cheeks. His tongue came out to catch them. 

Pity welled up from somewhere deep inside her. Give him water.

Loretta clenched her teeth and shut her eyes. No. Shut up. Shut up. No mercy. 

He sniffed hard, flinched, and made a noise. She struggled to decide if it was a word or a sob. She shrugged. 

“Please, give me the...”

“You want this?” She shook the bottle just out of his reach.

“Yes.”

“Can you swallow? You seem to have a little problem with your neck. But, you know what?”

“What? Please, water...”

“Yeah, yeah. I know, you want water, Blacky wanted water, too. I asked you about your neck. Answer me.” She kicked his thigh.

His scream was strained and froze in his throat. She dropped the bottle between his legs and backed up. Too close, too close. He could grab me.

“Hurts, throat hurts.” He picked the bottle up and sucked small amounts between swollen and cracked lips.

“Oh, oh, oh.” She laughed. “I see, your throat hurts. Must have something to do with the binder twine, huh? Yeah, I suppose, but I can't see it anymore with that big, ugly cut it disappeared into. If I can't see, well, fudge nuts, I'll think like you – I don't know and I don't give a donkey dung.” Reignited in raging, she paced back and forth as he sipped his water.

“Food?” he spoke with a clearer voice. He capped the bottle and slipped it behind his back without moving his head.

“Hungry, too? Imagine that, after two days you might want food again. I'm just a stupid human. I don't know if I remembered to bring you food.”

“Hungry. So, hungry.” His eyes opened wider and he looked into hers.

“Don't even look at me like that. What, you want me to feel sorry for you? Tell you what, I'll feel as sorry for you as you felt for Blacky. How's that? Huh? How's that suit you?” She kicked the sole of his foot. 

“All right.” 

“All right? It looks to me like you don't have much of a choice. Did your dog have a choice? I'm a fair person.” Loretta smiled and crossed her arms.

Sean remained silent, eyes closed, and teeth clenched.

“Here, whiner!” She threw the bag of food several feet from him. 

He opened his eyes and turned his head. He reached out in slow inches, extending his shoulder, stretching his fingers. He moaned and pulled it back.

“Aww, what's the matter? Too painful to reach with that binder twine I'm too stupid and blind to know about? Hands and knees, Sean. Stretch your whole body, your neck, yes, your neck like Blacky had to do when you threw handfuls near her. Man up, be better than your dog.” Her throat rasped from shouting. Sweat ran into her eyes, and she wiped them with the cuff of her sleeve.

“Can't.” His voice came low and labored.

“Not my problem. Nope.” 

A surge of guilt struck her like a lightning bolt. She stared at him, her eyes moved to the bag of food and back to his face. He moved his head slightly, moaned out a strangled sound, and touched a spot under his chin. His hand jerked away on contact. 

She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. I can't feel bad for him, can't, can't, it's not fair. I need to think about Blacky back then. Think, think. Her temporal lobe tossed the pitiful images in flashes. A dog with no body mass, eyes protruding from a skull lightly covered with skin. Sad, sorrowful eyes blinking. Ribs, hip, and pelvic bones prominent, and the stench of rotted flesh and infection. The metal wire hidden completely. A heavy chain attached with twisted cable. An empty bowl filled with leaves and dried clay. Once holding water, long drank by a starving dog. Feces and dog food scattered on the ground, both covered in flies and maggots. Blacky's neck wound loaded with the same maggots. The veterinarian claimed they probably kept the infection from killing her. 

Loretta's eyes came open providing only blurred vision. She blinked several times and shivered at the thought of bugs crawling into Blacky when she could do nothing. She laid there while they ate her alive. 

Sean managed to ease to his hands and knees, too weak to hold himself up, he fell forward, screamed, and dropped his head. 

Loretta stared at him with visions of Blacky's rescue fresh. No mercy.

She stepped in front of him. The fur coat emitted the stench of dried body odor, fresh urine, and evacuation. The later smeared his legs and naked rear end. Disgusted, she looked down and nudged the bag containing a half a cup of dog food toward his face. His eyes stayed closed.

“See? I'm nicer than you ever were.”

He didn't answer.

“My horses have an appointment. I need to go take care of them. Have a nice day, Sean, and remember, everything you feel you made an innocent animal suffer.”

He didn't move.

“These are bad, Loretta.”

She glanced at the farrier. The youngest Appaloosa, a six-year-old mare, white with black spots like her three-year-old filly, knocked his hat off. The Gambler hit the barn floor at her feet, she smiled.

“A little groceries and she's feeling feisty. I hope she's not foundered.”

“My gawd, their skinny. What happened?” He scraped clumps from the underside.

“Guy got them two years ago, put them in the barn, and basically forgot they were there. They ate wood from their stalls.”

“What's wrong with people doing that?”

The mare whinnied and struggled.

Loretta grabbed the horse's bridle and rubbed her face cooing. “They've never felt the pain they cause, and they should, I think.”

The horse bounced to regain her restricted leg.

“Easy girl, easy now.” He didn't release his grip and examined the six inches of overgrown hoof.

The thirty-year-old man with bright red hair and freckles so thick his face first appeared deformed, sprayed an antiseptic cleaning fluid and used a soft brush. 

“Any holes?” Loretta continued stroking the horse gently.

“Good news. I'm not seeing any problem in her frog. No foul smell, either, no oozing or fever.”

He spoke more to himself than Loretta, and that was fine with her.

A distant sound of shouting came through the side door of the barn. Hhheeelllp! 

Loretta stepped away from the horse and reached over to the shelf. 

The farrier stopped scraping and looked around.

“I like to work with music. How about you?” She clicked the remote and a country western CD began to play, the music coming from two speakers mounted in the office one room over.

A curious look stayed on his face. “Did you hear...”

“One of the dogs. Can you handle this a few minutes while I check on them?”

He chuckled and used his tool to clean the other front hoof. “Sounded like it was hollerin' for help.”

Loretta's face flushed hot. She forced a light laugh. “Maybe it needs out to pee. I have the doors and windows of the kennel open so the floor can dry.”

He waved the cleaning blade at her. “Yeah, I got this, but come on back in half an hour, I may need your help with the youngster. You said she's never been broke or trimmed and that...”

Outside, a foreboding darkened around her like a desperately needed storm cloud. What if that loud mouthed buzzard got out? 

She stepped in the back door of her house and grabbed the rifle off the rack. Loretta trotted to the kennel shoving the safety off. Just outside, she heard him scream again. “Help me, someone.”

“I'll help you, big mouthed sidewinder.”* She hugged the wall and peeked around the doorway. 

Not seeing Jeffrey in the open area, she dashed to the pen wall and ducked. Her breathing came fast and shallow, her guts balled up. The sound of his sobbing gave her pause, she took a deep breath. and shook her head in an attempt to still the pounding of her pulse. It thumped as distinct as distant drummers marching onward. She hugged the wall made of chained link broken by gates until she saw the paddle lock secure on Jeff's cage. 

“Shut up.” She hissed the words at the trembling man.

“Help.”

Something new caught her attention. His lips and toes were blue. She slid the safety on the rifle and set the weapon against the wall, safe from the moisture and Jeffrey. Loretta went to the key cupboard and got the key to open the padlock.

She looked down at the naked man. Unlike any other time, he didn't turn from her to hide his privates from view. Slipping her foot under his shoulder, she rolled him on his side. His arms were the color of a night sky. Loretta's heart picked up pace anew. 

Jeff shouted in a raspy, broken voice. “Help me. Too cold. Help.”

“Shut up!” She shoved him over onto his stomach.

The smell hit her in the face thick as a West Coast fog. A pool of diarrhea, blood, and puss oozed on the floor. Her stomach churned. This is what he deserves, don't get weak, Loretta. 

“So, co... cold”

“Well, Jeff, can you feel what Rex did now? You know, not only was he skin and bones when we got him, but he was loaded with worms and had bloody stool just like yours. He was so cold his temperature wouldn't register. Did you know that or...”

The small dogs yapping outside spun her sensibilities. 

“Loretta, you in here?” Donny Bradley called from the screen door.

The large dogs barked all at once in a deafening echo off the insulated brick walls. Kennel gates shook and rattled.

“Stay out.” Loretta shouted back. Panic locked her muscles. “Say one word and I'll shoot you dead before he gets in here, understand?” Her whisper squeezed through a closed throat.

Jeffrey nodded. 

“The horse is lame on her back...”

She ran to the screen door. “I have the dogs out. Go back so they quit barking.”

With the sound of barking and metal clanking, a cry for help raised. Donny stopped and turned around. He laughed and petted Jose. “That one sounds almost human.”

“Yeah.” She nodded and looked over her shoulder. Damn his soul, anyway.

Infuriated, she watched the farrier go back through the yard gate, turn to make sure it latched, and walk away. She kicked the door shut and locked it.

“Quiet down boys and girls.” 

She slammed the windows down and opened the back sliders. You can't blame him for yelling. It was his last chance. She stopped in front of Abby's pen. Loretta put both hands on top of her head. Shut up. He deserves it, and I told him not one word. The dogs all fell silent at once, wiggling and jiggling at the thought of going outside for their second morning play. He knows he's dying. It's only human nature to want to live. Give him a blanket. She bit hard into her bottom lip. The pain stopped her thoughts. I know you're trying to stop me from doing what God wants. Get out of my head and shut that trap up. 

Certain she got the last word in with this round from the pits of hell, she shooed the dogs outside for their two hours before it got too hot. For the first time ever, she locked the sliders.

Jeff hadn't moved. His body shook and he jerked in sporadic seizures. Loretta saw this before and knew what it meant. 

“Jeffrey, you'll die soon. Die like Rex almost did.”

Nothing.

“Can you hear me?” It's not too late to help him. Call an ambulance.

She threw both hands tight over her ears. Are you crazy? I'm not going to jail for this sadist and I told you to shut the cake hole up. Her inner voice screamed the words in complete disgust.

Loretta slammed the gate and clicked the padlock. Unnecessary, but out of habit, being careful and in the control she needed. She turned the air conditioner on. It'll be colder for Jeff, but the dogs need it when they come back inside. Forget him. He never cared. Why should I?

The smaller dogs greeted her as she hurried past. “I know my darlings. I miss you, too.”

Near the fenced area in the pasture, two of her horses grazed, pulling the tall grass from the edges. I wonder how Sean's doing with the sun up full now?

The fans cooled the
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