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PART ONE

 

“When the Man waked up he said, ‘What is Wild Dog doing here?’ And the Woman said, ‘His name is not Wild Dog any more, but the First Friend, because he will be our friend for always and always and always.’”

— Rudyard Kipling

The Cat that Walked By Himself


1.

On Wednesday, August 3rd, 8:05 PM, Raymond Phillips was executed by lethal injection.

On Thursday, August 4th, 9:32 AM, he woke up.

 


2.

Sunlight licked Ray’s face like a loyal mutt stirring his master for breakfast. The corners of his mouth pulled into an instinctual smile at the light’s comforting warmth. He could hear a bird’s cheerful call inviting others to celebrate the arrival of such a beautiful day. Ray would heed its call soon enough, but first he’d lie here for a few more minutes.

The bird sang the melodious song louder, as if to say, “Get up already! You can sleep when you’re dead.”

Ray grimaced, his brow furrowing as he squeezed his eyes shut, then sighed.

All right, little bird. I can’t argue with that. Indeed, I will have all the time to sleep when I’m—

Fireworks of pain exploded at the back of Ray’s skull as his head collided with something hard behind him. Momentarily he could only focus on the stars swimming across his blurry vision. He touched the throbbing flesh at the rear of his head. He extended his fingers outward and their tips brushed the all-too-familiar surface of cold metal bars.

Christ, I’m still in the can.

The visit by the priest. The final meal of lobster and sirloin steak. The long walk to the chamber. The needle in his arm.

It had all been a dream.

Ray’s eyes remained closed as he rubbed away the last of the lingering headache. The entire ordeal had felt utterly surreal, but it was sure to be expected on your last day on Earth. But no, it hadn’t felt real because it hadn’t been real—merely his subconscious taking the experience for a trial run.

And now to do it all over again. Fantastic.

Ray brought his legs to his chest, burying his head in his knees. This wasn’t the first time he’d awakened to a reality vastly inferior to the world of his dreams. In prison it quickly became a morning ritual.

Today, however, was a different matter altogether. It would take more than a simple sigh to exorcise the discontent from his soul. Today he’d have to live yet another day in the worst place in the world. Another twenty-four hours to kill before taking his trip down the Highway to Hell.

The blackness behind Ray’s closed eyes grew darker.

Unless I’m already there.

In the darkest corners of his imagination, Ray couldn’t dream of a worse eternal punishment than the prospect of never escaping his imprisonment. Forever repeating his final day over and over truly would be the most sadistic torture tailored for him.

The bird tweeted again, its song now sounding more like mockery than an invitation to share its happiness. It sang, “I’m out here and you’re in there. Why don’t you fly away? Oh, right. You can’t.”

Fuck you, bird. I wouldn’t get too close to the window. I haven’t had breakfast yet.

The malicious grin stretching across Ray’s face dropped like the gavel of the judge who’d sentenced him to death. It was only now Ray realized how rapidly the world was spinning. He suddenly became aware of the vicious nausea sickening his stomach like a post-binge hangover, but none of these sensations, as unsettling as they were, trumped the revelation which caused Ray to lift his head from his knees.

My cell doesn’t have a window.

Morning light pierced Ray’s pupils, forcing him to squint. His vision returned through the narrow slits of his eye lids, beginning at the borders and creeping inward until the full picture of the world gained focus.

At first, Ray thought he was looking at a caged bluebird. Though it sat perched on a long branch outside a tall picture window, black metal bars bordered it on each side. It was only when the tiny bird flew away with a final whistle, Ray understood the truth.

It was he who was in the cage.

“What the fuck?” His first words as a resurrected man.

Ray tried to stand but an intense wave of dizziness kept him planted to the floor. As the world spun around him, he fought back the nausea as details of his bizarre surroundings began to take form.

He was indeed sitting at the bottom of a tall iron cage. The bars curved inward near the top, all of them meeting at the apex. Had a trapeze been hanging the top, the cage would’ve been the perfect home for a giant parakeet.

Ray held out his arms and examined himself to make sure he hadn’t sprouted wings or grown feathers.

Nope. So this wasn’t reincarnation.

Whether or not it was good news, he didn’t know.

He was still human, that much was for sure. His nudity left no room for doubt.

Well, almost complete.

Ray could feel something cold and heavy wrapped around his throat. He brought his hands to his Adam’s apple and discovered a metal ring hugged the base of his neck, a steel tag dangling from its center. It brushed against his bare chest, sending shivers down his spine.

He snatched at the tag as a memory of his father’s Vietnam identification flashed in his mind—the chain necklace dangling beside his bed as a child.

Tilting the metal tag so it wouldn’t reflect the light, Ray read the word engraved on its surface out loud.

“Kaiser.”

More confused than ever, Ray looked through the cage’s bars. As was the consistent theme of Raymond Phillips’s life, walls surrounded him on all four sides.

The wall to his right held windows, including the one in which he’d spotted the singing bluebird. The glass revealed only sky from Ray’s vantage point; a vivid, cloudless blue. At the wall’s corner stood a medieval suit of armor, posed with a long broad sword in its grasp, its freshly shined metal reflecting the incoming sunlight.

The wall perpendicular to the windows was dominated by two main highlights. First was a large, ornate fireplace, its opening covered by a chain link screen. A beautiful wooden frame bordered it on three sides with mythical winged figures carved into its finish. Flames crackled and popped as pockets of oxygen within the burning wood released in tiny explosions.

The wall’s second eye catching feature was a gigantic, golden framed portrait of a young man posing in a Victorian style military suit. The dancing shadows from the fire underneath bounced across the aged canvas, creating the illusion the painted man inhaled sharp, shallow breaths. Even when Ray looked away, he could still feel the man’s penetrating gaze following his every action.

The wall to Ray’s left was nothing but books—rows upon columns upon more rows of books. All of them looked invaluably old, their hard covers faded and cracked from years of existence. A library ladder on wheels attached itself to a rail running along the top of the shelves—an addition necessary to access the higher editions.

With nothing more to see than the ancient archive of literature, Ray turned to examine the final wall behind him. Its large oak door was the only detail he was able to register before he heard the lock turn from the other side. Eyes fixed on the room’s exit, Ray watched as the door opened with an arthritic creak.

The man’s gigantic build filled the doorframe. Men of this size were often wrestlers, bouncers, or personal bodyguards. However, the stranger’s unmistakable attire did not suggest any of these occupations, but one that was almost comically ironic.

Before Ray stood the world’s largest butler, a ring of keys in his hand.

At first the two men stared at each other, the house servant looking oddly unsurprised to see a naked man locked in a cage. From behind Ray, the fire continued to crackle—the only sound in the room. Another pocket of oxygen popped out of the wood, finally snapping Ray out of his dumbstruck trance.

“Who are you?” he said, his voice coming out as a whisper.

The butler remained silent and took a step into the room. He positioned himself to the left of the door, standing straight with his arms folded behind him. He stared straight ahead, the firelight hardly reflecting off his pale skin.

Ray cleared his throat. “Hey, I’m talking to you.”

Still no response. It was as if the man was trying to impersonate the British Royal Guard.

“Hey!” Ray shook the bars and the entire cage rattled. “Asshole! What the fuck is—”

The sound of heels clicking together brought Ray’s rant to a halt. A second man stepped into the doorway, sliding his knee-high leather boots together into a tall military stance. Though smaller than the butler, his appearance affected Ray in a way the servant had not. Ray had approached the bars when the butler had entered, but he now found himself taking a step back.

The man’s leather boots ran over a pair of pristinely pressed white pants. A crimson jacket covered his upper torso, gold trimming lined its oversized lapels. At his breast, a matching red ascot sat perfectly in place by a centered gold pin. Any piece of the wardrobe would’ve transformed a street bum into royalty, but Ray could smell something other than money wafting on this stranger.

The man reeked of power.

“Who are you?” The words came from Ray’s mouth before he knew he was speaking. “Where am I? What is this?”

The butler raised an eyebrow and looked to his employer. His boss didn’t acknowledge his servant’s confusion, keeping his pale blue eyes transfixed on the naked man in the cage. An emotion different than puzzlement painted his expression. The corner of his mouth rose.

Ray returned to the bars and squeezed them tight, the rounded metal digging into his palms.

“You think this is funny? Let me out of this fucking cage!”

The man’s only response was to bring his index finger up to the side of his well combed blond hair. He then lowered the finger to his chest, pointing to himself.

“Stefan.”

Though the man only spoke a single word, his German accent was undeniable. Ray heard the inflection enough times to know, once neighboring the cell of a German inmate named Klaus. He hadn’t liked his neighbor at first, but soon came around after Klaus knifed a Neo-Nazi shithead in the yard one afternoon. When Ray questioned him about the attack, Klaus said he owed his country. From then on they’d been chums, playing chess whenever the guards would allow. Shame those white supremacist fucks got him back in the end.

The man tapped his chest again, “Stefan.”

The rolling boil of Ray’s anger lowered to a simmer as confusion overwhelmed all other emotion. When he’d screamed at the man and demanded explanation, the last thing he expected was the stranger to answer like Tarzan. In other circumstances, the irony of a man dressed so formally yet speaking like a jungle savage would’ve been funnier than a butler the size of a silverback gorilla.

So when the man pointed at Ray, he expected the next words to be, “You Jane.” But the man spoke another name instead.

“Kaiser.” The man’s finger remained pointing at Ray’s chest. He repeated again, “Kaiser.”

The name on the tag.

The hand went back to his chest. “Stefan.”

Back to Ray. “Kaiser.”

Ray could do nothing but remain frozen in place. A part of him kept expecting the man to burst into laughter at any second, confirming he was only having a little fun. Hell, maybe then he’d even unlock the cage and reveal the hidden cameraman capturing the entire awkward moment for a new hit reality TV show.

Don’t look so scared, Ray! You’re on Convict Camera!

But no, the man again placed his hand on his chest and said in his steely German voice. “Stefan.”

As the pattern had suggested, he pointed to Ray once more. But this time, he remained silent.

Ray darted his eyes between the two men, desperately looking for any hint of what was to come next. The man who kept referring to himself as Stefan raised his eyebrows in a hopeful expression.

All at once Ray understood. The man was urging him to speak.

“Uh …” The change in Ray’s tone was remarkable. All of his aggression had been extinguished by shear bewilderment. Bringing a hand to his mouth, Ray pretended to cough and clear his throat, but the mock gesture’s true purpose was hesitation. He usually kept his composure close to the surface, but Ray found himself having to dig deeper than before.

“My name is Raymond Phillips,” he said, trying to keep his voice as steady as possible. “Could you tell me where I am? The last thing I remember is being held at the Greensville Correctional Center.”

Stefan’s expression lowered with his hand, disappointment pulling at his eyebrows and mouth. He turned to his butler and gave a simple nod of his head.

Ray followed Stefan’s gaze as the butler pulled from his pocket a device similar to a TV remote control. Without pointing at anything in particular, the butler pressed the remote’s only button.

A low humming emanated from all around Ray, the bars themselves beginning to vibrate. It sounded as if there were an immense hive of bees in the floor below him.

Ray opened his mouth but held his tongue at the sight of his arm. His eyes widened as he watched the hair on his forearm begin to rise from the skin. He realized he could feel the same happening on the top of his head, his hair reaching for the ceiling of the cage.

Ray only had time for a single thought before it happened.

Oh shit.

The sound of a cracking whip reverberated against the bars as a white-hot spark sent Ray jumping from the floor. The instant his feet returned to the metal ground another softball sized spark erupted again. Ray cried out through clenched teeth as the soles of his feet ignited in stinging pain. He danced around the cage, the deafening pops coming with every step he took.

Wide eyed and screaming, he darted his eyes in every direction in a desperate search for escape. Everything he could see through the unmerciful pain was made of metal. There was nothing surrounding him that didn’t promise absolute agony. With no other choice, he continued to jump around as if dancing for the devil himself—until his left heel connected with the arch of his right foot.

Ray reached out in a desperate attempt to stop himself from falling and grabbed one of the solid metal bars.

The feeling of hot, thick water rippled through his veins. The current held him in place, his vision completely blurred.

“Halt!” He heard a voice yell through the excruciating haze.

Just like that it was over. The bar released its relentless grip on his hand, the internal torrent of scalding water ceasing at once. Ray fell backwards, collapsing into a heap on the cage’s now harmless floor.

Heart racing and vision slowly returning, Ray used what little strength remained in his abused body to lift his head. Stefan was now about five steps closer to the cage and kneeled down to meet Ray’s eyes. His gaze held no sorrow or empathy of any kind.

He placed a hand on his chest.

“Stefan.”

He pointed to Ray, tilting his chin up and slightly opening his mouth. His expression was one of a hopeful schoolteacher calling on a challenged student.

Ray made a futile attempt to spit in the man’s face, but his mouth was as dry as a saltine cracker. He succeeded in making the appropriate noise, but without any projectile at all.

Stefan scoffed, unflinching at Ray’s rebellious gesture. Instead, he simply waved his fingers at the butler behind him.

The butler raised the remote once again.

“No!” Ray sprang forward, his face colliding with the bars, but he hardly felt them at all. He was already squeezing his eyes shut in anticipation of a far greater pain.

When nothing happened, Ray opened his eyes to see Stefan holding his arm up like a general commanding his troops to cease fire. Though the remote remained in his hand, the butler made no move to press the button and remained frozen.

Stefan extended his fingers to Ray and then curled them back, beckoning him to come closer.

Ray looked to the remote, then directly into Stefan’s frost filled gaze.

He forced his dry throat to swallow.

“Kaiser. My name is Kaiser.”

A thin smile spread from ear-to-ear across Stefan’s face. His eyes narrowed, a hint of warmth peeking out from behind the cold, calculating stare.

Ray flinched as his hands clasped together in a clap.

“Bravo!”

The man returned to his feet, spun on one heel, and marched towards the door. As he passed the butler, he gave a quick snap of his fingers and the servant followed.

Ray lost consciousness the moment they exited the room, immediately falling into an endless ocean of black. The last thing he heard was the door locking behind them.


3.

A voice, soft and delicate, whispered to Ray. It sang his name over and over, a feminine gentleness coaxing him from his slumber. The voice began to take shape in the darkness of his subconscious, a face blossoming from the sound. In his dream, Ray struggled to identify the mysterious visage beckoning. He moved closer to the sound as the details of the picture began to form.

Golden hair.

Azure eyes.

Flawless skin.

It had been years since he’d seen her in the flesh, but the vividness of her beauty never faded from his memory. She was everything he had lost; everything he had missed—but somehow, she was here.

Jenny.

She called to him. He reached out for her.

And felt something cold. Something hard.

He opened his eyes.

Bars.

He had returned to reality—to imprisonment. And again, though for a much briefer moment, he initially believed he was lying in his cell at Greensville. Like a fireplace poker thrust into his stomach, the crippling truth stabbed deep into his gut and twisted.

This place was much worse.

Ray closed his eyes again, thinking maybe if he went back to sleep, he’d wake up somewhere else, anywhere else. Or, better yet, maybe he’d find Jenny again and never return.

Yes. He could already hear her calling his name.

Only it wasn’t “Raymond” that echoed in his mind.

She chanted Kaiser. Kaiser.

“Kaiser!”

Ray jumped to his feet like a soldier waking to an ambush
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