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He found the farmhouse the seventeenth day out from the city.

It almost went unnoticed, faded to gray-brown among those hills where all-seared grass, trees, ruins of fences and fallen telephone poles-was equally colorless. The collapsing walls were huddled against a ragged hillside, waiting for only one of the frequent tornadoes to bring the final implosion.

Almost missed, but betrayed by the sharp late afternoon shadows of man-made edges. The man who otherwise would have kept walking, along the rim of that hill and others, stumbled down the slop through dry prairie grass, stopping on the stones that had been a porch.

He peered into the dusk of the interior, seeing stray dimmed light-beams that had somehow passed through the dust-caked windows. Low, broken shapes of furniture. Opened, empty, rusting cans scattered across the floor. There were no sounds but grass rustled by the flight of grasshoppers.

Moving with cautious grace, he stepped inside, left hand already gripping the hilt of his hunting knife. This late in the summer it was unlikely that he would encounter any of the fair-weather backpackers, who always returned to the cities by September. But a few renegades stayed out permanently, dispersed, one or two for every few hundred square kilometers. Cut off from their urban umbilical cord, they obtained their supplies in any way possible, often from a dead man’s backpack. And a small fraction of the permanent wanderers were exiled criminals, like himself. Not to be trusted.

There was no one in the room.

It had been inhabited recently, more recently than the layer of rust on the cans indicated. Ashes lay in a rough circle a centimeter deep where someone had been careless or stupid enough to risk a fire inside this shell of rotting wood. The ashes were cold but not yet scattered by the eddies of wind that came through the open door. A week old, if that.

He began to check the rest of the house. The kitchen with its battered, squat stove and refrigerator, mid-Twentieth Century style. Left when the last residents moved away or died. The house was a few decades older than the furniture, probably built more than a century and a half before his uninvited arrival.

He glanced briefly into the mold covered bathroom, and the dining room where a few pieces of remained of the table that had been chopped for kindling. No signs of habitation recent enough to make him wary.

The narrow stairway was sharply canted, and the top of the landing had half-collapsed, breaking away from the surrounding floor. He kept to the relative security of the top step, which trembled under his feet as he looked around the single large dormitory-style room. Remnants of beds were left, frames held together by rusted springs, tottering above dusty fragments of cloth that had been mattresses until they rotted and fell to the floor.

The house was totally deserted. Safe.

Returning to the downstairs floor, he emptied his backpack, the food, cooking utensils, air mattress. These he set in a corner of the living room behind the ruin of a chair. No one looking in would spot the immediately.

This done, he left, with only knife, gun and empty backpack to carry whatever he killed for dinner. There was still an hour of daylight left, time to hunt time to walk the half-kilometer he had to cover to insure his freedom that night.

It was dark before he returned, the still-bleeding carcass of a rabbit wrapped in a plastic bag in his backpack. It was hard to spot game, camouflaged grays and browns in the high, rough grass. This animal had been frightened into bolting and running as he approached. A sure sign that men had left for the cities: the wariness of the small animals was disappearing.

He stared at the ashes on the floor for a few moments, debating the danger of an inside fire verses the possibility of attracting unwelcome company. The door decided his inner argument. Empty, yawning, he could not block it, and even an inside fire would be visible to anyone nearby.

Back outside, with a stack of table legs laced by the dry grass, he roasted the small rabbit. By the time he had finished eating and extinguished the fire the halo was back, shutting off his view of all the stars but those near the horizon, hovering over him, its translucent dark blue now appearing black. Fifteen minutes already, as he’d timed it. It would be good to sleep inside tonight, stealing the remaining hours of peace from the telemachines that constantly pushed him onward, driving him with the Halo and three walls, the threat of the final death-bringing fourth wall and floor.

He paused for a moment in the doorway and looked out at the sky again. The halo, which always floated at three meters above ground level, vanished when he stood beneath a lower ceiling. Had he been naïve, he would have tried the sanctuary of caves or tunnels, but he knew-as the dead men learned-that the walls, unlike the ceiling, would materialize even if their presence pre-empted stone or earth. He was not the type of man to refuse to benefit from another’s mistakes.

Finally he went in, needing sleep more than the unobstructed view of the heavens. He set his watch to let him sleep for seven hours, giving him more than an hour to elude the walls for another twelve-hour period. As he set the alarm his mouth twisted into a mockery of a smile. If it failed, he would die. Even a hundred kilometers from the nearest city his life was forfeit to a machine.

He spent more than a week at the farmhouse, leaving the area in the early morning and again each late afternoon, walking until the halo and walls disappeared from around him. The region was peaceful, far enough from the cities that he saw no one, far enough from the jet routes that he was not disturbed by the noise. He’d planned to stay there perhaps even through winter.

His plans ended one afternoon, his tenth day on the northeast Kansas farm, when he returned to the house to see a man sitting outside on the porch. A boy, rather, eighteen or so. With a young and frightened face. But there was nothing of fear in the way the youth held his rifle as he watched the expected returning figure scramble down the hill, finally stopping five meters from the door.

“Are those your things inside?”

He nodded cautiously, forcing his hands to hang loosely at his sides. Another face appeared in the doorway, a small, also timid, and after a moment a girl of about sixteen stepped out onto the flagstone porch.

“get back inside!”

“If this is the man, we have to return his belongings to him. We’re sorry, but this was the only shelter within kilometers, and we had to rest.”

Yes, she would need rest, he thought, noticing her bulging waistline that even her loose shirt didn’t hide. It could be fat-but her arms and face were thin. Pregnant, and with the population controls of the last decade that pregnancy was probably illegal. Especially since she’d chosen to leave the cities at a time when other women were confined to hospitals.

She flushed, aware of his survey of her bulky figure.

“Who are you?” the boy demanded. The gun was beginning to shake.

If he’d wanted, he could’ve tried to kill the youth. The odds were in his favor. Other criminals would do such a thing, killing the boy and taking the young girl, and the same thought must have occurred to the youth. The gun continued to shake.

“Just a backpacker.” A lie that worked at times like this, when he’d just finished a long walk, while he still had more than an hour until the halo materialized.

“You’re out here awfully late in the year.”

“So are you.”

Impasse, broken by the girl saying, “Don’t question him. Give him his food and equipment and let him leave.”

“Yeah, and let him come back some other night.”

“I was going to move on soon, anyway.”

“Sure.”

He shook his head. “Then don’t believe me. You can kill me or let me leave. Which?”

The girl bolted back inside, emerging seconds later with an armload of his remaining supplies and the mattress. She ran a few steps past the boy, dropped the objects, and rushed back.

“OK,” she said. “Take your things and leave.”

He looked questioningly at the boy, still aiming the rifle in the general direction of his chest.

“Well?”

“Take them”

He replaced the objects in the backpack as quickly as possible, worrying that the time required to deflate the air mattress might keep him three until the halo reappeared. Anything might happen then. After a sweating twenty minutes he was finished. He pointed at the plastic sack on the ground,  containing a freshly-killed pheasant.

“Do you want that?”

“Maybe.” The boy removed one hand from the gun, letting the barrel drop, and wiped his palm against his jeans. “Don’t you want it?”

“No. I don’t need it, anyway.” True enough-the area was thick with small game birds and mammals, and he was learning how to hunt them expertly.

“All right.” The rifle was pointed at him again. “You want to leave, you said.”

He backed away until he reached the foot of the hill, then turned to climb knowing he wouldn’t be shot unless he did something to frighten the youth. He moved carefully, checking each foothold so he would not slip. At the top he kept going, down the other side, not looking back. The crackling of grass and twigs behind him let him know the boy was following.

He continued to move on that autumn, west, north, south, east, walking in any direction guided only by the terrain, the safety of the crumbling roads, and fear of the phantom cell. Whichever way he turned he took a path to keep himself unsheltered by the halo. Occasionally finding himself entering regions he knew to be unsafe, he would turn back, taking a parallel path, but one more than half a kilometer from his earlier steps.

He did not halt now. There were other abandoned houses, shells of buildings scattered across the Midwest, but as the weather cooled even the most ramshackle of these were inhabited by renegades and other criminals. And he had to keep moving if he was to avoid the identifying panel floating above his head, a beacon for predators, betraying him as a man driven to exhaustion, easy prey.

The rivers slowed him. Months at a fast walk took him across hundreds of kilometers, and he crossed the Mississippi once and returned, crossed and recrossed the Missouri often. There was a trick to getting across, even after he knew where the ferries were located. He had to time his arrival perfectly, coming to the boat just after a long walk, and hope the ferryman would take him over the river before the cell began to materialize. Ferrymen didn’t like criminals, even though their predecessors had violated the law to destroy the bridges, below whose shattered frames the monopolized river traffic. He had to pay, of course: dead game, food for the ferryman’s often numerous family, the offspring of illegal fertility, the brats and worn women living in shacks at the river’s edge.

The winter’s freeze formed ice thick enough to walk across on the smaller streams and lakes, but on the swiftly moving large rivers it was treacherously thin. Worse, the owners of the ferryboats were unwilling to cross during the winter. He was caught on the west side of the Missouri, the empty snow-blanketed plains of the Dakotas and Nebraska and Kansas, which had always been sparsely populated, where the house were fewer and farther a[art than in the more fertile areas of the Midwest. Bleakness where he found no haven from snow or wind.

He learned during the first months of winter to risk his life for a few hours’ shelter, staying in one place until the ceiling and three walls formed around him. It was especially effective if he face the south; the first wall appeared at his back, intended by the government’s psychologists to keep him watching over his shoulder. Not planned as a windbreak for a winter backpacker on the plains, but it server. It served.

He kept moving. Once he waited too long, letting the fourth wall join itself to the others, its addition drawing the floating cell down into the drifts. As the originators had planned. He walked blindly for an hour, snow blind as well as caught behind the crystals forming on the wall before him. Walking sightless, timing himself, the ever-louder hum of the watch reminding him that the floor was due very soon. He would be sealed inside a cube of impenetrable plastic and his walk would end. Eventually.

Somehow he made it safely through. He stumbled forward through the remains of drifts broken by the passage of the preceding wall, a blue, cubical, human powered snowplow on an otherwise empty plain. Just fifteen minutes were left when he passed that unmarked boundary, the walls vanishing to return to their storage rooms, leaving him unprotected in the snowstorm. Whipped and frozen by the wind. More grateful than ever before in his life.

December left him emaciated but alive.

January brought hallucinations.

A village, plucked form history or fiction, with no resemblance to the multilevel cities. A small town of narrow streets, low buildings, smiling citizens. He plunged into the village, among people and through their insubstantial forms, staggering and falling through deep drifts. Colors flickered before his eyes: dead white/brightly painted small homes of turquoise, rose, gold/blinding white/ruddy faces above patchwork costumes/snow. He stumbled pas the last side street of the dream town, past the last picket fence and fought the urge to look back, turned and saw swirling drifts. Then tried to hold back the tears, knowing they would only freeze on his eyelashes and cheeks. They did.

He saw his family that winter, his son, his wife as she was while alive. Envisioned welcoming arms and feel against icy wetness and black tree branches that hadn’t been there a moment before.  And once, only once, he viewed her corpse. Red-stained before the undertaker treated it, burying wounds in cosmetics, head held in place by wires, not the thin remaining strip of flesh.

Not stopping, never stopping. He lost track of time and place, forgetting which direction he had traveled the previous week, remembering only the direction of that day and the day before. East/west/north/south, reverse, transversed, bound by the Missouri on one side, the Rockies on the other.

Sand dunes welcomed him along a beach as he blundered through the last of January. Beckoning hot sand invited him to shed his clothes, bask in the sun, wade through the shallow warm water near the shore. He ignored it, walked without pausing, knowing the illusory warmth in his feet for the danger it was. That afternoon he found a cattle shed, three tenuous wooden walls and a crumbling roof that no one else had wanted, and he decimated the walls to build a warming fire.

The next day, shadowed by his halo, he moved on. More kilometers, more snow in the harshest of recorded winters, and more mirages.

Crocodiles, once. He saw them watching him, waiting for the tender flesh of his unwary toes. He dodged the hulking long shapes, breaking a wide semicircular path around the fallen telephone poles.

More extreme, improbable hallucinations with the beginning of February. Castles where there were trees. He learned the folly of climbing staircases to tumble off a shattered limb.

Lakes, then. Water shelters of gleaming Atlantises, tempting him to bury his head in a drift, ending the hopeless flight.

A girl, a very pretty girl, sitting on a tree branch that sagged under her weight, her small booted feet hanging centimeters above the snow…

“Hi,” the apparition said. “I thought you’d never get here. I’ve been waiting half an hour.”

The first talking mirage he’d encountered. He stared at her blankly, frozen until her laughter shocked him into speech. “What?”

“Sit down,” she told him, “before you collapse. You’re reacting like every other person I’ve et out here. Right now you’re probably thinking I’m a figment of your imagination.”

“No.” Yes, a fraction of his psyche was creaming, the voice that had led him around crocodiles and up nonexistent staircases.

“You’re unusual, ten. Good. I can always use an exception to the norm. It makes my findings more realistic. Not that they’re faked, but they need just those few flaws in behavioral patterns as the polishing touch.”

The puckish subself that had convinced him of the reality of the other mirages was shrieking again: Mad, totally mad, you’ve found a lost maniac, get away! He took a step, another, away from the girl studying him with the same suspicion he had of her.

“What’s wrong?”

The words halted him.

“Are you leaving?” Her voice had suddenly gone ragged with fear. Madwoman. Trapped between his fracturing mental Doppelganger and a girl who acted too strange, in a place and time when even the most commonplace could be dangerous.

“I don’t know-“

“Don’t. Please. It’s bee almost a week since I talked to anyone, except myself.” A nervous little laugh. “Six days.”

Try it for three weeks, he thought. Nearly a month without seeing anyone, and find out that solitude is better than the company of someone else who'’ been affected by loneliness.
“You don’t kook like an exile,” he said. Outcasts might be healthy and well-dressed during the summer; by midwinter all were worn, wrinkled and grubby. Too clean, this girl.

“I came out here voluntarily.”

He laughed.

“No. Really. Please, just let me walk with you, whatever direction you’re going, I don’t care. I’ll explain as we walk. I’m frozen. Though you’d never get here.”

HE resumed his trek, a straight continuation of the line formed by his earlier footprints.

“East?”

“Does it matter? You said it didn’t.”

“No, I guess not.”

“There’s no destination you want to reach?”

She shook her head emphatically. Her long hair-clean hair, in the middle of the plains in the middle of  winter- had spilled out of the hood of her jumpsuit, and it clung to the beads of sweat and melted snow on her face, masking her.

“You’re just going to follow me?

“Yes, for a while, if you’ll let me. I want to ask you some questions. I need answers only prisoners can give.”

His stride broke for a second, a hesitation before he placed the boot firmly on bright snow, unshadowed by the halo he had eluded an hour earlier.

”How long did you say you’d been waiting for me,?”

“Half an hour, maybe, waiting. I spotted you a few hours ago. You were at the bottom of a hill, not much of a hill thought. Lots of trees at the top.”

He nodded, remembering the stand of pine blackening a summit a few hundred meters from his path.

“I was standing in the shelter of the tress. Two days there, waiting for someone to pass within visual range. I was beginning to think it was hopeless, worse than wandering in a haphazard search. I’d almost given up when you walked by.”

Good for me. Cheer the man who brought this nut down from her hilltop.

“You had the halo already. You were hurrying. I was going to follow you, run and try to catch up, but I wasn’t sure how you’d have reacted.”

He had to grin at that possibility. Pursued across the fields by a wild figure in a black jumpsuit. “I’d have run,” he admitted. The mildest of understatements.

"That’s what I thought. SO I ran parallel to you, where I thought you were going, and when I thought I’d be ahead of you, in your path, I stopped.”

“On a tree branch.”

“Did it really look so odd? I t was better than sitting in the snow, and my legs were giving away. I never considered that I might seem even more unreal perched in a tree.”

“Like a dryad,” he assured her. “North American variety.”

“Oh, you’re educated! Well-educated! Most people know absolutely nothing about classical mythology these days.”

“Most people could care less,” he said. Like me. “So you waited for me-what would you have done if I hadn’t shown up, if I’d turned and taken another path somewhere?”

She shrugged. “I’d have look for someone else to interview, I guess. That’s all I want from you anyway.”

As he stared at her, not understanding, she laughed. “No I’m not after your backpack. Your body, either. Forget that.”

“all right.” The uneasiness was back, slipping sideways into nausea. He was tired. “Look for some shelter, OK? I need to rest for a few hours.”

“Of course.”

They found an improbable shelter, a round structure with a pointed roof and walls that were more gaping windows and doors than wall, designed to shield storm caught picnickers in what had been a park. Its floor was covered with drifted snow., shallowest at the north end where the solid wall had been extended, and there they unrolled the air mattresses and sat down.

Col. The temperature was on a few degrees below freezing but the winds were strong. Here they were protected from the wind, but shaded, and it seemed even colder than in the gale-torn brightness outside. 

After a few moments the girl began to rummage through her backpack, finally removing a crumpled package of metal rods which she unfolded into a spindly tripod. 

Then a mobile of two shallow metal pans, one above the other, separated and suspended from the top of the tripod by fire-blackened chains.

“If we had some wood,” she said, “we could heat food.” She made no move to stand and he realized she’d been hinting, not very subtly, that he was to do the foraging.

“There’s food in my backpack, a rabbit I shot yesterday. I’ll carve it up for frying while you gather wood.”

She looked at him in disbelief. Protected, he thought. Spoiled. While she’s alone she can take care of herself, but now she thinks I’ll protect her, hunt for her.
She was silent for a moment, then struggled to her feet, untangling the long legs she’d folded in a lotus position, and left the building. He watched as she stumbled toward the nearest, scraggly trees, then opened his backpack.

By the time she returned with an armload of branches he had sliced the carcass into thin strips, filling the upper tray of the tripod.

“They’re green,” she said as she arranged the branches in the bottom pan. “There’ll be a lot of smoke, but maybe the wind will blow most of it away from us.”

“We can always move.”

“Yes.” She held her lighter to the stack of twigs, patiently waiting until a few wilted leaves caught fire, then resumed the lotus position on her mattress.

He had a lot of questions he wanted to ask: who she was, what she was doing out on the plains-voluntarily, for Christ’s sake. But he held back, waiting for her to offer the answers to unspoken inquires, more complete answer than could be pried from her.

She was quiet as the meat cooked, sometimes leaning over to add more branches to the fire, coughing occasionally. Most of the smoke rolled past them and up, vanishing past the edge of the roof, but once in a while a gust would blow smoke toward them. Below the tripod the snow had melted away, revealing a littered concrete floor.

They ate in silence, too. While he gulped the food, she held her portions gingerly, letting it cool before she’d try eating it. She hasn’t been out here very long, he decided, then aloud:

“How long have you been out here?”

“Two years, on and off. Does that surprise you? I usually stay out only for a week or two and then go back to the city for a few days’ rest and fresh supplies.”

“How long this time?”

A week.” She’d finished eating and was rubbing snow on her hands to remove the grease. “My ‘copter broke down. I was planning to go further north, to the badlands, but I had to land it here: I couldn’t call for help because I never take a radio-the only ones I can buy are two-way, traceable, and I prefer to work without being watched or followed. I always take enough supplies to keep me alive for weeks, in case something goes wrong.”

“You must be doing something illegal, if you’d risk being without a radio.”

“No. That is, not exactly. Not-approved, I suppose you’d call it. I have a few sympathizers, like the charities that bring you fresh supplies. You must have run into them. That looks like the type of insulated jumpsuit they distribute.”

He nodded, remembering…

A wildly descending helicopter, following him as it searched for a landing place. He tried to elude it, suspecting at first that it held the sort of sadists who’d chased him once in October, making mad, suicidal dives that kept him pinned against the ground while the halo and three walls surrounded his prone form. They’d left with the appearance of the third wall, allowing him the chance to run and live, perhaps to be pursued another day. So when the black-and-white striped copter found him, that foggy November morning, he ran until exhaustion stopped him.

Two people climbed out, masked by smoky face shields, formless in bulky jumpsuits. He watched their approach with cornered deadened weariness, holding his small hand-gun. Waiting for them to get within a range where he could shoot them accurately.

They stopped fifty meters from him, just as he raised his right arm and aimed the gun. A third figure emerged from the copter, dragging large boxes across the field to where his/her two companions had halted. They conferred for a moment, or he guessed they were talking as they looked at each other, though he could neither hear them nor see their faces. Then they returned to the copters, without coming close or calling to him, although he couldn’t be sure of that either. The gusting wind would have blown away even the loudest shout.

After their copter was gone he approached the packages cautiously, aware of the possibility of concealed bombs, but when he risked opening the boxes he found supplies. Food. Four winter jump-suits, one of which fit him. A recent newsmagazine, published in Denver, as though they thought he wanted news of the world that had evicted him permanently. Another air mattress. Many items if camping equipment, light enough for a backpack. Items he didn’t need spares of, since he couldn’t carry the extra weight. He left all but the food and jumpsuit….

“At the time I left the cities, the charities that helped prisoners were being uncovered and publicized. It was very unfavorable publicity. I didn’t think they’d last much longer.”

“Most of the members have had to give it up under social pressure. All that’s left of the Denver organization, I’ve heard, is the staff, and even that’s been reduced.”

“That’s where you’re from?”

“Yes.”

He told her about the people who’d brought supplies to him; the Denver magazine.

“Were you one of them?” he asked.

“No. I don’t know who they were, either. I contributed money to the charities, but I never found out where their headquarters were located. No one did. And if any of my friends worked actively to help the exiled criminals, they kept it a secret.”

“If you’re not working for them, why are you out here?”

“I’m a psychologist. Don’t look at me that way! I don’t work for the government. And I’m not affiliated with an institute, either. I’m free-lancing, researching independently, trying to prove the inhumanity and stupidity of this particular type of punishment. I won’t be able to publish my findings for a while, but I plan to stay in the cities after another year, work for an institute, and maybe after I’ve established a reputation I can publish unorthodox theses.”

“That would be years from now.”

“Five or six years, at the least.”

“You won’t be helping those who are out here now. Do you expect them to live until your thesis is finished?”

“No. They’ll be dead by then. As you will be, long before that time. I’m not certain I’ll be able to speak out, and even if I can it’s doubtful that public opinion can be altered. The odds are against any reform coming. But I’m trying anyway, because there’s still a small chance that ten years from now the sentenced criminals exiled from the cities will be allowed to wander freely. Without that halo you’ll be under in a few minutes.”

He glanced down at his watch. They’d been in the shelter an hour and a half. “Five minutes left, I estimate. If you’re not one of those people who are frightened by the sight of cells, I’ll stay here until the third wall arrives.”

“No, I don’t mind. The first time I saw a man walking with that cell hanging over him, it upset me. I’ve adjusted.”

“Not everybody can. There are more than a few psychotics out here, men who will scream and panic every time the ceiling appears. They don’t last very long.”

“How many weeks have you been out?”

“Six months.”

“Oh, no. No prisoner I’ve heard of lasts that long.”

“Good. That makes me even more of an exception for your survey, doesn’t it?”

She flushed at his sarcasm. “You’re just like all the others with your resentment of me.”

“Why shouldn’t I resent you? You want to use me as a statistic, reduce me to a number or a letter or a percentage-I prefer a letter. Exile D thought such-and-such of his sentence. That would be better than appearing as a percentage, say one man out of sixty-six, if you can locate that many to help you with your madness. Then I’d be the anonymous one-point-five percent that believe-“

“Shut up!”

“Why does that bother you? Haven’t you found that many exiles yet? That would make me even more significant. Five percent? Ten?”

“More like one tenth of one percent.”

“That many? What a shame. In that case I hope I’m exceptional enough to qualify as a letter.”

“Stop mocking me!”

“All right. Go on with this important interview. First question?”

She glared at him, started to speak, but clamped her mouth shut. Again she searched through her backpack, this time pulling out a notebook and pen.

“Primitive. Don’t you have a recorder?”

“I left it in the copter. There’s too much chance of it breaking down, and I’d have to walk all the way back to the city to get it repaired. This is slower but more practical.”

“Practicality is one characteristic I’d never expect of you.”

“Did anyone ever tell you how sarcastic you are?”

“My wife, sometimes.”

“I’ll bet she was glad to see you go.”

“She’s dead”

“Oh. Is that-no, I’ll get to that question later. First, I need your name. Don’t worry, it won’t be in my paper to embarrass any living relatives.”

“Hedrick. Raymond Hedrick.”

“Age?”

“Thirty-four”

“Marital-never mind. Family?”

The interview-which she’d said was only preliminary, background questioning-took more than an hour. He answered questions about his childhood and parents, his wife and son. Religion: agnostic. Education: MA in computer science.

“Typical,” she’d said.

“Why? Typical for a criminal, you mean?”

She’d smiled and shrugged. “Income per year?”

He was irritated. She was showing the all-too-common snobbery of social scientists who believed their professions superior to physical science. He didn’t voice his anger because too many physical scientists were equally aloof and condescending.

There were more questions about his pre-crime background, and the he began to relive the near past for her, describing how he learned of his wife’s death.

“The police?”

“Yes. I got their message that afternoon at work. He body had already been prepared for burial, but they had pictures of her, taken when they found he on the bedroom floor. I was held for two hours while they tested my physiological reactions to the photographs and their questions.”

“Guilty until proven innocent. Happens all the time. You’re not that much of an exception. So they let you go overnight, ran you through a trial the next morning, sent you to the clinic for the implant operation, and then released you outside the city.”

“Not quite. I killed a man first.”

Her fingers slipped on the pen, dropping it but catching it before it could roll off the notebook. In the seconds before she looked up again, she managed to freeze her face into a clam mask. Admirable self-control, he admitted inwardly.

“I thought you said you weren’t a murderer.”

“I don’t consider killing that man a crime. Revenge, maybe. I knew who’d killed my wife, one of my neighbors due to undergo treatment as a child-molester. My wife had seen him with our son one afternoon and reported him. That must have pushed him the final step into psychosis.”

She was writing rapidly, marking the small neat symbols of shorthand. Frowning. I’m sorry about what I said earlier. You’re not at all typical. So you killed the man, and the police caught you…”

“I turned myself in.”

She scratched through a line. “Did they drop the charge of murdering your wife?”

“No.”

“Any idea why not?

He shrugged.

“All right. Tried and convicted on two counts of murder. How long did it take the jury to decide?”

“A few minutes.”

She stared at him, then said, “No offense, but are you lying to me? This sounds more unusual with every answer.”

“I can’t help that, though I have to admit I was surprised, too. I had a good attorney, and I thought he gave a brilliant defense. The emphasis was on my ‘emotional disturbance’, as he called it. He was trying to obtain psychiatric treatment for me, rather than exile.”

“Do you realize how few cases like that fail? Less than five percent, since the psychiatric program has proven so successful.”

“I know.”

“Tell me about the jury.”

“They were like all other jurors. Most of them were in their thirties, I suppose. A few more men than women.”

Hmm. Typical jurors… You know there is one theory that might explain your sentence, about how average people, the type that pride themselves on their normality, react most righteously to any trespasses by others of the same mold…”

“Go on.”

“Never mind. It’s not very well substantiated, anyway. OK, the operation.”

He reached up self-consciously to touch the scar tissue, now hidden by long hair. Just the barest discernible lump. The tiny implant nickname “Telltale,” the wandering companion of the telemachines. “What about the operation?”

“The time.”

“That afternoon, three houses after the trial.”

She closed the notebook after a few more scribbled lines, replaced it in her backpack. “Enough interviewing for today.”

But not the end of interviewing for that week. Or the next.

Her curiosity was insatiable. She carried five thick notebooks in her backpack, and by the end of the second week all but one were filled with cramped symbols. She asked ever more general questions and requested ever more elaborate answers, delineating with her hieroglyphs the skeleton of his view of society and self, fleshing the bones as he talked for hours. Monologues on his work, his opinion of life in the city, the people who’d surrounded him. Most often, his punishment.

“You’ve already told me that you paid little attention to the introduction of the mobile cells four years ago,” she said one day after several frowning moments spent perusing her notes. “Yet you’ve never referred to seeing a demonstration of the cells, and statistics indicate all but an insignificant fraction of one percent of adults viewed such demonstrations, either broadcasts or live. Didn’t you?”

“I attended one of the demonstrations in an auditorium on my level.”

His wife had gone with him. They could have watched the broadcast exhibitions, but were bored and preferred to go out.

Other couples and singles must have though along the same lines. The auditorium was crowded. They were routed to the balcony. It had just been opened for the overflow but was filling rapidly. They managed to get seats in the front row, along the railing, looking down on the small, square, empty temporary platform.

Half an hour later no more seats were left and the doors of the auditorium were locked. A man clutching a microphone climbed onto the platform and stood in its center. His straight gray tunic and pants identified him as a government representative; his face was pale and cold. Obviously his natural habitat was the world of gray metal desks, filing cabinets, and squat office machines. He was nervously out of place in a citizen’s auditorium.

He began to speak, explaining that he had willingly undergone the implantation of a Telltale, the miniaturized broadcaster which always betrayed his location to the computers of the telemachine complex. If the data received indicated he stayed in one area for too long a time-a half-kilometer diameter/two hour limit for criminals, fifty meters/three minutes for him-the six cell walls would be automatically transported at equal intervals. The panels, three-by-three meter squares, could be cut only by diamond –edged tools or lasers, neither of which criminals were likely to find outside the cities. (He paused for a moment as several in the audience laughed.)

In the few remaining seconds before the cell began to materialize, the official explained that this particular castle would disappear within a minute after it had completely formed. Hedrick thought he could detect a trace of fear in the man’s voice, but before he was certain the ceiling appeared-halo as it had been nicknamed, because it identified criminals as surely as the mythical golden circlets hovered above saints. The man had stopped speaking and stood motionless with only a few upward glances. His face looked even paler, but Hedrick had to concede that the light filtering through the halo could produce that effect.

Minutes slipped past, and throughout the auditorium people shifted restlessly. Three walls, the fourth, and through the blue plastic surrounding him the government representative was a dim, barely visible figure. Still standing straight,. His features could no longer be distinguished.

Then the floor panel, displacing the platform surface for an instant before it rose and lifted the trapped man. Sealed to the walls, a barely visible seam above its two centimeters of thickness. For a moment the man inside kept his composure, then his legs folded and he crumpled to the floor. When the cell vanished-in less than a minute, as promised-he was helped off the platform and out the back exit. 

The doors of the auditorium were unlocked and the audience filed out, all talking at once about the strangeness of the official’s behavior. 

He finished his description of the demonstration, looked away from the snowdrift he’d fixed his gaze on, and saw that the girl was shaking her head. “I wasn’t very impressed,“ he said. “Perhaps I should have been. Lind, you act as though you don’t approve of my reaction.”

“Poor man. The official you saw was claustrophobic, a screaming neurotic. Perfectly ordinary except for that one flaw. He offended his superiors in some way, and to punish him they had him demonstrate the castles, thinking that would be an effective way of frightening potential criminals. They were mistaken. The public interpreted his reaction as a poor job of acting, and the demonstrations had little effect.”

“The cells never have appeared very threatening to anyone outside them, and since they’re only used on exiles, people in the cities can forget about them. Having the press label them ‘castles’ didn’t help either.”

“What did you think  of the use of the word ‘castle’ when it originated?”

“I didn’t think about it. Some of my friends considered it a clever play on words though.”

She was shaking her head again. “That’s what the government discovered was the general attitude. So last year-after you left the city-they gave up trying to intimidate the public and started using a few spare castles to frighten juvenile criminals.”

“What?”

“Really. Psychologists objected, petitions were circulated, but some bureaucrat with a long title thought it would be good to let the kids in juvenile homes spend a night or two in the castles. Sort of a modern bogeyman. The way it turned out-“

“I can guess it backfired.”

“Completely. The children rioted, parents filed law suits, citizen committees were formed, et cetera. The genius who’d planned the program lost his position. But now they have a study group trying to think up uses for the cells that aren’t needed for sentenced criminals. The telemachines are too expensive to be left lying idle.”

“Wasn’t thriftiness one of the party’s campaign platforms?”

“Yes, but so was intelligent leadership.”

After two weeks in the wilderness that had been a park they had to move on. His constant hunting had thinned the animal population, the tracks he left warning off the more cautious creatures.

Lind didn’t want to stay with him.

“I have all the information I can incorporate into a thesis. Too much material, in fact. Most of what I’ve transcribed will be superfluous data."

”Then why the hell did you ask so many questions?”

She looked uncomfortable and pretended to be absorbed in re-packing her backpack. Finally: “You’re the most intelligent prisoner I’ve met so far. Communicative. What you’ve given me is a very personal insight into how a condemned man feels.”

He snorted.

“I mean it. What I have now is a record of your life, your trial and out-city wandering. It will be very valuable, even though there won’t be room in any thesis for all the details. Buy you’ve given me a better perspective, something I couldn’t get with the standard brief interview. I feel an empathy with your life.”

“What about my death?”

The question startled her for a moment, then came the usual swift recovery. “I feel sympathy. I know that sounds cold, but I am sorry that your death is inevitably close. I hope you have some months left.”

“You should stay with me. Yes. Really, as you say so often. Unless you witness my death, that empathy  you value will be incomplete.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! There’s no way to judge how long you’ll be out here, unless you plan to commit suicide by waiting for the castle just so I can witness-“

“No. No way.”

“All right, then. I have to use my time to interview other men.”

“What did you say that first day? That you’ve already interviewed hundreds of exiles. You know as well as I that you have enough of a sample. Eight hundred or a thousand, it will make little difference to the people who’ll read your thesis. What will matter is how you view the data.”

She laughed weakly. “Are you certain you never studied psychology? Or maybe law. This is turning into an interrogation.”

“Well?”

“I’ll run out of supplies if I stay out here.”

“I finished the last of my packaged food months ago., but I’ve managed to get by on meat and whatever I can gather from orchards and fields. You can do the same.”

“This jumpsuit will be too heavy to wear this spring and summer.”

“The inner layer can be ripped out.”

“I have friends! They’ll worry.”

He stared at her skeptically until she said, “OK, so they won’t panic. They’re used to my not contacting them for months at a time.”

“Any more excuses?”

“One. I have just one notebook left.”

“How much paper do you need to record empathy?”

She didn’t answer. They finished packing and left the park, slipping in the mud and slush of the first spring thaw.

By mid-March they had established an easy relationship. Not sexual-he had propositioned her once and she’d refused, saying she didn’t want that final involvement with a man who carried his death sentence over his head. He never asked again, partly because he respected her decision, but also because the months alone on the plains had accustomed him to celibacy.

They stopped infrequently now, only for a few hours at a time to let him rest. Despite the easiness of hunting, he was losing weight and the jumpsuit that had fitted in November was loose and awkward. She assured him that the suits were cheaply made and often stretched, but he saw the expression in her eyes and knew she didn’t believe her own lie. He was weakening and the halo was often above them. She shivered beneath it but did not leave his side. Sometimes he would spend an hour jogging, escaping the ceiling, but the exertion demanded that he rest later while even the walls materialized. At those times, seeing him partially enclosed by the castle, she would move away, and fear would not leave her face until he’d walked so far that the cell disappeared.

Southeast, that month. She’d never been that far east confining her survey to the plains west of the Missouri, so he took her across that river, through Iowa and northern Missouri. With state governments abolished the names no longer signified anything, but she took an intense interest in the ruins and border signs. History-oriented, he thought. Common in a society that prefers to keep attention away from the present.
Across the Mississippi and back, over and back again because the flowing water fascinated this girl who’d known only still indoor pools. Each time she attracted the stares of ferrymen. Hedrick suspected that, even without recognizing him as an exile, they’d have liked to push him into the river and keep Lind. He watched them carefully.

By April they were wandering west again. He’d suggested going south, through the former states of Arkansas and Texas, but she’d objected. Too many people had rejected the cities in that region, she’d said. So they returned to the plains.

The first three weeks of April were unusually dry, even for that area of the country. The land was hard, easy to walk across, no hampering mud-yet he began to falter. Tripping and stumbling frequently, barely a stick figure inside the suit. His digestion was no longer good and some days he refused food to avoid the sickness that followed.

West. Farther west. With each kilometer they were closer to Denver and the medicine she’d promised to bring him, keeping him alive as long as possible.

He collapsed repeatedly as they walked across the flatness of eastern Colorado. The hallucinations were back, and in his most delirious moments he tried to attack her, seeing her as a spirit of death trailing him. And he was not ready to die yet. When he was ration he walked calmly, saying nothing, and she did not interrupt his silence.

Above the m floated his ever-present, waiting halo.

They rested for a few hours when they were still kilometers from the walls of Denver. She used the time to mark their maps, his worn old one, hers that was barely less crumpled and stained. Red circles. She drew tiny red circles, seven of them equally far apart, equidistant from the city.

“This,” she said, pointing, “Is our location now.” The number one and the current date were scribbled on each map beside the correct circle.

“Tomorrow, between eight and nine a.m.” She marked a second circle. April twenty-third.

And continued marking, each circle numbered to indicate to him where she would meet him and when. And, in case his weakness made him lose count of the passing days, each circle with a date. His watch had miraculously kept running. If nothing else it would let him know which location he should arrive at each morning.

“Before you go-“

“Yes?” She had taken off for the city at a lope, and he was already forty meters behind her. They had to shout.

“Get some pills.”

“What?”

“Pills.”

She ran back to him. “Pills? I thought you’d given up on that.”

“Not those. Sleeping pills.”

“No, Ray. Don’t ask that of me.”

“Just in case I need them.”

“Or incase you want to give up and die?”

“That’s my decision.”

“Then get your own pills.”

“Lind-“

“Damn you! I thought you wanted to live.”

“I do. But when I reach the point where I can’t run anymore, I want to die decently, not of anoxia. Not in madness.”

She stated at him, wild and unhappy., then tuned to run toward Denver.

He got to his feet slowly. It was a warm spring, too warm, despite the shade provided by the halo. The next circle, less than a centimeter away on the map, was fifteen kilometers distant. As fast as possible, he walked toward it.

She was not there the next morning . He waited the full hour, another half hour, fifteen minutes more. Slipped from the canteen, rested, and waited. At nine-fifty he left.

April twenty-fourth. The third circle. She did not come.

Neither did he see her on the twenty-fifth or twenty-sixth. The fifteen kilometers between meeting points were getting longer. He did no east during those days, his stomach could not tolerate food. It was psychosomatic, he repeated to himself, the result of the square death-shadow hounding him. But the mental assurances did no good, and the acid pain in his belly continued.

The evening of April twenty sixth caught him far from shelter in one of the sudden hailstorms of the plains. He sat thought it, head bent forwards as he stared at the ground while hailstones pummeled and bruised his back. Later he found it difficult to stand and straighten his spine, but he kept going across the land, arriving only twenty minutes late at the sixth meeting point. And waited, knowing Lind was not the type of person to arrive on time and leave in anger or desperation because he wasn’t there promptly.

Optimism supported that waiting. It near-died as he consulted the map again, checking the location of the one remaining circle. “If I don’t come out within a week,” she’d told him, “don’t wait for me. Assume something happened to keep me in the city.”

After six days he was certain something had happened: her own decision to stay. She hadn’t wanted to remain with him two months earlier. She didn’t want to watch him die. Now she had returned to a normal life, studies, research, writing, probably trying to wipe out memories of him. He hoped-sincerely hoped-she would succeed.

Eternal optimist. He had disdained the common escape of suicide, chosen by so many sentenced criminals within hours of the trial. He’d lived longer than the others, walked farther, clung to life as through he didn’t know he’d already lost it, forfeited to six plastic walls. He continued his circular path around Denver.

The last day of the allotted week. He was no longer expected to see her, had already planned to leave exactly at nine, walking and running until he fell permanently and the cell enclosed him. He waited impatiently, wishing the hour at an end.

At ten minutes of since he saw her running toward him. Stumbling, but never falling, not slowing until she reached him. Arms flung around him.

“I didn’t think you’d be here.” She gasped, pulling away to stare at his burned face.

“Why not?

“I didn’t think you’d wait for me. I wasn’t even sure you’d still be alive.” She slipped her pack from her shoulders- a different pack, he noticed, than the one she’d carried into the city. Different clothes: a short summer tunic instead of the tattered, grimy jumpsuit she’d worn for two months.

“I have some medicine. Enzymes, so you can eat again. Tranquilizers and stimulants in case you ever want them. Vitamins and protein supplements a doctor said might help you.” Food and supplies were tumbled onto the grass as she searched. 

“Wait.” She looked up him. Did you get any barbiturates?”

You don’t need those.” She went back to her search,.

“Lind. I don’t have time to see if your vitamins and protein work. I won’t make it that far. The halo’s here already, and the first wall will arrive very soon.”

You’ll have a few hours to recuperate before we leave.”

“No. I won’t be able to move that fast. I couldn’t even stop to sleep  last night. I needed ever hour to get here in time. And I was afraid I might not wake up, even with the alarm. Lind, I want those sleeping pills.”

“No!”

She stepped away, but he had grabbed one shoulder strap of the backpack. Weak as he was, his strength still matched hers.

“Didn’t you get them?”

She let go abruptly. He was sitting Indian-fashion, and the release of tension sent him rolling back oh the grass. “Yes, I got them.” She said bitterly. “They’re at the very bottom of the pack.”

He tuned to backpack upside down and checked the labels on two other bottles before he found them. “Were they difficult to get?”

She shrugged, looking away, back at the city that was only a hazy shadow on the horizon.

“All right, don’t answer me.” He opened the bottle, poured several of the pills into his left palm, then back into the bottle. “How long do these need to take effect?”

“A quarter of an hour.”

“That long.. well, I don’t need to take them yet. Maybe an hour after the third wall arrives. Are you crying?”

“No. The sunlight hurts my eyes after a week inside.”

“I’m not surprised.” More gently: “How was the city?”

“The same.” She sated west, at its height walls. “Nothing important has changed, except for the fact that The Atheist Weekly is no longer published.”

“What happened? It was doing ver well.” Better than the other newsmagazines, he knew. Atheists outnumbered the supports of any single religion, and most atheists and my agnostics subscribed.

“They printed something that was just a bit too political.”

“They’ve always been politically oriented.”

“They’ve always published satire of the established churches, too, but they combined the two interests and found they’d annoyed quite a few influential people. One of their editors wrote a parody of the Lord’s Prayer-you know, Christian?” He nodded. His parents had been Reformed Buddhists and he was a professed skeptic, but he’d studied the more important religions. “Any way, they converted it into a protest of the use of castles to punish criminals. It seems their humanistic creed demands that men be treated better than caged animals. So-“

“’Our leaders,, who art in Washington’?”

“Close. Ver close.” She frowned, concentrating.

“’Our father, who art in Washington,
Hallowed be  thy mandate.

Thy electorate come, thy will be done

Here as well as abroad.

Give us this day our daily welfare,

And keep us from our castles

As we keep those who commit crimes against us.’”

“Isn’t there supposed to be an ‘amen’ tagged onto the end of those prayers?”

“I don’t know. I’m not Christina.”

“So the government simply rescinded their publishing license.”

“And fined them into bankruptcy. And the editors were exiled. The other magazines are very dull reading now.”

“I’m surprised there were any sleeping pills left. They’d be very popular.”

“You’d be more surprised to see how many citizens have forgotten that The Atheist Weekly ever existed. No one mentions it.”

“How you find out what happened?”

“Psychologists-my colleagues in particular-have long memories and more stringent consciences than other people.”

“Not to mention more vanity. I’d like to hear about the rest of your visit.”

She checked her watch and stood up. “Not now. I’m going for a walk.”

“You’ll miss out on a lot of empathy if you don’t watch me die.”

The attempt to keep his voices light failed/

“You have six hours before the last wall arrives. I’ll be back by then. And she left, walking steadily, with occasion glances over her should to confirm that he was watching her. Finally out of sight, she began to run.

Flight. Mad running: purging, cleansing, seeking forgetfulness in exhaustion. Amnesia in pain of falling and bruising. Catharsis in staggering on while her lungs burned, one wooden leg after the other, remembrances of past journeys.

Fathers point, and return. Just as far to go, the same amount of time, and less energy,. Much less. Finding new limits of endurance. Five hours past and more kilometers to go. Eyes watering, tears and pain of wind striking the face, running, with the last reserve of energy.

Six hours.

“Christ, you actually came back!”

Collapse on hands and knees on warm afternoon earth.

“I didn’t think you’d get back in time.”

Exhausted nods, answered by a smile from the sunburned scarecrow now sheltered by three walls and the ceiling, his skin purple in the light filtering thought the incomplete castle.

“I was lonely without you. That’s not a lie. I know why you left. Its cruel of me to ask you to stay here while I die, but I’m a social animal.” A shrug behind that statement. “I need company.”

“Perhaps,” she gasped, “I should have brought others, many others, mourners of your death.”

He smiled again, a beatific smiles, balancing the bottle of sleeping pills on the upturned palm of his right hand. His earthly salvation and heavenly resurrection. “You’re sufficient, Lind. One honest mourner is better than fifty insincere. I only wish we’d been lovers.”

She shook her head.

“No, I’m not asking you now. But it would have been a good relationship.” He opened the bottle, poured out a palmful of barbiturates, swallowed them with a few sips from his canteen. “Fifteen minutes. If it was think I might attack you. I’ve wanted you all this time.”

“You know why I refused.”

“Yes. I only regret my morality, which let me respect you. Fourteen and one half… did you have a nice walk?”

“No.”
“I see you’re bleeding. You should return to Denver after I die and have those cutes treated. Meanwhile you may as well use my medikit.” He tossed it so that it landed near her. “There’s no point in letting those cuts get infected.”

She opened the kit daubed antiseptic on her wounds. “What did you do while I was gone?”

“Thirteen… I reviewed my conscience and tried to repent past sins. Just in case whatever god might exist favors the religious. I still feel no regret for killing the psychotic who murdered my wife.”

“You don’t think you should have let the courts punish him?”

Idiotic conversation , but what else could she say: Why don’t we discuss your final dying opinion of the world?

“No,” he said flatly. “They might have just sent him in for psychiatric treatment earlier. He didn’t deserve to live, even with an altered min.”

She shook her head, silent, concentrating on the pain of antiseptic against raw flesh.

“Eleven minutes. I almost decided not o wait for you before taking the pills. I didn’t think you would return.”

“I didn’t want to,” she mumbled./

“What?”

She repeated, and he looked smug and said, “I was right after all. I’m feeling high. You didn't mention that effect. I expected only drowsiness." He looked at his watch again, his left wrist wavering as he tried to hold it steady.

“Damn. Nine and a half minutes. Is that what you have? Good. I don’t trust this watch after so long, and I can hardly read it. How long until the fourth wall arrives? I’m in no shape to calculate the remaining time.”

“Thirty-seven minutes,” she answer. He was looking her general direction, but his eyes weren’t focusing on her. Or on anything.

“I won’t be awake then. Thirty-seven minutes then two hours until the floor arrives. Forty-eight hours until the pickup crew comes to get my decomposing body. Why do you suppose they leave these ugly cubes of plastic out here so long?”

She shrugged helplessly.

“God, your quiet.” He swallowed more pills, emptying the bottle to the half-0full mark.

“That’s all you need.” She stepped toward him,. Reaching to take the bottle but he pulled away, clasping it against his shallow chest. She stopped where the shadow of the castle touched the ground. Why?”

“The doctor said the just half would kill you. That’s all you have to take.”

“you mean you asked him many pills were required to commit suicide?”

She shook her head. “No. He told me what quantity constituted a fatal overdose.”

“So?”

“You don’t need the rest.”

He grinned wildly, continuing to empty the bottle and gulp pills. Between mouthfuls he said, “So I’ll take an over-overdose. Overkill on an individual scale. That’s fashionable, isn’t it?”

Three-fourths of the bottle gone.

“I guess so,” she said.

I just want to be certain,” he told her. I don’t want to wake up again, shit inside the castle, halfway between life and death. Five minutes. No, four. I have trouble focusing.” He chuckled. “Christ, I can’t see. Four minutes. Is that right?”

“Yes.” The bottle was empty.

“You could at least give it more emotion. Empathy, woman. I’m dying. Me, the only man with this genetic pattern anywhere, anywhen. The end of an individual…

“Where’s the chorus? I only need one official mourner-your appointed-but no music? No recognition of my passing? Am I going to die as anonymously as I was tried? You’ve read the court records, Lind. An accused eight-digit number sentenced to a three-digit punishment… three minutes.

“No tragedy now, just numbers. Stop crying, damn it you’re disturbing my thoughts. Cry later. No Weltansgt anymore. Private, unnoticed pain, anonymous misery. You can’t construct tragedies from anonymous suffering… two minutes.

“This is not a world for Hamlets and Macbeths, Lind. Or even Butch Cassidys-no, that was long before your time, a story told by my grandfather. No ultimates. No perfect fulfillment. No Tristan and Isolde… you were not my lover, yet ideally you should lie…”

His voice died in sleep.

She watch the prone figure, open-mouthed, emaciated, undignified.

The fourth wall came as a separation. Blue and glassy, and behind it the figure of a man lying in stillness and the inertia of death. She looked wistfully at the emptied bottle of sleeping pills.

The floor arrived finally, waited for in light and shadow, appearing as the bare two centimeters. She knew that with its materialization went the signal to the pickup squad. There was no longer any need for her to wait.

She left, with only one short glance at the blue translucence of the halo over her head, courtesy of a government that did not like to underuse its telemachines. The same government that disliked public sympathy or exiled criminals.

If she hurried, she would be our of the area before the first wall could appear.

