It was on one cold morning, having previously thought that he knew everything there is to know about his jail room, that Franz discovered his cellmate. He was an old man, his cellmate – so old that he almost didn’t have any identifiable features that could contribute to an accurate physical description of him. In fact, Franz was so bewildered by this unusual creature, that he was not even sure of him being human, much less old or man. 

He discovered him behind his bunk bed, when he finally decided to investigate that unearthly moaning which he at times heard during the night, and infiltrated his dreams. The shrieking of the old man bore similarity to that of rats, and Franz wasn’t surprised: his cellmate was no bigger than an overgrown rat. Franz thought to himself that this little body could be easily fitted inside a regular shoe box. 

At the sight of Franz, the little man examined him with his little black eyes, and then lowered them again, as if he found nothing interesting. Franz picked him up – the little man barely weighed more than a water melon – and placed him on the bed. 
“Why were you hiding behind my bed?” asked Franz. “I obviously did not want to be seen” was the little fellow’s reply. While still nonchalant, he now displayed a more friendly attitude.

Franz was happy with his new companion. He was planning to start a conversation, but planning was not needed, for the old man suddenly spoke, unprompted, as if talking to himself – as if answering, actually, the questions that already started to take shape in Franz’s mind. His voice was dim, barely intelligible, but what he said was captivating to Franz.
“I’ve been here a longtime. I’ve been here long before you arrived. I’ve been here, in fact, so long, that I don’t remember how much time I have spent here. And some times I almost convince myself that I’ve always been here, that the Outside is an illusion… or may not be an illusion, but was and always will be irrelevant to me.”

The old man, short of breath, took a pause, one which Franz, who felt taken by what the man said, took advantage of, and asked: “why are you here?”

“I’m here, because I’m guilty, obviously. Why else would I be here? Why other than the same reason you are here for?” and he threw at Franz a penetrating stare. It was at that moment that Franz became aware that he did not know the reason for which he is incarcerated. He was about to travel back through his memories, but his mental journey was interrupted by the old man resuming the conversation. He acted as if he himself was reminiscing, but that was not the case.

“I found myself forced to think of the Outside. I have thought about everything in here, the inside, and I simply get bored. And since I cannot remember anything, I can only postulate about what the Outside is like, and about what I was like when I was there – if I ever was, that is. 

“I imagine the Outside as the total opposite of everything I see in here. What is the point of imagining what I can already see? 

“I am now a little, feeble man. Thus, on the Outside, I must have been a well built giant, and the mere sight of my stature would make the bravest of men tremble.

“My voice now resembles – or is, I dare say - the shrieking of a rat. Thus, on the Outside, I must have had a wonderful deep voice, a voice that flowed out of me like a bursting hot spring that could melt through the frozen heart of any lady.
“I must have been rich, I must have lived in a palace, with crystal doors and staircases, and many servants. I must have been a man of great influence. I must have an entire bureaucracy between my hands, doing all sorts of works, for all sorts of reasons, or even for no reason at all. People would come from all corners of the Earth to meet me, and take my advice, or just to bestow on their eyes the pleasure of beholding my greatness. 

“And being of such important social status, my crime must have had a tremendous impact. The motive of my crime must have been a great one, and the consequences of it must have been greater still. How many people must I have hurt! I fail to imagine that. But it brings me no guilt, but rather honour. My crime has changed me, can you not see? And I am proud of the change.

“But of course, it’s only my version of what once was. You don’t understand. I told you before that I do this out of boredom, but I lied. My motif is guilt. Ugly, horrible guilt. It consumes me, it burns me from within. I deserve it, of course. No guilt ever comes undeserved. My guilt crushes me. I loathe myself because of it. I deserve it, for I have committed a horrible crime. No, it is not the crime itself that is causing my guilt, but rather my ignorance of the nature of my crime. You see, where I should feel guilt – about my crime, that is – I have a perfect peace of mind, but that, alone, fills me up with guilt. I thrive to justify my guilt – and lack of, mind you – in an attempt to chase it away. I have considered ending my life, but the idea only amplified my guilt. So for now, the search for a justification of my guilt is my sole, inescapable purpose.”
The old man was quiet again. He closed his eyes and sank a bit more in the mattress. Franz could see that the conversation is draining his powers. But he was captivated by the little fellow and the things he said, and he wished him to talk some more. A few quiet minutes went by before Franz broke the silence.
“You are right, said he, I do not understand. I do not understand why I ended up in this cell, and why I have not seen you when I first got here, and why you have been hiding from me. But only now do I realize that I don’t understand. And the things you have said to me made me grow eager to find out what is on the Outside, and why I was removed from it and denied my freedom. I feel that guilt – the guilt of ignorance! And as of this moment, my purpose is the unveiling of the truth about the Outside!”
The old man shook his head, as if he had heard a child mumbling some equations unaware of what they represent.

“Freedom? You have not been denied your freedom, since you cannot be denied of what you’ve never had. Freedom is not something one is born with: Freedom is something to be sought, to thrive for. And if you are under the impression that you are less free now than you were on the Outside – if you ever were – then you are mistaken. If you check the door of the cell, you would find it open. You would also find no guards here to stop any one from leaving. What keeps us here, it is only ourselves.”
Franz turned his head and faced the door, as if considering to walk over there and check the validity of his companion’s claims, but then looked back at his cellmate and did not make any move. The old man cried with satisfaction: “you finally begin to understand!” But Franz was perplexed, for he had not understood anything: he simply felt lethargic. The old man carried on, with coughs interrupting him every now and then:

“There are in fact guardians to keep us inside. But they need us just as much. Without us, they would have nothing to guard, and they would simply disappear. And if I happen to just walk out of here, their death would bare much weight on my already heavy conscience. And without them, we would have no reason to be here. How do they keep us here, without even showing up? No one actually knows. It’s a marvelous thing, and I would spend as much time here as necessary, just to find out how they manage it.
“How do I know that these guardians exist? The same way I know that the Minotaur exists at the heart of the Labyrinth. A creature that is half man, half bull – would you recognize it if you see it? You are trained to recognize a man, you are trained to recognize a bull, but together they are a different entity. This is what I think of this jail. Infinite, an infinite labyrinth, home of the Minotaur, and the Minotaur is bound to roam its abodes as we speak. I am Theseus without a thread. I shall prove it to you soon.” He fought to gather his breath. Then when he appeared to have found some peace, he said: “And now”; he let out a lung tearing cough, paused for a while, then declared with what little strength he had left: “the Minotaur comes for me!” and with that he collapsed, and to Franz it was clear that his companion was dead. 
The next morning was just as cold, and the body of the old man had disappeared. And Franz wondered whether he had actually spent much time in his cell, or whether he had just gotten to his cell and was remembering things that did not occur.

