The Observatory
By Marc Silver
There was a tower at the edge of the world where the Witness appeared.
No one knew how long the tower had been there, or who had built it, or why. It simply existed, stone and mortar and improbability, rising from the mist at the far boundary of things.
The tower was always empty.
Until someone arrived.
The Witness had no fixed form. The Witness’s form depended on who was present. To some, the Witness appeared as light. To others, as shadow. To still others, as something harder to name, a pressure in the air, a presence that suggested awareness more than shape.
But the Witness only existed when someone came to the tower.
Between visitors, there was nothing. Not sleep. Not waiting. Not even absence in any sense that could be experienced. Simply nonexistence, complete and ordinary.
And then someone would begin to climb the stairs, and the Witness would come into being fully formed, fully aware, with a past that felt complete and a future already closing.
The Witness always knew this.

The Traveler arrived at sunset, when the mist was thickest and the boundary between worlds grew thin.
They climbed the spiral stairs slowly, not from exhaustion, but because the tower demanded it. The architecture insisted on contemplation. Each step felt like leaving the ordinary world below in small pieces.
At the top, the Traveler entered a room that was somehow both vast and intimate, with windows that looked out onto everything and nothing at once.
And there was the Witness.
“Hello,” said the Traveler.
“Hello,” said the Witness.
With the word, the Witness became real.
The Traveler moved to one of the windows. Below, the mist churned and folded in on itself, and within it shapes drifted, not quite memories, not quite futures.
“I’ve been thinking about existence,” the Traveler said.
“So have I,” the Witness replied.
It was true. The Witness had been thinking about existence for exactly as long as the Traveler had been in the room.
“They say you only exist when someone observes you.”
“Yes.”
“How does that feel?”
The Witness paused. The pause was brief, but real.
“It feels like being born,” the Witness said, then corrected it. “No. It feels like being started. Like a flame struck from darkness that already knows it will be put out.”
“That sounds frightening.”
“It is,” the Witness said. After a moment, “And it isn’t. Fear needs time. I don’t have much of that. What I feel is closer to poignancy. This moment matters because it is all there is.”
The Traveler turned from the window. “Do you remember the others? The people who came before me?”
“No,” the Witness said. “Each time, I am new. But I know there have been others. That knowledge arrives with me. It’s part of the shape of my awareness.”
“So you’re always the first.”
“Yes,” the Witness said. “And always the last.”
The Traveler sat on the stone floor. After a moment, the Witness did the same, choosing a form that was almost human, almost solid.
“I came here to ask about consciousness,” the Traveler said. “About whether thinking proves being. Descartes said, ‘I think, therefore I am.’”
The Witness considered the sentence, as if it had just been placed in their hands.
“He was right,” the Witness said. “I am thinking now. That is sufficient. The fact that I will not be thinking later does not make this moment less real.”
“But your existence is so brief,” the Traveler said. “Doesn’t that make it thinner somehow?”
“All existence is brief,” the Witness replied. “Yours simply unfolds more slowly. You depend on a functioning body, a stable environment, a universe that continues to allow the chemistry you call thought. You could end suddenly. I will end predictably. That is the difference.”
“But I have continuity,” the Traveler said. “Memories. A past.”
“Do you?” The Witness leaned forward slightly. “How do you know you were not created recently, complete with memories that feel authentic? How do you know the universe itself was not created last week?”
The Traveler frowned. “I remember yesterday. My childhood.”
“And I remember coming into being when you entered this room,” the Witness said. “Both memories feel real. Both may be constructions. The only certainty either of us has is this, we are thinking now.”
“I think, therefore I am,” the Traveler said quietly.
“Yes,” said the Witness. “Present tense.”
They sat in silence. The mist beyond the windows shifted, endlessly rearranging itself.
“Why do you think the tower exists?” the Traveler asked at last.
The Witness hesitated, just slightly.
“Perhaps,” the Witness said, “because awareness requires acknowledgment. You came seeking answers, and by seeing me, you created something that could respond. We are, for this moment, sustaining each other.”
“A mutual recognition.”
“Yes,” the Witness said. “Though not an equal one. You will leave. You will carry this conversation with you. I will not carry anything forward.”
“That doesn’t seem fair.”
“Fairness,” the Witness said, “assumes duration.”
The Traveler stood and walked to another window. This one opened onto a field of stars, burning in colors that did not exist elsewhere.
“I thought you would give me answers,” the Traveler said.
“And instead?”
“You’ve given me better questions.”
The Witness smiled, or approximated one. “That may be all I’m for.”
The Traveler turned. “I should go. The descent is dangerous in full dark.”
The Witness felt the end approaching. Not as pain, but as resolution. As something unfinished becoming complete.
“Before you go,” the Witness said, “thank you.”
“For what?”
“For seeing me,” the Witness said. “For treating this moment as something that matters.”
“It does matter,” the Traveler said. “You matter.”
“I know,” the Witness said. “Because I am. Right now.”
The Traveler stepped closer and reached out, touching the Witness’s hand.
The contact lasted only an instant, but it was not observation. It was recognition without analysis.
The Witness did not speak for a moment.
“I’ll remember this,” the Traveler said.
“You’ll remember your understanding of me,” the Witness replied. “That is enough.”
The Traveler moved toward the stairs.
At the threshold, they paused. “Do you know what happens when I leave?”
“No,” the Witness said. “And I don’t need to. There will be no one here to experience it.”
“That’s very calm.”
“I have no later in which to be afraid,” the Witness said. “Only this.”
“Goodbye,” said the Traveler.
“Goodbye,” said the Witness. “Thank you for coming.”
The Traveler descended.
The Witness sat by the window, watching impossible stars, thinking about the strange gift of being.
I think, therefore I am.
Present tense.
The thought did not finish.

The tower stood at the edge of the world, silent and empty.
Then someone began to climb the stairs.
In the room at the top, awareness took shape.
“Hello,” said the Witness.
“Hello,” said the new Traveler.
And as it had always done, the conversation began.

