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Chapter 1

I am awake.

Was I asleep? I don't remember falling asleep. Where am I?

It's dark. I can't see anything, not even my hand in front of my face. Am I blind? That would be something I should remember about myself, right? I should know if I am blind.

I try to search my memories, but find nothing. Literally nothing. Not just nothing about the state of my eyesight, but no memories at all. It's as if every memory of my life has been erased. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know how I got here. I can’t even remember who I am.

I stand up, bracing myself on the wall behind me. How could I have ended up with blindness and memory loss? There could have been a horrible accident. But if that were so, I wouldn't be able to move around so freely. I'd be laid up in a hospital bed, not free to walk around.

I step forward and immediately run into a wall. The force of the blow sends me falling backward, where I hit my head on the wall behind me. I must be standing in a narrow hallway. I turn to my right, reach out in front of me, and feel another wall. I feel my way along the wall for about a minute before finally coming to the realization that I am walking in a small circle. I am completely surrounded. There has to be a door somewhere. How else did I get in here? I continue to feel around. There is no seam in the wall that would indicate a door. I feel around the floor. There is no trap door.

I must be in some kind of pit. There is no door or escape through the floor. The only way left is up. I stick my arms straight out from my body. The pit is just a little smaller than my arm span. I should be able to climb out. I put my foot against one side of the pit and push with my hands on the other side, but the walls are smooth and slick. I am unable to get any grip. There is no way I'm going to be able to climb out. I try to jump and see if there is something to grab onto, but the wall goes higher than I can reach.

What did I do that put me in this situation? Am I a prisoner? A prisoner who was too dangerous to be left with their memory and vision? Is that even possible?

I call out in a desperate attempt to see if someone can hear me, but there is no response. Not even an echo. In fact, there isn't any other sound at all. I can hear nothing but my own voice.

Maybe I'm dreaming. I pinch my arm to see if it hurts. It doesn’t. I pinch harder, but no matter how hard I pinch, I do not feel any pain. Come to think of it, when I hit my head on the wall, it didn’t hurt either. I was startled that I stopped so abruptly, but there wasn’t any pain. I must be dreaming. I thought I was awake, but I must not be.

I try to open my eyes and look around, but nothing happens. Everything is still dark. I keep telling myself, “Wake up! This is only a dream. Wake up!” but everything is still dark.

However, the darkness doesn’t seem as dark as it was before. Instead of appearing pitch black, it's more of a deep charcoal gray. Is my vision returning? Am I waking up? I keep telling myself to wake up, and the darkness becomes more and more saturated. It turns to a true gray, and then starts getting brighter faster. Everything is now completely white. The light is so bright. I have never seen anything so bright. Of course, the entirety of my memory consists of a few minutes spent in the dark. I keep thinking the light can’t get any brighter, but the brightness continues to grow. The light should hurt my eyes, but it doesn’t. It's gentle and inviting.

Now, color is starting to appear at the very edge of my vision. The light is dimming and receding toward a couple of random points. The first color I am able to make out is a minty sea green on the wall. As the light keeps receding, I am relieved to see that the room is much larger than the one in my dream.

The light slowly dims to a normal level and is absorbed into the fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling. I am standing in a hospital room. There is a man lying on the bed in the center. A doctor, standing off to one side, is holding a pair of defibrillator paddles near the man's chest. A nurse on the other side of the bed has a panicked look on her tear-streaked face. In the doorway, there's a woman who is being held back by two other doctors. She is reaching for the man in the bed and has her mouth wide open as if she were screaming. A small boy stands behind her. I can barely see him through all of the commotion, but I can see... no, that's not the right word. I can feel his sadness. I notice the trail of a tear that had run down his face. At the bottom of the trail, the tear had fallen off his face. But it hasn’t hit the ground yet. The tear is frozen in mid-air about an inch away from his face. I look around more. Nothing is moving.

Has time stopped? What an absurd thought. Time doesn't just stop. Are these people just figurines posed in this position? They are too lifelike to be fake. If this is a setup, someone has gone through a lot of effort to detail everything perfectly.

The doctor is still frozen in the same pose, just moments away from shocking the heart of the man on the bed. I look back over at the screaming woman. She is still struggling against the men holding her back, desperately reaching for the man in the bed. I recognize her face. I can't remember her name, but her face makes me feel happy. That happiness immediately turns to sadness. I can feel her sadness the same as the boy standing behind her. The despair and desperation in her eyes makes me want to help her in any way that I can.

I try to move toward the woman, but I am almost immediately stopped. An invisible force is preventing me from moving more than a couple feet in any direction. My confinement wasn't a dream. I am still trapped. There is nothing in front of me. No wall, no glass, but still I cannot move more than a couple feet without being stopped by this invisible barrier.

I pound my fists against the barrier. It does not budge, and hitting it doesn’t generate any sound. Whatever is going on, I am meant to see this. I am meant to want to help, but not be able to. Is this some type of test? I stare at the screaming woman's face, making sure to note every detail. I feel like I should know her from somewhere, but, like the rest of my life, I can't remember where.

I decide to take a closer look at the rest of the room, hoping it will give me a hint as to what's going on. The heart monitor next to the man on the bed reads no heartbeat at all, indicating that he has flat-lined. He's probably dead, judging by the look on the nurse's face. The doctor isn't ready to give up, though. I notice a chart hanging on the edge of the bed. I look at the name: Hess, Franklin Joseph.

The room starts to blur. Once everything comes back into focus, I'm no longer in the hospital room. I am standing in front of a house, bending over to pick up a newspaper. I involuntarily stand up and wave at the next-door neighbor. He waves back and says, "Good morning, Frank." Everything blurs again, and I find myself lying down in a large wooden cage with an open top. A male and female giant stand over me. The woman turns to the man and says, “I don't really like your father's name. I would rather name him after my grandfather Franklin, but we can use your father’s name for his middle name.” As that blurs away, other visions appear. They continue to come faster and faster. In every one, someone is looking at me and saying "hello Frank," or "goodbye Frank, yes Frank, no Frank, sorry Frank, oh Frank."

The visions are all starting to blur together. I can't make any images out. I just keep hearing the name Frank being repeated over and over again. Every time it's a different voice. The inflection is different. Sometimes it's screamed. Other times it's whispered. The name keeps coming faster and faster, overlapping itself before finally culminating in all the voices saying "Frank" simultaneously.

Everything is silent. I am back in the hospital room. Nothing has changed. I know who I am now, though. I am Franklin Joseph Hess. I am the man lying in that bed. And that means... I'm dead.




Chapter 2

What an absurd thought. I can’t be dead. If I were dead, well... I wouldn’t be having this conversation with myself. I’d be... dead. I look at the man in the bed. That is definitely me. Maybe I’m having one of those out-of-body experiences. Maybe I’m on the verge of dying, and my brain is shooting off a whole bunch of random nerve impulses that are making me think I’m seeing what I’m seeing. No, that doesn’t make any sense either. If my brain is going haywire, how am I able to think through this all so lucidly? I wish there was someone here that could tell me what’s going on.

Out of nowhere, a man appears in front of me. He looks young, no more than 18. He looks like a perfectly normal human except for the orange aura that surrounds him and bathes his features with an orange glow. The aura pulses as he walks around the room. He looks over at me and says, “Hi, Frank. Of course, you're probably tired of hearing people say that after what you just saw, but I couldn't think of anything better to say. It sure is a pleasure to finally meet you face to face.” He offers me his hand. I go to give him a handshake, but end up being stopped by the invisible barrier.

The orange man chuckles a little bit. “Sorry, I forgot about the restraint. It's been quite a while since I've had a new student. I guess I'm a little rusty.”

Did he say new student? What's that supposed to mean? This kid is less than half my age, and he's saying he's going to be my teacher? I must be in Hell.

The orange man starts laughing. “No, this is not Hell,” he says. “Yes, I am your Guide. I will teach you everything you need to know about being an Observer.”

“Wait just a second here,” I yell back at him. “I didn't tell you I thought this was Hell. That's something that I thought to myself.”

“I can read your thoughts, Frank. Each and every one of them. Technically what you're hearing are my thoughts as well, but you can only hear what I decide to let you know. If you could read all of my thoughts, you would end up with more information than you could handle. It's much better if I'm allowed to teach you at the rate I feel is appropriate.”

“But you're so young."

“I'm much older than I look. I was 17 when I died, so I get to keep my boyishly charming good looks for all of eternity. That was 4000 years ago now, so I think I'm quite qualified to be your teacher.”

“You're 4000 years old? I find that hard to believe.”

“First of all, I'm 4017 years old. I like to count my living years as well. Secondly, you’d better start believing, and opening your mind to new ideas. There are a lot of things about the afterlife that are fairly unbelievable at first. The sooner I can break you of your disbelief, the sooner I can train you.”

“So I am dead.”

“Well, the human part of you is at least. But your spirit is alive and well, Frank.”

“It seems you already know who I am, but I don’t think I caught your name.”

“Didn't I already tell you? Give me a second.” The orange man disappears for a couple seconds then flashes back. “You're right. I never properly introduced myself. My name is Michael, and as I have already said, I am your Guide.”

“Hi, Michael,” I say back. “What just happened? Where did you go?”

“Oh, that was nothing. Don't worry about that. I'll teach you soon enough.”

“So I'm supposed to trust you even though you keep secrets from me? That doesn't sound very fair.”

“Anything I keep from you will be because I need to wait for a time at which revealing it to you will have the most impact on your learning. If you know some things too early, I may not be able to teach you at all. We want to make you one of the best Observers around, don't we?”

“You called me that before, 'Observer.' Why do you keep calling me that?”

“It's who you are. Everybody has a spirit. When you die, your spirit is finally able to escape from the body to live on in the afterlife. There are several different types of spirits. Your spirit is that of an Observer.”

“How do you know I'm an Observer?”

“Take a look at yourself.”

I look down at my arm. I have an aura about me like Michael, but my aura is fainter and white instead of orange. “All Observers have white auras I take it?”

“Correct!” Michael confirms. “And all Guides have orange auras.”

“What other types of spirits are there then?”

“That is something that I am not quite ready to teach you. You should learn about your own role before I try to confuse you with too much information about the other spirits.”

“OK then, what is my role?”

“See that woman in the entryway?”

I look back at the woman. The emotion hits me again. I care for her. I want to help her, but I am still stuck in this “restraint”. The second I get out of here, I am going to go over and help her. I want to erase all of the pain she is feeling.

“Very good,” Michael says. “You really don't remember who she is, do you? I know who she is. I know everything about your life. I've studied you closely, Frank. Would you like me to tell you who that woman is?”

“I would like that very much, Michael. Before you showed up, I spent hours trying to figure out her name.”

“I know, Frank, I watched and listened to you the whole time. If I may say, you do a very good imitation of a mime.”

"What do you mean by that? What does that have to do with anything?"

A huge smile breaks out on Michael’s face. He sticks out his hands and starts walking in a circle. Seeing him do that makes me remember feeling around the wall in the dark. I ram my shoulder into the barrier. It doesn't budge. I start pounding my fists on the restraint. “Do you think I'm just some sort of plaything to mess around with?" I scream at Michael. "Am I just some hamster trapped in a cage for you to do with as you please?”

“I don’t think that at all Frank. I hope someday we will be good friends.” Michael pauses for a moment. He looks over at the woman in the doorway. He seems hesitant to continue, but eventually he looks back at me and says, “I was just trying to lighten the mood a bit. What I'm about to say will probably dampen things a little.”

“Just tell me already! I don't need you deciding what I can handle.”

“Okay then. That woman over there is Angela…”

As soon as I hear Angela's name, the room blurs and the visions start again. I see her sitting outside reading on a park bench while I run by. She looks so young. As I pass by, she looks up and smiles at me. I turn my head and smile back. I look forward again just in time to run headfirst into a light pole and fall to the ground. The vision blurs away as I see Angela come running over to check on me. I’m sitting at a small table. The smell of pasta sauce wafts up from the plate of lasagna in front of me. Angela is sitting across from me scarfing down a plate of spaghetti with meatballs. We never were adventurous when it came to food. Angela stabs a meatball with her fork and starts talking about her day. She was always very animated when she talked and tended to use large, sweeping hand gestures. She swings the fork wildly at a particularly exciting part in her story, sending the meatball flying toward me. The meatball hits me right in the middle of my brand new white button-down shirt. It sticks there for a moment before rolling into my lap. She looks terrified. I start laughing. Her face blurs away as she cracks a smile and starts laughing with me. Then comes a quick succession of visions of us kissing in front of her apartment, making out on the couch, and making love. A small crowd of people are looking up at me from the rows of chairs they are sitting in. I immediately recognize where I am. I look down the aisle and see Angela dressed all in white. She looks so beautiful. As we kiss, the visions fade away.

“… and the boy is Franklin. Well, Franklin Jr. to be precise.”

Again the world is blurred away. I’m still in a hospital room, however. But things have changed. Angela is lying in the bed. There is no crying nurse and no doctor futilely trying to shock me back to life. In my arms is a little baby boy. "What do you want to name him?" I hear Angela say. "I've always wanted a junior," I tell her. “I like it,” she replies. “Little Frankie Jr.” When everything comes back into focus, I see Frankie's face covered with chocolate cake crumbs and green frosting from the dinosaur cake Angela had made for him for his first birthday. He grabs a hunk and throws it at my new white button-down shirt. I guess that’s what I get for wearing work clothes to a child’s birthday party. The vision blurs to the sound of Frankie’s laughter. I’m standing on the corner of the street holding Frankie’s hand. A bright yellow bus pulls up in front of us. Frankie goes to get on the bus but quickly stops and turns around. “What’s the matter?” I ask him. “You’re still holding my hand, Dad,” Frankie replies. “Sorry,” I say as I reluctantly release him. Everything fades away while he waves at me through the emergency exit window on the back of the bus.

That is my wife. That is my wife struggling to reach out to me as I lay dying. That is my wife who is in so much pain and agony. That is my son behind her crying as I take my last breath. I need to get over to them. Tell them I'm okay. Tell them to stop crying. Tell them everything is going to be fine. I resume pounding against the barrier. I scream at Michael again, “You let me out of here right now! I have to help them! I can't let them be sad like this because of me! You have to let me get over to them!”

“I'm sorry, Frank, you aren't ready yet.”

That is all Michael says. I hate this little punk. I don't care how old he said he is; he has no right to do this to me. I start kicking and wailing at the restraint. I continue to pound and pound until I collapse into a bawling heap on the floor. “Screw you Michael,” I sob. “You're right, this isn't Hell. This is much worse. What could I have possibly done during my life that would warrant this kind of punishment?”

“I assure you this is not punishment for anything you did during your life. This is what happens to all spirits. Until their Guide releases them, they are stuck watching what was happening the moment they died. In your case, you were in a hospital bed. Your wife heard you had been taken to the hospital and brought your son to come see you. She was unaware of the severity of your condition until she walked into the room and saw the doctors trying to revive you. She ran over crying and went to hold your hand. Two of the doctors grabbed her and tried to lead her out of the room. Then you died.”

“You aren't making this any easier Michael. How is that supposed to help me?”

“Your reaction is exactly what is to be expected of an Observer. Think of yourself as a guardian angel. Observers are spirits that yearn to help people. In fact, they are obsessed with it. As you have just shown, you are willing to throw caution to the wind to help your wife and son.”

“Yes,” I interrupt, “and you are keeping me from helping them.”

“I cannot have you risking yourself doing things that you haven't been properly trained to do.”

“What do you mean ‘risk myself’? I'm an immortal spirit, right? I'm already dead. What could be worse than that?”

“I will tell you in time.”

“I'm tired of this bullshit!” I snap. “You either tell me what I need to do to help them right now, or release me and let me figure it out for myself!”

"You really want me to release you?"

"Yes! Right now!"

"And what exactly do you plan on doing once you are released? Do you really think you know what to do to help them? You don’t know the first thing about the world you’re in now. Would you be so eager to help if I told you that if you make one wrong move you could completely ruin your family’s life?”

“All I want to do right now is hold her hand and tell her that everything is going to be okay,” I tell Michael with a tear running down my face. “How could that possibly hurt her?”

A look comes over Michael’s face. He seems to be concentrating very hard, like he is actually contemplating ways that me going over to hold my wife’s hand could hurt her. He finally says, “Holding her hand and talking to her would hurt you more than it would hurt her.”

I wait for him to continue, but he just stands there looking over at Angela. “Why would it hurt me more?” I finally ask him.

Michael looks back over to me and says, “She cannot hear or feel you right now. If you were to try and touch her, your hand would go right through her. No matter what you say, she cannot hear you. But knowing that will not stop you from trying to touch and talk to her if I let you go. I would rather have you believe that I am the one standing in your way, than have you realize that simply being a spirit is what’s preventing you from helping her.”

“So what good is it being an Observer if I’m not able to help anyone?”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t help anyone. I just said you couldn’t help Angela, not right now at least. You have not yet been properly trained. I can promise you this though: Once I believe you are ready to help people on your own, your wife and son will be the first people I let you help. Does that sound acceptable?”

I want to tell him that it isn’t acceptable, that I want to help her now. I had forgotten about her once. What if it happens again? But now isn’t the right time to try and pick a fight. Once I can convince Michael to release me, I will go and help her. For now though, I will have to play nice. “That sounds fine,” I tell Michael.

He stands there staring at me for a while. A long while. I am about to ask him why he is staring at me when he says, “Okay then. Let’s start your first lesson.”




Chapter 3

“Before we start, I’m going to have to release you from the restraint.” I am shocked. Without even needing to beg or grovel, Michael is going to release me? “Before I release you, I need you to promise to stay right in this spot until I tell you to move. Can you do that?”

“I promise,” I tell him quickly. I don’t really intend to stay, but I’m not going to give up this chance for anything.

Michael gets a deep look of concentration on his face. His aura pulses, getting brighter and brighter with every undulation. It is getting so bright that his features are completely washed away, leaving a human-shaped orange light in his place. It feels as if the air is charged with electricity. I feel a static tingling all over my body.

It is still strange to think that I am dead. This is not what I had pictured at all. Of course, I had pictured pearly gates and roads made of gold, not orange men who glow like they’re radioactive. But it is good to know that I can help my family still. In fact, it seems like it’s my job now to help people. A guardian angel, Michael had said. Someone who yearns to help people. Sounds easy.

A sharp shock in my arm causes me to focus back on Michael. He is now floating above the ground. Bolts of orange lightning shoot out from his body. Every second the bolts grow bigger, move faster. Then the orange light explodes outwards, filling the room in a thick orange haze that hides everything else from view.

As the haze slowly fades away, Michael descends back to the ground. He has a giant smile on his face. He just stands there for a while, tall and proud. I half expect him to shout ‘ta-da,’ throw his hands out to his sides with a flourish and take a big bow. His smile grows bigger. He must have seen the image in my head. He finally asks, “So… how did you like that?”

“Very impressive,” I say, leaning back against the barrier. “Unfortunately you forgot one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“The restraint is still up!”

“Oh… I didn’t forget,” he says while clapping his hands twice, “I just love theatrics.”

After he claps, the space where the restraint is flashes orange and disappears. I am free to move around. I immediately try to run over to Angela. I start to get dizzy. I’m not getting any closer to Angela. The room starts to spin. I keep trying to push forward, but the room spins faster and faster. I reach out to her, and everything goes dark.

I am blind again. Everything looks exactly as it had when I woke up. I reach out in front of me to see if the barrier was put back in place, and I see my glowing white arms. I’m not blind, but there is now nothing but complete emptiness around me. No floor, no ceiling, no stars, no light other than what I’m giving off myself. Nothing but empty space.

There is no barrier. I’m floating free. "Michael!" I yell into the darkness. "What the hell did you do to me?" There is no answer. "Michael! I didn't mean to break my promise. I couldn't help myself. You said yourself it was an obsession. You should have known what was going to happen. I’m sorry. Just get me out of here."

A small orange speck appears in the distance. Or at least it looks like it’s in the distance. There’s really nothing to reference. The speck keeps growing larger and larger then spirals right in front of me, leaving Michael floating there upside down.

“Apology accepted,” Michael says. “What are you doing upside down?”

“What am I doing upside down?” I yell at him. “I was here first. I think everything should be oriented from my point of view. And where the hell did you send me? I should be consoling my wife right now, not floating around in space. This is space, right? I mean, there aren’t any stars, and that’s kind of odd, but there’s no ground or anything so I’d have to be floating in space, right?”

“I didn’t send you anywhere. You sent yourself here. Let this be a lesson to you. If you do things that I tell you not to do, you are going to end up in a world of trouble. I can’t have you running off while I’m trying to teach you. This time it’s okay. Remember, I can hear every thought in your head. I knew exactly what you were going to do, and that’s fine, because this is exactly where I wanted you to be to teach you your first lesson. But from now on, I need you to follow my orders to the letter. If I get any hint from your thoughts that you might willfully disobey me, I will put you back in the restraint, and that will prolong the time it takes until you can help your wife. Do we have an agreement?”

I am upset. Michael tricked me. But it seems we’re playing a game of poker. Only Michael has all the cards. I have no hope of running a successful bluff because he can read every thought in my head. So I guess it’s less like poker and more like a rigged lottery. For now I have no choice but to trust him. If learning from him leads to me being back with my wife, I guess I can accept his teaching me. “We have an agreement.”

“Great! In time you will trust me because you want to, not because you have to. For now a mutual agreement that my teaching you is a positive thing will be acceptable."

“Okay then,” I say anxiously. “Since we’re agreed, let’s get this learning under way. What is this first lesson you want to teach me?”

“Well, you’ve already experienced it. It’s what brought you here. Welcome to your first lesson: time travel.”

“Time travel? You’re telling me that when you die you gain the ability to travel through time? What the hell time did I go to that there is nothing? Or did I send myself into some unknown part of the universe where light hasn’t reached yet?”

“Nope, you are in the exact same relative spot that you were before. I like teaching this lesson first because you new students are always trying to do things too quickly. When you tried to move to your wife, you thought of moving forward as fast as possible to reach your end goal. Well, in the spirit world, when you think about moving forward, you actually move forward in time. You thought about moving as fast as possible, so you jumped right here. The end is where we are. This is the end of time, or technically the moment right before the end of time. This is the point at which nothing exists in the universe with which the change in time can be measured. You can try to move forward from here, but every single moment after this is exactly the same as the last. There is no difference. No way to tell if you are really in a different time or just stuck in the same one unable to move forward.”

“Wait a second. You say nothing exists in this time, but here we are. We exist, and we are in this time. Shouldn’t time be moving forward because we’re here?”

“Very astute observation, my little Observer.” I can’t tell if he’s genuinely impressed, or if he’s just humoring me. “Lesson two about time travel: We don’t actually move through time. Think of it like a virtual reality room. You can see any time and any place you want, but you aren't actually there. We don’t actually exist in this time, we can’t interact with anything, we can merely view it.”

“So, exactly when are we then? How far in the future are we?”

“That's one thing about the future. It is always changing. It happens all of the time. Even if something small gets changed in the present, the end of time can shift thousands or millions of years. I couldn't for the life of me tell you how far in the future we are even if I had previously known what time the end of time was at.”

“OK, I guess that makes sense.” As much sense as anything else he’s told me has made. “Is there anything else you need to teach me here, or can we go somewhere a little less dark and ominous?”

“Well, you really should practice moving around. I don’t need you accidentally sliding through time when you are just trying to look around.”

Michael slowly floats away and stops a couple yards in front of me. “Move over to me. But remember if you think about moving forward, you will move forward in time. Right now you won’t go anywhere since there is no forward to go to, but if you think about moving forward you won’t move at all. Think about the place you want to be, and then think about being in that place. The rest will take care of itself.”

I try to do what Michael told me. I picture myself floating in front of Michael. Then I think about moving there. Everything starts to spin again. I stop thinking about moving.

“No no no!” Michael lectures. “Don’t think about moving over here. Simply think about being here. Don’t worry about the journey. Think solely about being at the destination.”

I try again. I picture myself in front of Michael. Then I will myself to be in that spot. A loud pop rings in my ears, and Michael appears exactly where I had pictured him.

“Very good,” He says with a grin slowly creeping up his face. “Very good indeed. It usually takes students much longer to get it right.”

“So I did it right? I mean, you gently floated over to where you wanted to go. I don’t think I was quite as graceful.”

“You’re still young, spiritually speaking. In the living world you were always rushing around trying to find the fastest way to do things. So when you think about doing anything, you think about doing it the quickest way possible. After you’ve been dead for 4000 years, time kind of loses its importance. You don’t need to rush and hurry everything because you aren’t as constrained by time. For me, instead of thinking about getting to a place right away, I think about getting to the place when it just so happens I get there. It will take you a lot of practice before you are able to move around like I do. Right now just worry about not blasting yourself through history. Eventually all of this will become second nature to you but, just like learning to walk and talk when you were a child, it will take time.”

We continue practicing. While moving gets easier after a while, I am still having problems getting used to just jumping around everywhere. The couple of times I try to move slower, I just end up jumping several times on my way over to Michael. That’s more annoying than just jumping directly considering that for every single jump a loud pop accompanies it. It’s like a fireworks display finale going off right next to my ear.

Finally Michael says, “OK I think that’s enough. We don’t want to wear you out too much before your first controlled jump through time.”




Chapter 4

“Where are we going?” I ask Michael.

“We are going to go to whenever and wherever you want to, as long as it's in the past and before your lifetime.”

“Wait! Why only then? Is that one of the rules of the spirit world?”

“No. It's just that we've already made it to the future, and I don't think you're quite ready to see your own life played out in front of you.”

“Why? Is there something bad in my life you don’t want me to see?”

“Everyone has skeletons in their closets. You are no different. But that’s not the reason I don’t want you to see your life yet. Most people, after they see their lives, are more driven to do what their spirit urges them to do. In your case, you will see several people that you have intentionally or unintentionally hurt, and you will be driven to help them out in any way you can. But right now I still have much to teach you before you go off and try to help people. Like I said before, if you try and help people without the proper training and guidance you could end up hurting them, or yourself, more than you would be helping.”

“OK, I can understand that. So I can really go to any time I want to? Within the boundaries you set, of course.”

“Absolutely whenever and wherever you want to go, before you were born, we can go to.”

That is a lot to think about. It’s hard enough to think about where I want to go. Multiply that by having to choose a time I want to go to, and the possibilities are endless. I can go watch the signing of the Declaration of Independence. I can go back to ancient Egypt and see how they built the pyramids. But there is one thing I always wanted to see, or at least it feels like I always wanted to see.

“I want to go back to ancient Rome and watch a gladiator fight in the Colosseum.”

A shocked expression crosses Michael’s face. “That’s a very unusual thing for an Observer to choose.”

“Is there something wrong about that choice?”

“No, I’m sure I will completely enjoy it. Most Observers would be turned off by all the blood and gore. If we go to see the gladiator games, you will most likely see someone get disemboweled and dismembered.”

“Well maybe you’ll let me help out, you know, change things up.”

“Sure, that sounds like a great idea,” Michael says with a mischievous grin floating on his face. “That will be the perfect segue to my next lesson.”

“There is one more little problem. I’m not exactly sure when I should be going to. I can picture the Colosseum, but I’m not completely sure in what time the gladiator games took place.”

“Don’t worry about that. Remember our minds are linked. I’m going to give you a picture of Rome during the gladiator games. I need you to keep that picture in your mind and think about traveling backwards toward it.”

Suddenly my mind is filled with a vivid picture of the Colosseum. Several vendors have small stands set up showing off their goods. Long lines of people are standing, waiting to get into the monolithic structure. It looks different than I had pictured it. The thousands of years must have really taken their toll on the building. Here it looks so smooth and brilliant. It could pass for a modern building.

A voice rings out in my head. “So are you just going to stare at the picture all day or do you want to see it in person?”

“Sorry Michael. I just didn't expect the picture to be quite so vivid. Plus I'm a little nervous that I'm going to do something wrong and end up blasting myself back to the stone age and get eaten by a dinosaur or something.”

“What a ridiculous thought,” Michael laughs. “First of all, dinosaurs didn't exist during the stone age. Secondly, even if they did exist, you couldn't be eaten by them. You're a spirit so nothing, other than other spirits, can see you. If, for some chance, we went back and a dinosaur accidentally chomped down on you while going for the prey it was actually chasing, its jaws would go through you like air. You don't exist in that time so the dinosaur would pass through you like you weren't there.

“Also, don’t worry about the jump. As long as you picture yourself moving backwards toward the picture, there is no way you will miss. Time travel should completely be second nature to you already. It's like instinct to a spirit. You had no trouble getting us here. C'mon now, let's go.”

I take one last good look at the picture and start to think about moving backwards. Just like before, everything starts to spin. The picture in my mind starts to blur. Then, in an instant, snaps back into focus. But this time it isn’t just a picture. I’m really here. The Colosseum looks much bigger in person. As detailed as the picture Michael put in my mind was, it is nothing compared to this.

It still doesn’t feel real though. I look around at all the people, and they are all just standing there. It’s as if I am looking at a 3-D picture. There is no sound. No one is moving. It’s just like it was when I had woken up. “Is this how it works?” I ask Michael, who just swirled into existence beside me. “Are we only able to view single pictures at a time?”

“Well, this is the time you wanted to come to. So this is the time we are at. Here, walk with me into the Colosseum and we'll see what's going on today.”

Michael starts to walk off to the entrance, and I go to follow him. Suddenly the air is filled with noise. The vendors are shouting out advertisements for their products. People are talking and milling about. Their footsteps making noise as they walk along the stone streets. Cheering erupts from inside the Colosseum. All the noise startles me, and I stop moving. Everything stops with me.

“Do you not remember anything I taught you?” Michael says with a laugh. “If you try to move forward, you will move forward in time. Walking is roughly equivalent to moving through time at the rate time passes normally for humans.”

“But I was actually walking forward. I thought you said I couldn't move by thinking about moving forward.”

“You can't. But since you were following me, you were thinking about keeping a fixed distance behind me. So you were not only thinking about moving forward in time at a walking pace but were thinking about following me. So you did both. Don't worry, soon enough it will all become natural. Let's keep going.”

I start to walk behind Michael again, and again everything starts moving about. We walk through the arches and up the stairs toward the arena. The building looks even larger from the inside. Tens of thousands of people are sitting in the stands eagerly awaiting the next battle to begin. I can't help but notice fresh blood in the sand on the arena floor. There is enough there that the last battle could only have ended with someone dying. I feel a sharp twinge of pain in my head. It hurts to think that someone had just been killed and there was nothing I did to help. But what could I have done? I didn’t even know someone died until I saw the blood. It’s too late now.

Michael looks over at me. “I told you that this may not be the best place for an Observer.”

I look over at him. The pain starts to recede as I think less and less about the blood in the arena. I’m starting to have doubts about wanting to see this. The building itself is gorgeous. A spectacular feat for the time. But now the thought of how much death this place catered to unnerves me.

“So,” Michael says, “where do you want to sit?”

If I’m going to be here, I might as well get the best view I can. “Can you show me the best seats in the house?”

“I can do better than that,” Michael says with a grin. “I can get you a view only us spirits can get.”

Michael floats off into the air straight toward the middle of the arena. I follow behind him. We come to rest standing in the dead center of the arena. As we stop, so does everything around us. “So, do I have to keep moving around to keep time going?”

“No, just think about walking forward. Since you are no longer following me, you will stay in place but time should move forward just fine.”

I do as Michael said, and the arena bursts with noise again. It’s time for the next battle to begin. I hear a gate opening behind me. Standing there is a scrawny young man. He is dressed in nothing but a loincloth, and is carrying a small wooden staff. He must be a slave. He’s meant to be an easy target for a Gladiator to defeat. Get some more blood flowing, pump up the crowd. An older man is standing next to him glowing white. He is whispering something into the young man's ear, but it’s so loud in the arena and he is speaking so quietly that I can’t hear what he’s saying.

“Is that another Observer?” I ask Michael.

“It most certainly is,” Michael says with a surprising tone of melancholy.

I look over at Michael. He doesn't look happy. I’m about to ask him what’s wrong when the gate on the other side of the arena starts opening. There stands a hulk of a man. He must be close to seven feet tall. He is covered in heavy armor from his head all the way down to his feet. In his hands is one of the largest swords I ever recall seeing. He must be the Gladiator. Standing next to him is a... woman, I guess. She burns red. It’s as if she is engulfed in crimson flame. Her face is so distorted with rage I can barely tell that it’s human. She is screaming at the man in the armor.

“Kill that scrawny little devil! But make him suffer. Remember you have to play to the crowd. If you go out there and slice his head off right away, you won't be giving them their money's worth. Make it painful!” The last words turn her look of rage into a crooked smile filled with sadistic pleasure.

“What is that?” I ask Michael. I was going to say ‘who is that’ but using the word ‘who’ to describe that... thing, didn’t seem to fit.

“That,” Michael says solemnly, “is a Demon. They are one of the other types of spirits I mentioned. They are the exact opposite of Observers. They are obsessed with pain, suffering and death. They enjoy causing misery. They all have red auras, but this Demon in particular is so twisted in her ways that she seems to burn with evil power.”

I can see something is bothering Michael. He knows what I’m thinking. He knows I’m worried about the way he said that. He doesn't say anything else though. I figure he’ll tell me when the time is right. That seems to be the way he works everything else.

A couple of soldiers “escort” the scrawny young man out into the arena with their spears. The man looks terrified. I feel the urge to go over and help him, but I figure I would get in the other Observer's way if I try to help. The other Observer must be more well trained than I am.

As soon as the soldiers move away, the larger man charges, sword raised. I see the Observer flash in and out quickly and then whisper in the young man’s ear. This time I hear him say, “He's going to strike at your head.” The young man quickly ducks and falls to the ground as the sword slices the air where his neck had been.

Then the Demon starts screaming even louder. “I told you not to go for the kill right away! Are you trying to ruin this fight? Go for his arm!”

Just like clockwork, the next swing is towards the slave's arm. Even though the Observer is able to warn him about the upcoming attack, the slave is barely able to move his staff in the way to deflect the shot. It is enough, however, to throw the large man off balance. The slave rolls away to the side and gets back up to his feet. The gladiator regains his balance and charges, going for the slave’s arm again. The slave keeps backing up until he runs into the wall of the arena. When he sees he has nowhere to run, he tries to use the staff to block the blow again, but the sword crushes through, splintering the staff in half.

The Demon yells out another instruction, “The crowd is waiting for some blood! Let's give it to them!” The Demon places her hand on the gladiator. Her red aura glows brighter. Something catches my eye behind the gladiator's helmet. I am unable to see his face, but I can see his eyes. They are blood-red and glowing just like the Demon attached to him.

The gladiator swings his sword at the slave again. The blade burns through the air. The strike is so impossibly fast that the slave has no time to react. The blow slices deep into his arm right at the elbow. The gladiator quickly pulls back on the sword, sawing through the remaining flap of flesh that connected the slave's arm to his body. Blood is spraying everywhere. The crowd cheers. The Demon starts laughing as her aura burns brighter. The gladiator laughs in unison with the Demon as if they are the same being.

The slave crumples to the ground, dropping the half staff he had in his other hand so he can cradle the stump where his arm used to be. The Observer next to him doubles over in pain, grasping his head. My head is starting to twinge as well. Michael is a statue. His face is stone, but his eyes betray the façade. It may not show, but he feels the pain too.

I watch the gladiator run over to us and stop in the middle of the arena between Michael and I. He’s holding the slave’s severed arm over his head. The crowd cheers louder. The gladiator tilts his head up and lets the blood from the arm drip down into the mouth hole of the helmet. I feel it’s too much to hope he’s not actually drinking it. He then hurls the arm into the stands, and turns back to the slave who is still hunched over by the wall. The Observer has regained his composure and is whispering into the slave's ear once again. This time he also places his hand on the slave’s shoulder. The slave’s eyes begin glowing white, and he lets go of his wounded arm.

The Demon, who has now latched itself on to the gladiator's back, shouts out, “Finish the little whelp off!” The gladiator charges again. As he gets closer and closer to the slave, the Observer's aura gets brighter and brighter. The gladiator raises the sword into the air and lets out a deep guttural scream. As he swings the sword down at the slave's neck, the Observer yells, “NOW!” In what seems to be the same motion, the Observer grabs onto the gladiator’s sword arm as the slave stands up with half of the splintered staff in hand. The Observer seems to be trying to stop the gladiator’s arm. Even though it doesn’t stop, it does slow down. The slave quickly slides the broken end of the staff underneath the gladiator's helmet and drives it up through his head. Blood gushes down from under the gladiator's helmet as his screaming comes to an abrupt halt. In its place I hear the agonized screaming of the Demon as she releases her grip on the gladiator. She curses at the Observer and swirls away. The Observer is still grasping on to the gladiator's arm, struggling to stop the momentum. Then the Observer disappears. The gladiator’s sword slices through the slave's neck, and they both fall to the ground dead.

The cheering of the crowd turns into a deafening roar. My head feels as if it’s on fire. The pain is so intense I crumple to the ground. Two people died right in front of me, and I did nothing to help them. Visions of their final moment keep replaying in my head. Every time I see it, the pain renews itself. Will the pain ever end? I should have done something to help.

“There is nothing you could have done,” Michael says calmly. “Lesson three about time travel: You cannot change the past. Anything that has already happened is set in stone and is unchangeable. No matter how much I wish things could have been done differently.”

Slowly the pain does die away. “What do you mean you wish things could have been done differently?”

Time stops. Michael points over to the stands. I look up and see a man sitting there glowing orange. “Another Guide?” I ask Michael.

Michael shakes his head. “Take a closer look.”

I look back over. The Guide has a look of shock and pain on his face. It’s as if someone has just shoved a knife into his back. I recognize the face. It’s Michael’s.




Chapter 5

I turn back to Michael to make sure he’s still standing there and that this isn't just a joke. He is still standing next to me in the middle of the arena. His stone face is broken. It looks like he’s about to cry. I look back over at the Michael that is sitting in the stands. The same expression of suffering is frozen on his face. Michael said earlier that he would probably enjoy the gladiator fight. This is completely different than either of us had expected.

“James was my first student,” Michael finally says. “He was doing so good. He was a quick learner just like you are. This was his graduation test. His job was to defeat the Demon. I told him if he failed his first time that it wasn't that big of a deal. Almost no Observer passes their graduation test the first time around. It's so much harder for Observers than it is for the other types of spirits.”

“What happened to him? Why did he just run away at the end?” Michael closes his eyes. He seems reluctant to answer my questions.

Eventually he says, “I didn’t want to teach you this until a little later. It’s always hard to make my new students understand this, but you seem to catch on fairly quickly. This may be a lot of information all at once. Do you think you can try and remember it all?"

"I'll try my best," I tell him.

"Okay then. Spirits use energy to affect the living world. And just like you needed to replenish your body with energy by eating or sleeping while you were living, so too do you need to replenish your energy as a spirit. The way a spirit does this is by affecting the world in a manner that suits their spirit type. For example, you, as an Observer, will gain energy by helping people. Every time you make someone else's life better than it would have been if you had not been there, you will gain energy. In the case of a Demon, every time they make someone else's life miserable or cause pain, they will gain energy. The trick is to learn how to gain the most energy while using as little energy as possible.

"You saw James whispering into the slave's ear. This is the easiest way to affect the living world. We call it suggestion. Humans call it a conscience or intuition, but usually when someone barely avoids injury or when a person decides to choose a harder but more morally correct path, it's because an Observer suggested something to them that changed the outcome of the situation. This works because every human has a spirit. A human's spirit is what controls their emotions and is what the humans call the subconscious. When you talk to a human, you are actually talking to that human's spirit. Spirits that are bound to a body are very suggestible. Their spirit type has normally not been determined yet, so they basically relay any information given to them to the conscious part of the human’s mind, whether it be good or bad. The person then can decide to act on the information given to them by their spirit, or ignore it.

"Other more energy taxing ways of affecting the world are power sharing, possession and object manipulation. You saw a couple of examples of power sharing during the fight. The Demon allowed the gladiator to use some of her energy in order to give him abilities above what a normal human has. In this case, he was much faster than he should have been for his size. He should have been a lumbering ogre, but the Demon gave him the extra speed to make him that much more deadly. Demons are usually the only ones that use power sharing, but Observers can use this power as well. In fact, you saw James use it to relieve some of the pain that the slave was facing. It’s what gave him enough clarity to stand up and attack the gladiator. This is a fairly rare occurrence though. Normally power sharing is an offensive weapon solely used by Demons.

"Possession is something you rarely see. It uses up a lot of energy, and it normally doesn't do much more than suggestion does. The main difference is that the spirit can take over as the emotional center of the human's body. Instead of merely making suggestions to the human's spirit, it can intensify any emotion that the human's spirit is feeling. For example, if someone is feeling a little scared or nervous about doing something that they shouldn't be doing, but they still plan on doing it no matter how many times you try to suggest to them not to, you could possess them and intensify the fear and apprehension they have about what they are going to do, and try to convince them to not go through with it that way. The longer you possess a person, the more the drain on your energy will be. So it's best when used at the very last moment, right before the point of no return. This will force the person to make the decision to turn back. Then you should quickly dispossess them to conserve energy.

"Object manipulation is the most dangerous and most energy-sapping form of affecting the world. This is when a spirit puts physical pressure on something in the living world. The safest form of object manipulation is moving small inanimate objects. Say someone leaves a pair of scissors where a young child could get at them. You could move them to a safer location. Even though this would probably be the least energy consuming movement, as of right now it would probably take more energy than you have available to use. It is much easier to find someone and make the suggestion to them to move the scissors. Very rarely should you try and use object manipulation. There will usually always be a way to settle something using suggestion alone. If not, you can always try to affect the world with one of the other methods. Object manipulation should always be a last resort."

That is a lot of information all at once. Who knew this could be so complicated? “That still doesn’t explain why James ran away,” I remind Michael. “If he held on for just a little longer, it might have given the slave time to avoid the attack.”

“James did not run away. Between sharing power with the slave and trying to hold back the arm of the gladiator, he used up all of his energy. James died, Frank. My first student died right in front of me while I watched. I told him not to use too much energy trying to save the slave. I warned him to only give suggestions to the slave and not to try to do any of the other techniques. He ended up completing his task. The Demon ran away. But that wasn’t good enough for James. He was hellbent on saving that slave's life, and what happened? He used up all of his energy trying to stop the gladiator's sword from killing the slave and ended up killing himself. What makes it even worse is that the slave still ended up dying. He gave his life for no reason.”

Michael begins to cry inconsolably. Scars that deep can't be healed with words or time, and thanks to my suggestion of seeing a gladiator fight, I cut that scar wide open again. This is my fault. I should have chosen one of the other harmless suggestions like the pyramids, or Declaration of Independence or...

“Don't blame yourself,” Michael interrupts. “I was the one that gave you the image of this time. I had completely forgotten when this happened. It's been close to 2000 years since this happened, and I tend to forget events I don't regularly review. I do remember questioning if becoming a Guide was the right choice for me. Could I stand to fail another student? It turns out that this was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. I swore today that I would not let any of my students learn too quickly. I told James on several occasions that he was learning extremely fast, that he was destined to be a great Observer. I think I pushed him to go too fast. He felt like he owed it to me to pass his graduation test the first time. I could hear his thoughts, but I didn't think he would actually do what he did to try and prove himself to me. From this point on, if I found any questionable thoughts in one of my student's minds, I straightened them out right away.”

Michael starts walking over to where his past self is seated in the stands. I pop over beside him and follow at his side. As I start moving again, the crowd bursts into motion. Loud boos fill the arena as the spectators finally realize what happened to their champion. Michael stops in front of himself and just stares.

“I promise I will never do anything like that to you Michael,” I tell him. “I do have one question though. At the beginning of the fight, James flickered for a second. I saw you do the same thing while I was trapped in the restraint. What is that all about?”

“James had taken a quick look into the future to see where the gladiator was going to attack. He no doubt saw the gladiator taking off the slave's head with the first blow. When you look into the future, it will be based on what will happen if there is no interference by spirits. James told the slave where the gladiator was going to strike, and that gave him the ability to react quicker than he would have without the warning. Humans chalk it up to quick reflexes and intuition, but as I said before, most of the time it is because of a suggestion made by a spirit.”

Michael continues to stare at his past self. Eventually Past-Michael stands up and swirls away.

“I’m sure there was nothing you could have done,” I tell him. “You can’t control the actions of your students. You can’t force your students to not do things they have already decided to do.”

“Who says I can’t?” Michael replies blandly.

I never thought about that. Can Michael control my actions? Come to think about it, I never decided to stop time at the end of the fight. Michael stopped it for me. Can he really control what I do? Has everything I’ve done so far been solely because he forced me to do it?

I look back up at Michael to ask if he’s serious, and I find that huge grin on his face. I keep forgetting that he can read my thoughts. “You sure do,” Michael says with a laugh.

“So does that mean you can’t control my actions?”

“The only thing I can control, if I want to, is your movement through time. I stopped our movement forward so I could teach you this lesson. Some Guides find that taking full control over their student’s movement through time is the ideal way to teach. That way they can decide exactly when and where their students go. I personally feel it is best to let you stumble around on your own and only stop you when it could be detrimental.”

“What if I decide to run off on you? What if I go somewhere you can’t find me?”

“You aren’t going to run off on me. You know that sticking with me is the most advantageous position for you to be in. Even if for some reason you did decide to run away, there is nowhere and nowhen you can go that I can’t find you. While you are my student, there is no place or time you can go to where I cannot read your thoughts. I’ll know what place and time you are going to as soon as you think about it, and I could probably make it there before you do. Or I might decide not to chase after you at all. Depends on whether or not abandoning you would be beneficial or not. There was one student of mine who simply refused to be taught. So I left him in the restraint and moved on to another student. Another Guide probably picked him up, but who knows how many days or weeks, or even months or years he was left there until someone noticed him.”

“So you can just do that? Decide you don’t like a student and just leave? What if I had been more difficult? Would you have just left me? That doesn’t seem fair.”

“If I decide that a student is not ready or is unwilling to learn, I can decide to no longer have him as my student. I cannot stop teaching a student because I don’t like them. If I decided to do that, it would weaken me. Being a Guide, I get energy from my students learning. If I willfully deprive a student of learning, it will sap energy from me, but if the student refuses to learn, they will lose nothing by me not teaching them, so it does not affect me. In your case, I would not have left. It is very rare to have an Observer that is unwilling to learn. Since they are so driven to help people, all it takes is me promising that learning from me will help them help others, and they’re normally convinced. Usually it’s Tricksters that have the most problems with wanting to learn.”

“Tricksters?”

“That’s right, I haven’t taught you about Tricksters yet. They are the last of the basic types of spirits. Observers are good, Demons are evil, and Tricksters are fairly neutral. You get some that will lean towards good or evil, but they are always willing to change sides if it benefits them more. Tricksters have a blue aura. Tricksters are driven to cause confusion in humans. The best Tricksters are the ones that can make a person or group of people believe in something false. Although they like to cause mischief, they will never intentionally do anything to directly harm anyone. Yours truly was a Trickster when he first awakened, and I did quite my share of deception in the roughly 2000 years up to the point I decided to become a Guide.”

“You can decide to change what spirit type you are? If I wanted to become a Trickster instead of an Observer, how would I go about doing that?”

“Unfortunately it’s not possible to change spirit types like that. New spirits will always be a Demon, Trickster or Observer. You cannot change between these types. What you are, you are stuck with. Once you’ve been around enough and are knowledgeable enough, you can choose to become a Guide. It’s not an easy process though. You need to prove you know everything about the spirit world. It takes decades or centuries of study. Then after that, you need to prove yourself to the Gods by taking the Trial. The Trial consists of 10 extremely difficult and energy-consuming tasks that are a comprehensive test of your knowledge and power. Most spirits end up giving up part of the way through the Trial. Others who are more stubborn end up dying trying to prove themselves. Leaving only a select few that the Gods decide to change into Guides.

“Before you ask, since I know you are thinking it, the Gods are ancient spirits. They’ve been around since the beginning of time, and most have never been human. Nowadays they tend to keep to themselves. Once every 10 years they show themselves to select a new batch of Guides but have not meddled in human affairs for a long time. In fact, the last time one of them decided to interfere, I was still a Trickster and played a very important role in helping out the Gods. That’s a story for another time though. We’ve already gotten off the track of my normal lesson plan enough.”

Michael begins to float away toward the exit to the Colosseum, and I follow beside him. Michael doesn’t look back. I can’t blame him. If I had been in the same situation, I would do anything possible to try and forget about it. It’s a little funny what’s happening. Michael is trying to forget his past, erase the memories of his failures. I am trying to remember. I don’t care what horrors there are in my past. Knowing something about myself has to be better than knowing next to nothing. Right?




Chapter 6

We set down outside the Colosseum. “The next thing on the agenda is to take you to the present,” Michael tells me.

“Why would we want to go there? There are so many other things in the past that I would like to see.”

“And you will see them. But you’re going to have do it on your own time. Right now I’m still your Guide, and you have so much learning to do. We are going to go to the present because that is the only time that you are able to make any changes in the physical world.

“Think of time as a road. When you are alive, you are responsible for building the road. Because you want to build the road correctly, you never look up from the portion of the road that you are currently building. Sometimes you build alone, and other times you build along with other people. But you never stop building your part of the road... until you die. On that day, you are promoted. You are no longer allowed to build the road. But now you can look back at the road. See problems and imperfections. Builders who have made a mistake in the past will tend to make the same mistake over and over again. You also now have blueprints of what the road will look like unless you decide to make any changes. You can look ahead of the road. Maybe there’s a hill there that would make building the road difficult. Or a pit that a builder could fall into and not be able to escape. So you go to the builder and suggest changes to the blueprints. Since they are the ones building the road, they can decide whether to take your advice or not. Either they make a change, in which case the entire blueprint changes with it, or they ignore your suggestion and the road gets built along the original plans. The past is set in stone. Once the road has been built, it cannot be changed. The future, the blueprints, can be changed but only if you can convince a builder to make changes to the portion of the road that they are currently building.

"We are going to the present so you can learn what it's like to help people."

If I had a heart, it would have skipped a beat. This means I'm going to be able to see my wife and son again. I’ll be able to talk to them, let them know I’m safe. They won’t be able to talk back, but at least they’ll know I’m there. They will sense it. Then, at least for a while, everything will be okay.

I look over at Michael smiling from ear to ear. He kind of smirks back at me. One of those ‘I’m half-heartedly trying to make you feel better’ grins. That is not a good sign. Michael's expression quickly turns sullen once he realizes I'm not falling for his fake smile. I know what that means. “I’m not going to be able to see my family, am I?” I ask Michael sadly.

“Not yet,” He tells me. “I promise you will be able to eventually. But not yet.”

“I guess I’m stuck playing the waiting game again.”

“Now don’t go trying to guilt trip me. I’ve told you why I can’t let you know about your life. You still have a lot to learn, and I can’t afford you being distracted by anything outside of your training. Right now it’s time to learn about your new life. You literally have all the time in the universe to get reacquainted with yourself, but please, let’s do it when I believe you are ready.”

I don't want to agree with him, but I am still completely lost in this world. Michael is right; I know that the best place for me at this moment is by his side, learning from him. “So… how do you plan on us going to the present without me finding out about my past?”

“Well, listen carefully, because I’m going to divulge a little bit of information about your life." This excites me more than anything else Michael has told me. "Neither you, nor anyone you know, is currently in Rome.”

I wait for him to continue, but he just stands there smirking at me. “That’s it? I’m trying to piece together my life. You tell me you’re going to give me some information about my life, and the best you can tell me is that I didn’t die in Rome, and that no one I know is in Rome?”

“I was answering your question.”

“So, we’re going to stay in Rome to avoid contact with anyone and everyone I might know.”

“Precisely. So, are you ready to go?”

“Sure,” I sigh.

“Alright,” Michael switches into his 'lecture' voice. "Moving to the present is no different than moving to any other time. Just think about being in the present and then think about moving forwards to it.”

“How am I supposed to think about moving to the present when I don’t even know when the present is?”




