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Prologue — The Bend

Time is not as straight as men believe. It curves quietly, bending under the weight of choices, of injustice, of prayers whispered in the dark. Sometimes, a man steps forward and finds himself in a place he does not recognize — not tomorrow, not yesterday, but somewhere in between.

This is not a tale of destiny as the world calls it. It is a tale of what happens when time bends and one life collides with history.

Before the “bend”, before the pulpit, before the fields and the fire, there was only a man. A man on a road at night, unaware that the ground beneath him was shifting, unaware that everything he thought he knew was about to be rewritten.

And when time bent, so did he.
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Chapter One — Protocol 8
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Sunday morning.
The pews of Mount Olive Baptist swelled with voices, the choir rising in harmony. Miles Carter’s baritone carried over the congregation, his suit sharp, his Bible pressed open in his hands. He sang with conviction, shook hands afterward, and even stayed behind to chat with the younger men.
People looked at him and said, There goes Miles — a good one. Successful. Faithful.

And Miles let them think it.

Truth was, church gave him balance. A place to be seen respectable after a week of boardrooms, numbers, and pressure. It felt good to walk out on Sunday mornings with a pat on the back, with the choir nodding in approval, with older deacons saying, Brother Carter, you’re going places.

But he wasn’t ready to commit more than that. Preaching? Leadership? He wasn’t built for it, or so he told himself. Faith was something he picked up when it suited him, set down when it didn’t. He liked the feeling of it, but not the responsibility.



That week at the lab, the hum of servers filled his head as wires tightened across his temples. Protocol 8, they called it. A government contract. Experimental neuroscience mixed with quantum data. Miles didn’t care about the jargon. They’d offered him $10,000 and a chance to prove his brain was sharper than anyone else’s.

They pulsed his neurons with light, recorded signals, mapped the edges of memory. The machine buzzed, spat out jagged lines — and then flatlined.

“Failed,” they told him. “Nothing there.”

But Miles left with a headache he couldn’t shake. At night, his dreams bent and folded in ways he couldn’t explain. He saw shadows of lives he never lived. Voices calling from places he didn’t recognize. The machine hadn’t failed. It had marked him.



Friday night.
The ballroom glittered with garlands and champagne glasses. His company’s annual Christmas party. Men in tailored tuxes laughed loud, their wives in gowns dripping with jewels. Miles stood near the bar, bourbon in hand, watching promotions get toasted — jobs he’d trained others for, handed to men who could barely balance a budget.
“You’re indispensable, Carter,” one executive said, slapping him on the back. “Couldn’t run the numbers without you.”

Another leaned in close, drunk and sloppy. “One of the good ones,” he chuckled. Then, voice dropping, breath sour, he muttered the word that cut sharper than glass. “Good n*****.”

Miles froze, glass trembling in his hand.

And then, as if the night hadn’t mocked him enough, the woman he had brought — beautiful, polished, someone he thought he could trust —sat at the bar with him, she leaned close, her perfume sharp, her smile sweet as sugar.
“Let me borrow your Porsche, just for the night,” she purred.
Miles gave a short laugh and shook his head. “Not tonight.”
Her smile twisted. “Fine. I’ll find another ride.” And she did — with a man who hadn’t bought her dinners, who hadn’t paid her rent, who hadn’t given her loyalty.
Miles watched her walk out on his kindness, the same way too many had before.
Miles didn’t bother saying goodbye. Didn’t nod, didn’t shake hands. He just walked — past the glittering ballroom, past the band hammering out holiday tunes, past the women laughing too loud and the men who’d never let him into their circle.

The doorman called after him, “Car brought ‘round, sir?”

Miles shook his head and pushed through the revolving doors himself. The December rain slapped him full in the face, cold and hard. The street shimmered with reflections of Christmas lights strung across the hotel. Red and gold in the windows, gray and black on the pavement.

He loosened his tie, tugged at his collar, and breathed in sharp air. His date was long gone. His reputation, once again, had been used and discarded. And those words — good n****,* whispered with bourbon breath — echoed in his skull louder than the band’s brass horns.

He pressed the button on his key fob. The Porsche chirped in the shadows, sleek and low, a beast coiled in chrome and steel. At least this was his. One thing he’d worked for, one thing no one had borrowed or stolen.

He slid behind the wheel, leather seats cold against his palms. The engine purred alive, smooth and powerful. Miles gripped the wheel and stared out through the windshield as raindrops slid down in crooked paths.

For a moment, he considered going home. Pouring another drink. Pretending the night never happened.

Instead, he pressed harder on the gas. The tires hissed as he pulled out of the city and onto the empty country road.



The wipers thumped steady across the glass. Trees bent in the wind on either side of the highway, their branches reaching out like black arms in the night. The rain came harder, streaking his view into blurs.

Miles thought about the church that morning. Loyalty ain’t weakness, he’d told the young brothers, speaking words he half-believed. But here he was, loyal to a fault — used at work, used at home, his kindness treated like currency.

His head throbbed. The experiment. The flashes of light. The way it felt like something had drilled into his skull and left a mark. He thought about the scientists who told him it was a failure, about the pages of jagged data they’d dismissed.

The lights of the city fell away behind him. The road narrowed, winding between thick pines, slick and black with rain. The Porsche hugged the asphalt, steady but dangerous. Miles pressed the pedal harder, as if speed could wash the night from his skin.

Anger boiled in his chest. Every woman who had borrowed his car, every so-called friend who’d taken his money, every executive who’d called him indispensable but never promoted him, every voice that told him he was “one of the good ones.”

The rain blinded him. The engine screamed.

Miles Carter’s hands tightened on the wheel.

And then the road curved sharper than he expected.

(Activation)

The curve came too sharp. The tires screamed across wet asphalt. The Porsche fishtailed, headlights slicing into the trees.

And then it hit.

Not the oak. Not yet. Something else.

A pulse ripped through Miles’ skull, the same hum he’d felt back in the lab, only louder — deafening. Light flickered across his vision, white and violent. The dashboard blurred into equations. Raindrops froze in the air, suspended like crystal beads. He could hear voices layered on top of each other, fragments of lives not his own.

Do you even see me?
One of the good ones.
Protocol 8 initialized.
You’re such a good man, Miles...
The wheel shook in his hands as the hum grew into a roar. His heart hammered. For a split second, he saw not trees, not road, but rows of faces — dark, tired faces under moonlight. Chains. Barking dogs. Smoke rising from cabins.

The oak tree rushed toward him.

And then — everything bent.

The impact never came. The car dissolved into shadows. The road fell away.

Miles Carter opened his eyes to mud beneath him, the smell of sweat and smoke in the air. Voices shouted in the distance. Dogs barked, closing in. The weight of iron clattered in the dark.

And for the first time, Miles realized the machine hadn’t failed.
It had worked.
It had sent him back.
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Chapter Two — They Called Him City
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Mud filled his mouth. Cold and bitter. Miles gagged, pushing himself up on shaking arms. The rain was gone. The road was gone. The Porsche was gone.

Instead, lantern light cut through the trees. Men’s voices shouted, sharp and urgent. Dogs barked, closer now. The air reeked of smoke and sweat and something else — iron. Heavy, metallic, clattering against the ground.

Miles blinked, wiping mud from his eyes. His velvet jacket was torn, his shirt soaked. The world tilted, unfamiliar and wrong.

“Get up!” a voice hissed.

A man appeared, breath ragged, chains clinking around his ankles. His shirt was nothing but rags, his skin slick with sweat. Fear carved deep lines across his face. “They comin’! You better move if you want to live.”

Before Miles could answer, rough hands grabbed him from behind, yanking him upright. A whip cracked in the distance.

“What the hell—” Miles started, but his words stumbled out too sharp, too polished.

The men holding him froze for a second, studying him in the lantern light. His suit, his voice, his strange shoes.

One of them spat. “Where you from, boy? You talk like you don’t belong here.”

Miles’ chest heaved. His mind scrambled for an answer. “The city,” he gasped.

The men exchanged a look. The overseer barked another command in the distance, dogs snapping at the chain gang.



They dragged him through the dirt toward the glow of lanterns, toward the pounding boots of overseers and the snapping whips. His mind spun. The machine. The crash. The way the world bent before the oak tree.

Now this. Chains. Dogs. Mud.

Somewhere deep inside, Miles Carter — the man who had built budgets, balanced books, sung in choirs, and tried to be respectable — felt the last threads of his old life slipping.

Whatever had happened to him, it had torn him out of everything he knew and thrown him into a nightmare.

And survival was the only thing left.

They reached the plantation just after dawn. The house was two stories, whitewashed and peeling, with broad columns like bleached bones. Slaves were already in the fields, bent over rows of green. Chickens scattered as the men rode in.

A tall, pale man with a crooked hat met them on the porch. The overseer. “Got ourselves a bonus,” one of the riders said, yanking Miles forward. “Found this one runnin’ alongside the other.”

“He ain’t marked,” the overseer said. “What plantation you from?” “He says he’s from Pennsylvania,” the rider chuckled. “Talks like a banker. Wears shoes like a general. Calls himself Miles Carter.”

The overseer squinted. “You got papers?”

“I—”

A slap silenced him.

“He’s lyin’,” another man said. “Ain’t no free men out here at night runnin’ with a slave. He’s one of ‘em. Maybe from upriver.”

The overseer looked Miles up and down. “You got a smart mouth, boy. We’ll see how long that last.

He turned to the others. “Put him with the rest. Break him in.”

They shoved Miles toward a row of slave cabins—wooden shacks that sagged like they’d given up centuries ago. As he stumbled forward, someone behind him muttered:

“City slicker talkin’ like he runnin’ the bank.”

Another voice snorted. “Yeah. Look at him. ‘City.’ That’s what we’ll call him.”

And just like that, Miles Carter was no longer Miles. He was City.
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