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    To all my sci-fi readers out there,this one's for you—the dreamers, the explorers, and the ones who dare to imagine beyond the stars. Keep pushing the boundaries of reality.
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“Time Machine” by Paul Hardcastles plays as scene sets in

JOHN TOOK A SLOW DRAG of his cigarette, letting the smoke curl up lazily into the air. His eyes never left Maria’s, searching for a trace of the woman he once thought he could trust. But now, there was only cold calculation behind her sharp gaze.

“You always play both sides, huh?” John asked, his tone casual, but there was a sharp bitterness underneath.

Maria shrugged, her expression unreadable. “You knew what this was, Blackwell. This game was never meant to be fair.”

Before John could respond, a low hum filled the air—a sound that prickled the hairs on the back of his neck. Something was wrong. The atmosphere thickened, and Eleanor’s eyes flicked to the sky.

“John, we need to move!” Jody warned, his voice tense, stepping closer, fists still pulsing with energy.

But it was too late.

In an instant, a swirling vortex of energy appeared beneath John’s feet. He had a split second to react before the ground gave way, and he was yanked downward, sucked into the rift.

“John!” Jody’s voice echoed, distant and fading fast, as the world twisted around him. The light and sound blurred into a swirl of chaos. He felt the pull of time, dragging him deeper, faster, as if it had decided to tear him from the present.

The next thing he knew, he was falling. Then—thud—he hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of him. When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t in the middle of their fight anymore. The chaotic battle was gone.

Instead, he was on a street. His street. The familiar graffiti-covered walls and cracked sidewalks of his childhood stared back at him.

John scrambled to his feet, brushing himself off, and that’s when he saw him.

A kid, barely ten years old, dirty and wild, darted through the alleyway, his eyes sharp and his posture defensive. That kid was John—a younger version of him. He watched, stunned, as the boy navigated the rough streets, hustling like his life depended on it.

John’s breath hitched. It wasn’t a dream. He wasn’t a kid again. He was still himself—an adult—thrown back in time, watching his younger self struggle to survive the same harsh world he had once lived.

He couldn’t believe it. He had been sent back to his past, a silent observer of the hardest years of his life. He knew these streets, these moments, but now he was seeing them from a whole new angle.

A knot tightened in his chest as the memories flooded back—his time as a foster kid, his dad locked away in prison, and his mom, lost in her addiction. He saw his younger self eyeing a nearby street vendor, preparing to steal a meal, the same way he had done a thousand times.

John stayed hidden in the shadows, watching, knowing he couldn’t interfere. He was here for a reason. He didn’t know what it was yet, but he had to figure it out.

As he stood there, one realization hit him hard: he had been that mysterious man—the stranger who had once given his younger self advice on these very streets.

It had been himself all along.

John's mind raced, trying to process the gravity of what he was witnessing. He’d always wondered about that moment in his past—the one where a stranger had pulled him aside and offered him the first piece of real advice he’d ever trusted. Now, it all made sense. That stranger had been him, standing in the very spot he was now.

He leaned against a wall, hidden in the shadows, his eyes tracking the younger version of himself as the boy inched closer to the street vendor. The look on young John’s face was one of pure calculation. He wasn’t just hungry—he was desperate. The kid scanned the vendor’s movements, noting when the man turned to greet a customer, and made his move.

With quick hands, young John swiped a loaf of bread from the cart, slipping it into his worn jacket. The kid had perfected the art of not being noticed, blending into the chaos of the street like a ghost. Future John couldn’t help but smirk. Damn, I was fast.

But there was more than just nostalgia behind the smile. He remembered what came next.

From the corner of the street, a police officer, burly and slow-moving, caught sight of young John’s theft. The cop’s gaze zeroed in on the boy, and John’s stomach tightened. The familiar tension of that moment rose up in him again, just like it had all those years ago.

The officer started to move in.

“Kid... run,” John whispered under his breath, though he knew his younger self couldn’t hear him.

And then it happened, just as it had before—young John bolted. Bread still tucked in his jacket, the boy zigzagged through the crowd, slipping between pedestrians and darting around street corners. The cop, predictably, lost him after a few seconds, cursing as he gave up the chase.

From his spot in the shadows, John watched, the memories rushing back. That had been his life—running, stealing, always a step ahead of trouble, but never far enough to escape it.

He stayed close, following his younger self as the boy headed to one of the nearby alleyways. This was where the kid felt safe, or as close to safe as anyone could feel on these streets.

Future John’s eyes narrowed. This was the part he remembered most—the turning point. In just a few minutes, he would show up. The stranger. Him. The memory was so vivid, it almost felt surreal to be here again, reliving it.

John watched as the boy sat down, out of breath, in the shadow of a brick building. The kid pulled the bread from his jacket, ripping into it with his teeth like a starving animal. But the moment was cut short when the sound of footsteps echoed down the alley.

Future John held his breath, knowing exactly what was about to happen. He saw himself—a younger man, no more than thirty—approaching the kid. Back then, he didn’t have the trench coat or the cigarette habit, just a leather jacket and a rough, hardened look. His voice had been quieter, but it carried the same edge of street smarts that kept him alive.

He watched the scene play out, unable to change anything, but understanding now what it all meant.

“Hey, kid,” the man—his younger self—said.

Young John looked up, startled, clutching the bread tighter. “What do you want?”

“Relax. I ain’t here to take anything from you.” The stranger crouched down, eye-level with the boy. “Just want to give you some advice.”

Young John scowled, ready to bolt if things went south. “I don’t need no advice.”

“Yeah, you do,” the man said, with a knowing smirk. “Take it from me. You’re not gonna make it out here just being fast. Gotta be smart, too. Keep your head low, but always look ahead.”

The kid looked confused, but something about the stranger’s words kept him rooted to the spot. Future John remembered that feeling—the strange comfort that came from this one piece of advice. It had stuck with him his whole life.

And now, watching it unfold, he realized that this had been the beginning. The moment that shifted everything for him.

Future John’s mind spun. He’d always thought this stranger was some kind of mysterious mentor, but now, standing there, he understood the truth. He had been guiding himself all along, the very advice that shaped his survival and cunning had come from his own future.

As he watched, Future John felt the pieces of the puzzle falling into place. But why had the Architect sent him here? What was the purpose behind this time-slip?

The answer wasn’t clear yet, but he knew one thing: there was something about his past—something buried in these moments—that he needed to remember, or the future would be at risk.
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