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​Chapter 1: The Hustler’s Routine
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“TIME MACHINE” SONG by Paul Hardcastle plays as scene sets in

John Blackwell lounged in his beaten armchair, the dim light from his single apartment window casting long shadows on the peeling wallpaper. Outside, the chaotic rhythm of New York pulsed on, car horns blaring and lights flashing, a city in constant motion. But inside his world, things were still. Too still. The quiet was unsettling, so he filled it with the warm burn of his cigarette, the familiar habit easing his restless mind.

The apartment around him was barely held together. A mess of thrift-store furniture and cluttered ashtrays, it spoke of a life half-lived, a place to crash between his endless hustles. To others, he seemed cool and collected, always sliding through life with ease, a woman on his arm, money just barely within reach. But beneath his charming exterior, John felt like a man floating in endless gray, never truly rooted. The feeling had haunted him for as long as he could remember, a lingering belief that maybe he’d never amount to anything more than a drifter with a knack for getting by.

Tonight, on his 25th birthday, the emptiness was heavier than ever. A faint feeling of panic gnawed at him, like he was running out of time to figure out who he was. He poured himself a shot of vodka, grimacing as the cheap liquor burned his throat. He chuckled bitterly, raising the glass to no one in particular.

"Happy birthday, Blackwell. Here's to another year of... well, whatever this is."

He knocked the shot back and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees as he took a long drag from his cigarette. The smoke curled around him, hazy and comforting, masking the harshness of the room and the life he’d built. The women, the late nights, the cigarettes—they were all part of the show, a way to keep moving so he didn’t have to stop and feel the emptiness.

In his gut, though, he knew he was going nowhere. He’d always had a quick wit and charm, but they only got him so far. Deep down, he craved something real, something he could feel proud of, but he had no idea what that was or how to find it. Maybe it was easier to just keep drifting.

Just as he finished his drink, he felt the floor tremble beneath him. He blinked, thinking maybe it was the vodka kicking in, but the shaking intensified. A low hum filled the air, a sound that made his bones vibrate. He tried to stand, but a force held him down. Suddenly, a burst of blinding light erupted from the floor, illuminating the room in shades of blue and purple.

Before he could react, a portal opened beneath him, swallowing him whole. The sensation was like nothing he’d ever felt—weightless, boundless, as though he were hurtling through space with no control. He saw flashes of light, shadows, faces he couldn’t place, and then... silence.
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​Chapter 2: The First Jump
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JOHN AWOKE ON SOLID ground, his head throbbing and his stomach churning. He rolled onto his side, clutching his gut as a wave of nausea hit him, and he promptly threw up onto the cobblestone street beneath him. The gritty taste of bile burned in his throat, and he took several shaky breaths before forcing himself upright.

He reached into his coat pocket, fumbling for his lighter and a cigarette, hands trembling as he brought it to his lips. The familiar burn of nicotine steadied him, grounding him in the here and now. As the smoke curled around him, he surveyed his surroundings, trying to make sense of where—or when—he was.

He was standing in what looked like Edinburgh, but it was different, almost like a futuristic version of the city he’d seen in travel brochures. Towering metal structures with sleek designs loomed over him, casting long shadows across the meticulously clean streets. People in uniform gray outfits moved with precision, their faces expressionless, almost robotic.

John took a few steps, catching his reflection in a storefront window. His purple trench coat, a defiant splash of color, stood out against the monochrome world around him. He quickly became aware of the stares—people slowed down, their cold eyes glancing at him before looking away. The weight of their scrutiny pressed down on him, and he felt like an animal in a cage.

“Hey! You there!” A sharp voice pierced the silence, and John turned to see a group of soldiers approaching. They wore deep green uniforms, their faces hardened and devoid of any warmth.

“State your name and purpose,” one of them demanded, his hand resting on the hilt of a sleek, futuristic baton strapped to his side.

John took another drag of his cigarette, blowing the smoke out slowly as he met the soldier’s gaze. “Name’s John Blackwell. And I’m just passing through.”

The soldier’s eyes narrowed as he took in John’s appearance. “Passing through? Your ID?”

John fished his wallet from his pocket, handing over his driver’s license with a smug smile. “Nothing out of the ordinary,” he said, leaning back slightly.

The soldier scowled as he examined the ID. “United States? Never heard of it.” He shoved the ID back at John, his tone laced with suspicion. “You’re coming with us.”

Before John could react, two soldiers grabbed him by the arms, their grip firm and unyielding. He struggled, but it was no use—they were stronger than he’d anticipated. They marched him down the street, the curious gazes of the citizens following their every move.

As they led him through a maze of sterile, windowless corridors, John’s mind raced. He couldn’t jump again, couldn’t escape. He was trapped in a world he didn’t understand, with no way back to the life he’d left behind.
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