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PROLOGUE

In the dimly lit room, soft shadows danced against the walls as the flickering candlelight struggled to hold back the encroaching darkness. A solitary figure hunched over an ancient vanity, his hands gripping the edge of the wooden frame with white-knuckled intensity. The man's eyes were narrowed, fixated on his own reflection in the dusty, spiderweb-covered mirror. He held his breath, a cold bead of sweat trickling down his temple. 

––––––––
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"Who are you?" he whispered to the mirror, barely audible.

––––––––
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His reflection remained silent, and for a moment, nothing happened. Then, ever so slowly, the surface of the glass began to warp and twist. He blinked, trying to shake away the sudden surge of terror that gripped his chest, but it was too late. As his eyes widened with trepidation, the grim reflection staring back at him solidified into a chilling image – the unmistakable visage of Death itself.

––––––––

[image: image]


"Impossible," he choked out, his voice wavering.

––––––––
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It was as though a weight had descended upon the room, smothering the air. In that instant, time seemed to stand still, held captive by the haunting presence before him. The man's heart pounded in terror, feeling each beat echoing through his veins like thunderous funeral drums. With every pulse, the icy tendrils of fear wrapped tighter around his core, threatening to squeeze the life from him.

––––––––
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"Please...please, don't take me," he stammered, his breaths coming in short, ragged gasps.

––––––––
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The apparition of Death did not respond, its unyielding gaze locked onto his. Its hollow sockets devoid of mercy or sympathy, pierced into his very soul. He felt exposed and vulnerable, as if the spectral being could see all his thoughts and intentions laid bare.

––––––––
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"Is this...is this my punishment?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

––––––––
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The spectral figure remained silent, its chilling gaze holding him captive. In his mind, the man's thoughts raced through memories of past sins and transgressions, searching for some sort of reason, some justification for this terrifying encounter. He thought of the life he had lived, one full of deceit and manipulation – a life that had led him to this very moment. And still, the apparition stared on, unyielding in its judgment.

––––––––
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"Please," he pleaded again, "I can change. I'll make amends, I swear."

––––––––
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As he locked eyes with Death, it felt as though the very fabric of existence was slipping through his fingers, leaving him grasping at shadows. The oppressive silence in the room seemed to swallow his words, offering no reprieve from his fate. Desperation clawed at his heart, threatening to shred any semblance of hope he clung to.

––––––––
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"Have mercy..." he whispered, tears streaming down his face, knowing deep within that no salvation would come.

The neon glow of the bar sign flickered in the damp night air as the door creaked shut behind him. The man, Jake, thirty-four, rubbed his temples, feeling the dull throb of a headache beginning to form. He fumbled for his phone, checking the time – 2:03 AM. With a weary sigh, he made his way home through the deserted streets, the dim streetlights casting long shadows. "Damn," Jake muttered under his breath, "why do I always do this to myself?"

––––––––
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Reaching his apartment building, he swiped the access card and stumbled into the elevator. As he pressed the button to his floor, the numbers seemed to swim before his eyes, taunting him with their blurry edges. He leaned against the cold metal wall, allowing it to support his weight.

––––––––

[image: image]


"Never again," he said to himself, knowing full well that it was an empty promise. The elevator came to a sudden stop, jolting Jake out of his stupor. The doors opened, revealing a dimly lit hallway, barely illuminated by flickering emergency lights. He squinted, trying to make out the numbers on the doors as he reached his apartment. Finally, he found it - 4B. Fumbling with the keys, he managed to unlock the door and dragged himself inside.

––––––––
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"Home sweet home," he mumbled sarcastically. He didn't even bother to turn on the lights; all he wanted was his bed. He crawled across the floor, not caring about the dirt and grime, and collapsed onto the mattress, still fully clothed.

––––––––
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As sleep claimed him, Jake's last thought was a fleeting wish that things could be different. Morning light filtered through the dusty blinds, rousing Jake from his restless slumber. Blinking away the sleep, he sat up slowly, wincing at the pounding in his head. But as his eyes adjusted to the light, he noticed something was off.

––––––––
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"Where the hell...?" he mumbled as he looked around, his confusion only adding to the pain in his head. This wasn't his apartment. The walls were a dingy shade of yellow, the furniture old and worn. Scattered across the floor were newspapers, their headlines screaming about some political scandal – but the dates were all wrong.

––––––––
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"1853?" Jake whispered, feeling a cold wave of fear wash over him. "That's impossible." He rose unsteadily to his feet, his legs weak beneath him. Tentatively, he made his way to the window, peering through the cracked glass. The city outside was familiar, yet different. Horse-drawn carriages rumbled down cobblestone streets, women in petticoats and men in top hats bustled about on sidewalks lined with gas lamps.

––––––––
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"Okay, Jake," he said to himself, trying to calm his racing heart. "You've got to figure this out." Summoning all the courage he could muster, he pulled open the door and stepped out into the city, determined to find answers in a world that no longer made sense. "Excuse me, sir," he called out to a passerby, his voice trembling. "What's the date today?"

––––––––
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"August 12th, 1853," the man replied, looking at Jake quizzically before continuing on his way. "1853," Jake repeated, his mind reeling from the reality of his situation. "I'm really here." 

––––––––
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Jake stood there, staring at the people and the architecture that surrounded him. He couldn't wrap his head around what was happening. Was he in a dream? Was he dead? He had so many questions, but he didn't know where to start, so he began to wander the streets aimlessly. 

––––––––
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As he walked, he could feel people's eyes on him, and he knew he was drawing attention. The clothes he wore were different from those around him, and his mannerisms were out of place. A group of children pointed at him and whispered, giggling as they ran off. Jake tried his best to ignore them, but the feeling of isolation began to set in. 

––––––––
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He found himself in front of a saloon, and a sign above the door read "The Rusty Spur." Jake decided to go inside to try and piece together what was happening. The air was thick with the smell of alcohol and tobacco as he entered, and the sound of raucous laughter. "Can I have a beer?" Jake asked the bartender. 

––––––––
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The bartender raised an eyebrow but poured him a mug anyway. Jake took a sip, savoring the bitter taste as he surveyed the room. The clientele was a motley crew of men, all dressed in cowboy hats and boots, talking in loud voices with thick southern drawls. They eyed Jake warily, their hands never straying far from their holsters. Jake knew he needed to be careful; one wrong move and he could end up on the wrong side of a gun.

––––––––
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"What brings you to these parts, stranger?" a voice drawled from behind him. Jake turned to face a tall, imposing man, his eyes narrowed. "I'm trying to figure out how I got here," he said honestly. The man chuckled, a low, menacing sound. "You're not from around here, are you?" Jake shook his head. "No, I'm not. But I need to know how to get back to my own time."

––––––––
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The man looked him up and down and laughed. "Your own time?" the man questioned. Jake attempted to reach for his cellphone from his front pocket, but it wasn't there. The man thought he was trying to pull a gun.

––––––––
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Jake's hand froze in midair as the man's hand shot at his own gun. The two men stood there, eyeing each other warily, the tension in the air palpable. Jake knew he was in trouble - he was unarmed and surrounded by men who clearly didn't take kindly to strangers. 
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