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Breath flowed into the corpse on the ground with the same rattling anger as food moving through a trash compactor. The hump of meat, limbs twisted and bruised in ways that hid its previous humanity, jerked awake. Fingers returned to their straightness. Torn hair returned to body and head. The left side of the man’s face, caved in like a deflated soccer ball, gained shape and feature once more. Snaps and squelches joined in with the crunching breath. It was, ironically, a symphony of life.

The man, 23-year-old Travis Rikers, stood in an expanse of empty gray. As far as he knew, he was popped like a balloon a mere moment ago while crossing the street. In the instant before he died, he glimpsed the sky. A pigeon flew overhead. Streaks of red filled the clouds. Everything went dark, and then he woke here.

He was nude. He’d been wearing clothes, hadn’t he? Travis wasn’t the sort to go streaking down the streets of Atlanta. Yet there was no sign of his cerulean sweater or dark gray dress pants. Even his colorful argyle socks were gone. At least, wherever his clothes went, they took the injuries with them. It was a shame they didn’t take some of his hair, he thought. His bush had gotten a bit thicker than he preferred.

Perhaps, though, that was a trick of the light. Streaks of gray wiped into the edges of his flesh much the same way street lamps could smear into buildings and roads on a rainy drive. Travis ran the back of his thumbs against his eyes. When they opened, nothing changed.

All around him, grays danced. Black lines defined the edges of various objects, but the borders were fuzzy. It was like he’d stepped into a painting that was inked and then smudged.

“Hello?” he called out and received no response. There wasn’t a single echo or buzz. If anyone else was there, they didn’t seem to be social. Travis nodded at the silence. “I forgot. Bus victims go to purgatory. It’s the fifth thing they teach you in church.”

The ground beneath his feet was firm yet untextured. So too were the walls of the three-story cube Travis wandered toward. His fingertips trailed over the side as he walked. It was cool against his skin.

On the other side of the building-sized cube, the expanse of fuzzy grays continued. Travis ceased walking and stared down at his feet. Would the ground leech the color from his skin? Would he too become an object faintly outlined? “What a life,” he said to himself. He tailor-sat on the ground. His balls, always loose hangers no matter the situation, pooled over it. For a couple of seconds, he considered masturbating. That was his go-to coping mechanism. “What a time.” He leaned back against the cube and relished in the slight chill on his spine. “What a place. Maybe if I close my eyes...” His ever-heavy lids lowered. “When they open, I’ll wake up in a hospital bed. I’ll have a terrifying story about the banality of death. I’ll have a religious awakening and alienate all my friends. That’s fun. It’s dramatic. It’s something new.”
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