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      1: The Mage Sixtus

      I didn’t stop to observe every single detail, but based on what I saw from the doorway, the general design of the room and all the furniture was identical. It was for that reason that my mind went completely blank. Because of course it did. Ordinarily, the door should have opened to a corridor or a different room. How could anyone possibly expect to walk into a room of the same size, with the same furniture, and decorated down to the same wallpaper?

      I stood there with my hand on the doorknob, frozen for a time.

      I’m scared. Maybe even too scared to even move.

      “What is going on...?”

      I had no answer to my question, but the idea of turning back was even more terrifying. I knew that the corpse in the previous room wouldn’t move from its place, but the image of it rising to its feet filled me with worry. I felt a scream rising from the pit of my stomach, but I shoved my terror from my mind as best I could and took a step into the new room. I stood at the corner of it, my eyes on the door at the opposite wall, a mere ten steps away.

      I walked toward it with such trepidation it was almost laughable, taking in my surroundings through something of a dull, mental haze. It wasn’t that I wanted to see it again, but I at least wanted to know if it was still there, unmoving and slumped over the desk. I wanted to reassure myself that the only odd thing about the situation was the room itself, and so I reluctantly took it all in.

      And as if to laugh at my show of confidence, fate saw fit to alert me to something out of the ordinary. I heard a sharp intake of air, and did not immediately realize that it was my own gasp. It turned out the second room I’d entered was not an entire replica of the first; this was good. The difference, however, brought me no joy.

      Gone was the corpse strewn across the room’s desk. Instead, somebody sat slumped against the far wall. I could not make out their features with their head slumped, but the clothes made me think it was a male. The reason it was so difficult to tell was that the body had reached a point beyond such simple judgments. Its skin was black like charcoal and it clung to the bone, making for unnaturally thin limbs. Speaking to the thing was useless; I was staring at another corpse.

      How long did I stand there, frozen in place, I wonder? It might have been a minute, or ten, or even just mere seconds. All I knew was that the only sounds in the room were that of my own breathing, and the gentle rustle of my clothes. When I focused my ears to listen for more, I heard none of the birds that should have been chirping outside, no wind against the windows, and no shaking of leaves in the trees.

      A feeling crept upon me then. It was an instinctive understanding that this was a place outside of the world I knew, and in it there existed only silence and death. And when the understanding hit me, I ran.

      Why? Well, isn’t it obvious?

      I didn’t want to be there even a second longer.

      “This sucks,” I whispered to myself. “This sucks this sucks this sucks!”

      Somebody. Anybody. Just tell me this is all a dream. I don’t even care if it’s some weirdo bad taste theme park. It can be whatever it wants, just get me out of here...!

      I felt myself sweating even though it wasn’t even hot. All I had to do was turn the door knob to escape the room, but for a moment my fingertips trembled at the thought. Still, I held my panic at bay and opened the door at the far end of the room, only to once again find myself in the same room.

      The difference this time? There was no body against the wall; instead, there was an unnatural bulge hidden under the covers of the bed. I lacked the courage necessary to check what lay under them, and so I hurried to the door and flew into the next room.

      In the fourth room, I saw a face. It belonged to a woman, lying on the ground with her arms crossed, staring up at the ceiling. She did not wear the pajamas of the corpse from room number one, nor the male garb of the corpse in room number two, but instead was draped in a peach-colored dress. There were no eyes in the sunken darkness of her eye sockets, only gaping black holes. But just like the other corpses I’d seen, her skin was black and stretched taut across her skeleton.

      That was when a most unsettling thought hit me. If this woman had died in her sleep, and her skin still remained (dried out though it was...) then I still would have seen eyelids. Based on the eye sockets that remained instead, one had to surmise that the woman had died with her eyes open.

      The realization was enough to give me another rash of goose bumps.

      There was something surreal about the whole thing. Perhaps it was the lack of anything one might call a scent. The air was thick with dust, but there were no foul odors to speak of. If I’d smelled anything like a dead body, I would have broken down on the spot; reduced to nothing more than a mess of tears, rolled up into a ball on the floor.
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