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The children ran around the terrace, avoiding the white planters and the grown-ups trying to go about their daily routines. Song ran the fastest, the sound of his footsteps getting lost in all the laughter and taunts. Shun chased after him, as always set on winning, giving his all whenever he was ‘it’. Looking back over his shoulder, Song could tell he was quickly gaining on him. 

“I’m gonna get you!” Shun taunted. 

Shun wore muted grays and whites like everyone else, but what made him stand out was the white plastic mask. All around the top of it, a couple rows of holes were pierced, long strands of gray fabric looped through them. They billowed after him as he ran, giving him an eerie look. It wasn’t that the expressionless mask was scary, or the ensemble as a whole. No, the scary part was the monster it represented. The monster that lived close to the clouds, which would take you if you went too close. Of course, Song didn’t really think such a thing existed. He was too smart for that. It was just a tale their parents told them to keep children away from the lower levels. Everyone but maintenance personnel were forbidden to access them. 

With Shun hot on his heels, Song tried to hasten his pace, running straight to the reinforced glass wall that separated them from the abyss below. Maybe if he turned at the last minute... the mask didn’t let you see well, maybe Shun would smack himself against the wall... maybe he could run away...

Too late.

Shun tackled him in a last-ditch attempt to get him before he could make that sudden turn. Both boys let out a cry of surprise as they tripped and stumbled straight against the glass wall, which was thick enough to resist the two boys crashing into it. 

Song gulped as he looked out at the abyss below; twenty... or was it thirty? Many floors down, anyway. There was a foreboding layer of dark clouds so thick, they blocked all view of whatever laid beyond. They looked so frightening and solid, they might as well have been concrete.

With a shove to the other boy, Song turned to him, navy blue eyes glaring.

Shun took off the mask and held it out to him, grinning triumphantly. “You’re it.”

“I don’t want to be it,” Song complained, smacking the mask off Shun’s hand. It landed casually on top of a nearby bench. “I’ve already been it three times!”

The other children were trotting over to join them. 

“That’s because you suck!” A girl teased, making the other kids giggle.

It was a lie, Song thought, they had just all seemed to agree on chasing him that day.

“Hmm,” Shun was thoughtful for a moment. He looked back out past the glass wall, to the clouds below, then at the mask. 

Song followed his gaze. What was beyond the clouds? Their parents and tutors said there was nothing, that it was barren. And yet, Song thought, looking back at the mask as well, they also said this monster came from below the clouds. Grown-ups. Who could understand them? They were always contradicting themselves.

“I know!” Shun said, retrieving the mask to hook it to his belt. “If you go to the forbidden area and prove the monster isn’t real, then I’ll be it again.” 

Shun was the oldest of the lot. He should have known better than to dare younger children to such things. In school, they were taught how dangerous the forbidden area was. Nothing could survive beyond the toxic clouds. People who went down there usually had protective gear waiting for them. They’d seen a video about the workers one time. They moved slowly, and the many thick layers of clothes had clearly been cumbersome to their work. 

Still, Song placed his fists on his hips, a gesture he’d seen grown-ups do a lot when they were upset at them. With a frown, he asked, “and how am I supposed to prove something’s not there?”

“Surviving!” one of the other boys chimed in.

“We’ll get in trouble!” the same girl from earlier frowned.

“You’re just scared!” The first boy snickered.

“I don’t want to get in trouble,” one boy said.

Shun rolled his eyes. “You’re not getting in trouble.”

Right, Song thought, only he would, if they caught him. Yet he wasn’t one to back down to a challenge. And he didn’t even believe in monsters, anyway. “I’ll do it.” He called impulsively. 

Shun turned to him, flashing a gleeful grin. He grabbed at Song’s sleeve and tugged him along. All the children followed, trotting towards a tall white building. Song gave a last look back at the ominous clouds and the far away buildings, before they crossed the threshold that led inside the building. Down long corridors they went, Shun letting go of him now so they could both walk normally. 

“I really don’t want to get in trouble, guys.” The girl from earlier repeated once more.

Song looked back briefly at her. Her eyes were watery, unshed tears growing by the second.

“Fine,” Shun said. “Then go home. We’re still going.”

The frightened girl stopped walking, glancing over her shoulder, then turning back toward them, and back again before turning away and running off. Song pursed his lips. Maybe she was the smartest, after all. Their parents were going to be pissed if they found out, but he couldn’t back down now. He didn’t want to look like a coward.

They went through three different white-walled corridors with various people walking by, before they reached a narrower, empty corridor with a double-door elevator. The only thing that set it apart from other elevators they’d walked past were the large red lines painted on the doors, and the red light on the call button that showed the elevator was locked. 

“We can’t go through here,” a boy complained.

Shun unhooked the toy mask from his belt as it was in his way, and shoved it towards that boy. He rummaged in his pocket for a thin, palm sized, transparent card with some lettering on it. The name of Shun’s father, Song realized.

His brows rose. Was that a...?

Puffing his chest, Shun grinned, holding the card high. “My dad’s permit,” he said, once more triumphant.

That’s right. Shun’s dad worked in maintenance. Shun was always telling stories of all the creepy things his dad had heard while working down there. Did he wear those thick outfits? Song wondered. Did he need them at the level he was going?

“No way!” one of the boys called.

Another boy swatted at Shun’s hand to lower it. “Don’t hold it so high!” he chided in a hiss. 

Song looked around, but no grown-ups were in sight in this area.

“Hurry up!” A girl said. 

Still grinning from ear to ear, Shun slipped the card in the reader above the button, which blinked once, then turned green. He pulled the card out and hit the button to call the elevator.

Song took a deep breath. 

“Are you scared?” a boy asked, laughing. 

Was he laughing at him? “Of course not!” Song was quick to say, almost pouting. But he still jumped a little when the elevator doors slid open.

Everyone seemed a little startled, in fact. Song had half-expected a grown up to be there, but the elevator doors were now wide open, and no one was inside. 

“Go in then,” Shun dared. “We’ll wait.”

Song licked his lips. He was about to take a step into the elevator when the boy who had laughed gave him a shove, making him stumble and fall in. Song turned sharply with a glare. “What am I sup-” he started, just as the doors slid closed. “Wait!” He called, hurriedly getting up and reaching for the doors, but it was too late. His hands pressed to the cold metal. Song quickly pressed the button that should make them open again, but they didn’t, as the elevator was already starting its descent. It moved swiftly down its shaft, silent. “What am I supposed to do there?” he mumbled to himself.

Although it wasn’t one of the speed-elevators that took people to the highest floors, the trip down still wasn’t that long. Or it shouldn’t have been. The elevator only went down about ten floors, after all. Yet as Song watched the numbers decrease with trepidation, it seemed to take even longer than a normal elevator, giving him all the time to think what he might find down there. Not a monster, surely? Would he be able to breathe well? Maybe there’d be people working and they’d send him right back up. They’d tell his mother for sure. He was going to be in so much trouble.

When the doors opened, he held his breath... but was greeted by a corridor that was exactly the same as the one he’d just come from... except... way dirtier. 

Pursing his lips, Song first peeked out of the elevator. Then, when he saw no one around, he stepped out. The corridor was empty. Most of the lights were off, and the ones that were on seemed to be in a dimmer setting than up on his level, some even flickering. There was some kind of grime on the walls. The off-white color of them wasn’t just the paint, but the dirt making them darker. Before he could consider his actions thoroughly, Song reached out to run a finger down the wall, coming up with a gross, greasy feeling.

“Ew.”

He cleaned his finger on his white pants, leaving an ugly dark smudge. 

The doors of the elevator behind him slid closed almost noiselessly, except for a little clang at the last minute which echoed through the empty halls, and made Song jump and turn back. He stood his ground for a moment, waiting again for someone to appear at that loud sound, but no one did. With some relief, he noticed the call button light was green. Good! He’d be able to make it back, at least; after he... proved... no monster existed? He still didn’t know how he was supposed to do that. They hadn’t even told him how long he was supposed to stay down there! Oh well, he was already here. He’d just stay a little while and then go home. It wouldn’t hurt to just explore a little now that he was there, right?

Song looked at his surroundings again, hesitating. Then he arbitrarily turned right and started walking. 

His steps echoed down the empty corridor, making a shiver run down his spine. He knew about echo, but he’d never heard one so clearly before. It was tempting to call out and see how his voice resounded in the empty corridors, yet at the same time, the thought made him shudder. What if his voice didn’t come back to him? What if another voice did? What if there were grown ups around? If he attracted a worker, now that’d be scary – he’d get in real trouble then. It was best he didn’t try it. 

His heart beat faster in his chest. This hadn’t been a good idea, but it wasn’t like he could turn back now. Why did he always let himself be pushed around by Shun? He should have just stayed by the elevator... He’d expected to find people here, working, or maybe guarding the place... but there was no one around. It was like being in a completely different dimension from his level. 

How close would he be to the clouds now if he looked outside, he wondered as he kept walking. He ignored the various closed doors he passed by. On his level, they would have all led to apartments, anyway. Did anyone live there? It didn’t look like it, but he didn’t want to try his luck. The floorplan of the corridors seemed to mirror the one at his level, and so he headed towards a corridor that he expected would lead him to the outside, intending to see what it was like out there.

Other than his steps, it was eerily silent.

Until he heard a strange shuffle echoing down the halls. His shoulders hunched and he stopped in his tracks. Had that been his imagination? It had to be. There was no one there.

Or maybe it was a worker! Yeah. It was probably a worker. Song straightened his back, taking a deep breath once more before heading in the direction he thought the shuffling came from, trying to be as silent as he could. He just wanted to confirm his suspicions, not get caught by them.

More shuffling came from just up ahead. The sounds of metal scraping. A soft clang echoed. One of the apartment doors was fully open. Song tiptoed to it. He peered inside. He could only see the back of someone hunched over, someone dressed in black pants and a black, thick jacket of a slightly shiny fabric, one he’d never seen before. It was such an unusual color to wear. No one in Taizhou wore black. He seemed to be working on a nest of cables, yellow fiber lights and plastic strips. Curious, he moved a bit more into the threshold, his foot bumping against the wall. He held his breath.

The person must have heard him. He straightened from his hunched position and looked back sharply.

Song screamed.

There, before him, was the monster. With his black clothes, with a black pointed face and black fangs, glowing yellow eyes, and a mane of cables and strings lit in dim yellow for hair. He’d not been working on them, those had been part of his head!

The boy started running as fast as he could, screaming at the top of his lungs. The creature lunged after him with incredible speed. Song’s short legs were no match for him. He felt an arm wrap around his waist at the same time as a claw wrapped around his mouth, muffling his screaming. He tried to scream anyway, to bite, to kick as he felt himself lifted off the floor and into a death grip. And then, with the same speed, they were off again. Off down the corridor with Song kicking and clawing at those arms. Off into another room, smaller this time, and to a panel that had been removed from the wall to reveal a narrow shaft and a ladder that went up and up, and down and down.

With Song still screaming and kicking in that tight grip, the creature jumped down the narrow shaft.
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​Chapter 2
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Song woke with a start, sitting up on the sofa, panting, blankets pooling around his waist. His wide blue eyes looked around the cluttered room. Colorful neon lights pulsed through the only window in the entire apartment, right by his step-father’s comfortable bed. They flooded the place, breaking the darkness just enough to allow him to see in the otherwise dark apartment.

Unbothered by the neon lights, the old man laid, sleeping comfortably, not a worry in the world. 

Song pushed the blankets aside to get up, silently approaching the bed in which the old man slept. His gaze ran over that wrinkled face, over the mods on the side of his head — a metal plate that seemed to dig into the wrinkled skin painfully. He watched the old man’s emaciated chest heave steadily, and from there his gaze drifted to a pillow. How easy would it be to just... put one of those pillows right over the old man’s face? Press hard until he stopped breathing? He was 26 now. He could have done that. The old man wouldn’t have been a match for his strength. His heart raced at the thought of being free from his grasp. And yet... he didn’t do it. He couldn’t do it.

Reluctantly, his feet took him away from that old sleeping figure and into the bathroom, the light turning on as he stepped in. He kicked the door closed after him, uncaring whether the sound woke the old man, and relieved himself before going to the sink and opening the tap. Water sputtered brown first, then an arguably orange color, and finally merely just cloudy. It was the best he’d get, and he didn’t argue with it. He washed his hands and splashed water on his face. The coolness of it brought him back to his senses fully.  

It seemed like he couldn’t get away from that damn nightmare. Every night he would dream of that monster chasing him, catching him, jumping into the abyss below, to never again see his friends. No matter how long he’d lived with the old man, he could still not get over the nightmares. A frightened child from the world above, he’d thought the old man was a monster then... and he still thought it now; he was just not the same type of monster he’d expected. Yet, the old man had looked after him in this new world, had fed and clothed him, and had turned him into the man he was today. He wasn’t sure if he should be grateful for that... perhaps being killed would have been more merciful.

“Song!” The demanding old voice was unmistakably his. 

Song sighed and ran a wet hand through his long rainbow hair, starting to regret his earlier decision of kicking the door closed. If he’d been careful about the noise, he would have had a bit more respite before his day truly started.

“Song! Get yo fuckin’ ass here, ungrateful brat!”

“Comin’!” He yelled back, glaring at the bathroom door.

He closed the tap and left the room; the lights remained on this time until he slapped a switch on the wall. The fucking thing never worked right. He made a mental note to try to fix it at some point — like he had every other day.

Without needing to be told, he came to the bed to help the old man up and into the hover chair by it. The rims on the chair lit a deep purple when the old man was sitting on it, buzzing alive. The chair had been heavily modified to connect to the old man’s mods seamlessly, and Song set about plugging each cable from the chair to the ports that barely protruded from the man’s skin.

“Hurry up, kid,” the old man glared, snatching a cable from him with bony hands.

Song pursed his lips and watched those skeletal hands feel around for the plaque on the side of his head, seeking the right port. He rolled his eyes, allowing himself the gesture since the old man couldn’t see properly anyway. He tried to be gentle as he firmly took the cable back from him, but the old man still glared in his general direction. Ignoring the glare, Song pushed the pin into the right port. He pulled back to look at the old man. A halo of blue had covered his cloudy gaze, allowing him to see again. The cloudy eyes focused on Song so intensely now that they almost made him squirm. 

He reached for the unmade bed to take one of the blankets there and fold it in half.

“Where’s breakfast?” The old man demanded.

“I’ve only just woken—” Song started.

“Then get to it!” 

Song's lips tightened more, and he half threw the blanket on the man’s lap rather than place it gently as he’d intended to.

“Don’t ya give me that look. You’re too slow!” The old man’s skeletal fingers set on the control panel on the right armrest of his chair and, following his motions, the chair hovered towards the table. 

Song moved first to the light switch, flicking the tube lights on through the main living area of the apartment. It cast new light over the cluttered space: various technological pieces, large and small, were strewn about every conceivable surface. Dangerously tilting piles of metal scrap were pushed against the corners. 

Song went to the little kitchen area — doorless cabinets, scratched counters and an old stove, nothing fancy — and had to push over a bag of chips from the counter top to make room. He pulled out a plastic box with a colorful label that promised delicious creamy coffee ‘just like the real thing’ and a packet of crackers; he slammed a metal cup on the counter, dropped two tablets of the synthetic coffee in, and reached for the permanently hot water kettle, removing it from its cradle to pour part of its contents over the tablets. They melted into a muddy brown beverage that smelled only tangentially like real coffee. 

The wall behind him lit up as the old man turned on the TV. A reporter droned on about boring news. Song tried to ignore the sound, bringing the crackers and coffee to the old man and setting it down with surprising care, for someone who looked like he would have gladly dumped the hot contents onto the other’s head. 

“What’s this?” The old man’s gaze turned to him, critical.

“Coffee.” Song turned away from him to go rummage in a closet for some proper clothes.

“Don’t get smart with me, boy!” The old man called.

Song heard the crackling of the cracker’s package, and shortly after felt the packet hit the back of his head. It didn’t really hurt, but it was annoying, and he turned a brief glare towards the man before resuming his search for clothes.

“Get me some real breakfast!”

“There’s nothin’ left!” Song said, exasperated.

“That’s ‘cause you been doin’ a shit job lately! If ya did as I tell ya to, we’d have more than ‘nough food!”

Song snatched a black pair of cargo pants from the closet, and kicked them on hurriedly, wanting to be out of there as soon as he could. He grabbed a long black sleeve shirt, not even bothering to remove the black tank he’d slept in, throwing it on. 

“Nothin’ to say, huh?” The old man went on. “‘Cause ya know you been doin’ a lousy job.”

He punched into a jacket next. He still didn’t answer the old man. What would be the point? He knew the bad job he’d been doing lately wasn’t just on him; it was also the old man’s fault. That annoying man who wouldn’t leave him alone, and who seemed intent on making his life impossible. If he hadn’t constantly gotten in the way of his haggling, half the things in the apartment would have been sold already. He was the only one to blame!

“Ya better bring somethin’ good today boy, else—”

Song tried to ignore his constant berating. He put on his boots, closed the clasps in a hurry, and moved to the closet farthest from the door, where they kept weapons. He grabbed a gun and some knives that he shoved in hidden pockets made for that purpose.

“Are you listenin’ to me?!” the old man demanded.

Song wasn’t. He hurried to the door and took the large black bag resting by it.

“I’m off to work,” he called, hurrying out of the apartment. Rather than go for the apartment’s elevator, he headed down the corridor and around the corner, until he reached a window at the end of it. Just out of it, between the building and a large green neon sign, was some scaffolding. He hopped out onto it, taking a moment to pick up his long rainbow hair into a bun and slip on some gloves, then climbed a floor down. 

Again, he paused to set the large bag down. Inside was a large helmet that he donned. It was not unlike the one his old man had been wearing when he spirited him away, but slightly different. The black mask reached well under his chin and over his ears, and had no definitive human features, but it had a bit of a bump towards the front that gave the illusion of a snout; though it was barely visible by not being colored in, it also had what looked like a sneering mouth with sharp teeth carved where the mouth should be. Two black carved slanted eyes lit up in purple, and the interior of the mask came alive with information for Song to peruse. On the back, the helmet had what mimicked hair attached to it — synthetic dreads, cables and tubes of various widths, synthetic fibers, crin, and fiber optic lights. It went down to just about his mid-back and finished a rather frightening ensemble. 

At a single glance, anyone in Dimian would recognize what he was: a Reaper.
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As he was slowly drawn out of his sleep, Lee stirred, trying to make the moment last by hugging the first pillow in his reach. His sleek, chrome and black steel finish robotic arms held it with surprising gentleness. A soft sound escaped his lips, then a sigh as awareness filled his senses, and he blinked his eyes slowly open. The pupil of his green eye dilated to allow his human eye better visibility in the dark. The one of his red eye did too, but also came alive with a display that improved his night vision considerably, not that he would need it for long. He peered around the room lazily, trying to decide if he wanted to linger in bed or not, then decided he had work to do anyway, so he might as well get up.

“All lights on” he called, yawning, and the lights flickered on throughout the entire apartment. 

Lee stretched like a cat and, at length, pushed himself to get up. Naked as he was, he headed for the bathroom and stopped by the mirror, bringing a hand up to scratch his short brown beard. 

“Hmm.” He reached for the trimmer, running it once over his beard, liking to keep it as short as possible. While he was at it, he trimmed his fade too. 

A quick shower and some pants later, Lee had settled with a can of oil and some tools at the table in his living room and called for the TV to turn on. The sound overtook the pitter-patter of rain against the large three-panel window that overlooked the city. The buildings across, with all its neon signs, large screens and holographic adverts added a mix of flickering colors to the room.

“—a result of the explosions.” The news droned on as Lee began performing daily maintenance on those robotic arms. “Police can not yet confirm the identity of the criminals. Allegations against the terrorist group known as West Tower have been made, but police remain cautious on West Tower’s ability to sneak such a bomb past all the security of the Checkpoint.”

Lee snorted, shaking his head at the police stupidity. The explosions had happened shortly after he’d given one of his runners a job in the area; he knew West Tower had been after his runner, but he was certain the explosions had nothing to do with the subversive group. It just didn’t sound like they had that kind of power yet, and it wouldn’t have aligned with what they wanted anyway. But the issue remained, someone had sneaked a bomb to the only checkpoint between Dimian and the Sky City. Someone who had to be within the ranks, to be able to pass a bomb through. He doubted it’d been his runner, as he didn’t have the means. Damn, he hoped he was alive. Well, he had to be, seeing as Lee got the promised pay in the end from the contractors, and the part of the payment he’d sent to the runner hadn’t bounced. But he hadn’t gotten a word back from him yet. 

“Meanwhile, a West Tower representative has just released a video stating they had nothing to do with the attack at the checkpoint.” The reporter continued. Her face disappeared, showing a man’s heavily pixelated face, voice distorted. “West Tower takes no responsibility.” The representative said, claiming the group would have not targeted an area with so many possible casualties. 

“Idiots,” Lee grumbled, for when they wanted something, West Tower was never overly concerned with innocent people’s lives. By the time the segment ended, he was done with the maintenance. He flexed the fingers on both hands and tested the joints, pleased with the smooth movements. 

“In other news,” the reporter continued. Lee got up to put the tools away and pour himself a coffee. “There was an attack on District 5’s medical center. The culprit, caught on security cameras, was a reaper, who—”

The cup of coffee slipped from the metal fingers. It didn’t fall, but as Lee stared agape at the screen, it tilted far enough that it sent hot coffee spilling all over the floor. The splash of searing hot drops on his bare feet that brought his attention back from the screen.

“Ah! Shit!” He set the mug aside quickly and reached for a cloth to clean up the mess. His mismatched gaze, however, kept going back to the security footage on television, and the frightening person wearing a monster’s mask and exhibiting inhuman strength. 

“—third attack by a reaper this month in the northern area.”

“TV off!” Lee called, and the TV turned off. 

A chill ran up his spine. In a mindless, nervous gesture, he rubbed the skin on his shoulder where metal and flesh met. Reapers were the most frightening thing in Dimian. One reaper was usually enough to fuck up your whole life, and his only encounter with one was all Lee had needed to decide he never wanted to come across another reaper while he was still breathing. If it hadn’t been for the doc finding him, he would have probably died from the wounds alone. As it was, all he’d come out of that with were two fantastic new arms and a whole shit-load of psychological scars. He still owed her — not monetarily, but in gratitude.

With a long sigh, he tried to shake off the uneasy, foreboding feeling the mere talk of reapers brought in him and went back to his closet. Metallic fingers fidgeted, picked out a plain white shirt to throw on, then went from one hanger to the next, trying to decide which of the colorful button up shirts with designs of long forgotten flowers and fruits he’d wear that day. He ended up picking one at random and finished dressing by putting on some boots.

He was not about to let some news ruin his day. 

Done dressing, he lit a cigarette and headed for his private elevator. A couple minutes later he was stepping on the ground floor, into the back area of his pawn shop. He punched a code for the back door, stepping into the main area of the small shop, and moved straight to the counter, blowing some smoke as he set the cigarette down on a funny shaped glass ashtray, and reaching for a button under the counter to unlock the main door and turn on the “open” neon sign right under a larger neon sign that read “Lee’s Pawns.”
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Like any other reputable reaper, Song didn’t move about the streets with the rest of the people. He also didn’t take to the skyways — covered bridges between buildings — as regular people would have. Instead, he moved from building to building, fire escape to roof, over the roof of those skyways rather than through them, back to scaffolding and through makeshift bridges that crossed high over streets, through carefully attached cables that allowed one to zip from one place to another or climb up and down levels. He jumped, and climbed, and used all the back ways only his kind knew how to properly use — well, his kind and people crazy enough to be in need of dangerous shortcuts. No one in their right mind would risk a fall.

He hopped onto the ruined roof of a building that had once reached much, much higher; rubber soles skidding on the perpetually damp surface. As if it’d been meant to make his life harder, rain suddenly started falling, at first it was just a few drops, a light drizzle that quickly turned into a steadier shower. He didn’t really mind the rain itself, but it would certainly make moving around more dangerous. 

He came to the edge of the building, to the crumbling ledge that overlooked the streets below, and considered the twenty-three stories that separated him from them. Overcrowded, the damp, yet colorful streets of Dimian were usually packed full, a bit of rain not deterring the ebb and flow of people that, uncaring for one another, pushed past in the large swarm.

Even this far up, and even through the sounds of the rain, every now and again he could hear a loud curse, a shrieking laugh, or the sound of far away sirens.

A large billboard across from him, which had been showing a still ad until then, came alive, switching to a newscast that warned of an impending storm.

In response, people hurried their pace to get away from the threatening storm. Song looked up then, at the ever-ominous dark clouds that allowed no light to seep through and that seemed intent on making the rain harder by the minute. The bright zig-zag of lightning coursed through them, lighting up the higher sections of buildings briefly, a soft rumbling following moments after.

He pulled back from the ledge and took a knee, knowing he had to figure out what his target for the day would be. He held out a hand and, with a flick, a purple holographic circle appeared around his wrist, little icons offering various options on what to do next. Song had been about to swipe to the option that allowed him to scan radio communications when something out of the corner of his eye distracted him. He looked up again, the holographic circle disappearing, and the display inside his helmet showing him the world, highly enhanced. The target in his display focused at once on the clouds above, following the path of a very small seed-like shape that was casually making its way down towards the outskirts of the city.

A pod! A pod from Sky City! That would be big money! Song didn’t even think twice about whether it’d be smart to reap that — any good reaper would have gone for it. He started running at once, jumping fearlessly and grasping to the remnants of a sign, climbing through them, heading towards the outskirts for the pod.

As he moved about, a beeping in his ear announced not a call, but that communication had been established... without his permission. He knew at once who it was, and once more felt his privacy violated by this man who couldn’t give him a single break. 

The old man’s nagging voice came through clear as if he were chasing after him. “I saw it from your feed.”

Even though he’d repeatedly asked him to stop, the bastard was still spying on him. Did he really trust him that little? He knew how to do his job!

“Ya better get there before any other reaper does, boy, or you gonna be on the streets.”

“You don’t need to tell me!” Song called. “Now fuck off my comm!”

“Don’t ya raise your tone with me! I ain’t going nowhere until I make sure you get all the right pieces!!”

Song thought to tell him he knew what the right pieces were, but he didn’t feel like arguing further. Instead, he focused on making his way to the outskirts faster.

The further he got from the center of Dimian, the more dimly lit the area was, and the less inhabited. He went through the slums in a breeze, directly through mostly abandoned buildings, straight through rooms full of joyriders — people so deep in their high from the drugs they took, that they didn’t even notice he was running past. Only one did, likely not quite high enough yet, who screamed as Song shoved past him and jumped right out of a glassless window, and through a similar one in the next building, one floor below. He landed with a roll and ran on, not skipping a beat. His heavy training and the body enhancements he’d undergone made him as close to a machine in reflexes and strength as a human could be. The overconfidence in both facts made him, and all reapers, reckless.

However, the prize for his recklessness was being the first one to reach the pod, which had landed perfectly in the middle of an abandoned street, unharmed. A fully functional, mint condition pod in Dimian was a miracle. Pods rarely ventured beneath the clouds and, when they did, it was only to perform maintenance on the highest levels, right by the clouds, where even reapers would think twice before acting. And though there were many cars and bikes in Dimian, there were almost no flying vehicles. In fact, any vehicle that could fly higher than five floors was strictly forbidden, that was, other than police surveillance drones and the occasional advertising ones owned by Sky City and other big corporations that could pay for the permits.

But even without the promise of reaching new heights at a faster speed, Sky City’s pods were truly a sight to behold in a world where everything was dark and grimy. Usually white, the seed-shaped ships could go quite high in the sky, through the clouds above that looked like a solid ceiling, and even higher than that. Song could almost remember the pods buzzing past in levels high above his own when he’d been a child in Sky City. The feeling of the warm sun touching his skin... a sun he hadn’t seen in years. Despite this nostalgic memory, it didn’t even occur to him that having a pod in perfect flying condition in Dimian could mean that he could go back up, back to his real home in Sky City. There was no escaping Dimian. There was no escaping reapers. 

The old man’s voice intruded on his thoughts by urging him on. 

“Get all the parts ya can, boy, don’t ya go skimmin’ now.”

Song got to work at once, ignoring the way the heavy rain made his gloves skid over surfaces, and items slip away from his grip. He pulled a set of tools from his over-sized bag and began tearing the pod apart for parts. He pried panels open, unhooked circuits, cut cables, and one step after the other, started taking the machine apart, piece by piece. A single reaper couldn’t bring a whole pod back on his own, even a single-passenger pod like this one; and they rarely worked in groups... it was only natural for him to pick it apart.

He even had to take the engine apart in sections to make it fit into the large bag, his strength enhancements allowing him to lift the heavy pieces without major issues. Smaller parts went in as many pockets as he could fit them, both in his bag and his person; anything that didn’t fit in pockets either went in with the rest of the things in his bag or had to be left behind, much to his old man’s dismay. 

For the entire time Song worked, the old man was calling in his ear for him to take this or leave that. Song tried his best to ignore him and work fast, knowing that the longer he stayed, the likelier other reapers would come for the picking, and then he’d have to fight. He wasn’t scared of a fight; he was trained to stand his own, but it was always better if he could avoid it. 

***
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By the time he was putting away the last piece that fit on his bag, someone else came, but it wasn’t reapers. The display on his helmet warned him of the approaching danger in time to get out of the way just as a bullet whizzed past and ricocheted out of the pod’s hull. In a swift motion he jumped back, looking towards the two black and neon-clad men that had appeared to his right, soaked through from the rain.

“Careful with the pod!” One had called, but the other ignored him, shooting again.

Song hopped back and set into motion. With shots fired after him, trailing his path, he ran. He rounded the pod first, using it as a shield as he sped towards the nearest building. He paused behind a crumbling wall and reached in his pockets, pulling a little ball out of one, and his gun out of another. He came out of his hideout, doing a barrel-roll as he tossed the ball their way and shot at them to distract them. He found shelter behind another wall. 

“We found it!” he heard the one that wasn’t trying to shoot at him inform the others. “There’s a reaper!”

The ball he’d thrown silently activated, scanning a wide area around them. His display came alit with new information, including a side window with the visuals of the area the men were in and surrounding areas. In his ear, the old man grumbled. “Shoulda done that first, haven I taught you nothin’?”

“He’s too fast!” The first one called out. His shots rang again, this time closer to where Song was hiding.

But he had no time to lose. If the scanner was right, and there was no reason to doubt reaper tech, then more men were approaching, and the one who wasn’t trying to shoot at him was trying to get his bag. The old man complained again in his ear, and Song did his best to ignore him. He rolled out from behind the wall and ran again, this time straight towards the men, gaining speed, evading shots. He zigzagged and jumped, agile despite the large mask and encumbered pockets. The rubber soles of his boot caught on a nearby pile of rubble, and he pushed off it, launching off as he aimed his gun and shot, twice.

No bullets were wasted when you were a reaper.

His shot went straight through one of the men’s heads. He fell back. His companion stumbled, staring dumbly at his chest before falling forward.  

Song hurried past them and back to his bag, zipped it closed, and hoisted it up. One arm after the other went into sturdy loops that turned it into a backpack. It wouldn’t be a comfortable run, he figured, for even with his enhanced strength the bag was quite heavy now, and when worn this way, it was as wide as his frame and just about as tall. But he’d been trained for these types of quick getaways, he told himself, and the voice of his old man reminded it to his ear at the same time. 

“Don’t ya dare lose a single piece! Those parts will make us rich!”
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