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THE CITY REMEMBERS HER LAUGHTER

––––––––
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REINA NAKAI SKIPPED down the alley like she was late for karaoke.

Her heels clicked sharply against the oil-slick pavement—clean, deliberate sounds that didn’t match the scene behind her. Three men lay scattered across the concrete like discarded laundry, groaning, bleeding, and trying very hard not to die. One of them twitched when she laughed, a bright, delighted sound that echoed off the brick walls.

“C’mon,” she said over her shoulder, voice light and teasing. “If you’re gonna pass out, at least do it dramatically. This city deserves a show.”

No one answered.

Reina sighed and slowed, smoothing a hand down the side of her black leather skirt suit, the material creaking softly under her fingers. The jacket was cut sharp and tight, red piping tracing her waist and shoulders like warning lines. It wasn’t practical. It wasn’t subtle. It was intentional.

Men always underestimated a woman in a skirt.

They underestimated her twice when she chose to wear one.

She turned around, one heel pivoting smoothly. Neon light from the street spilled into the alley, catching the edge of her eyepatch and painting her grin red and blue. Her dark hair was pulled back messily, strands stuck to her cheek with sweat and someone else’s blood. Bandages wrapped her knuckles, already soaking through.

“Still alive?” she asked sweetly.

One man coughed. Another whimpered.

The third—the biggest—forced himself up onto an elbow. He glared at her with one swollen eye, hatred shaking in his voice. “You... you think this is funny?”

Reina tilted her head, considering him. “I mean... yeah?”

She crouched in front of him, skirt riding up just enough to make him flinch, like the movement itself was a threat. Her single visible eye studied his face with interest, as if she were deciding whether to keep him.

“You know what’s funny?” she continued. “Every time I walk into a room, someone thinks I’m decoration. A hostess. A liability. A cute mistake.”

Her smile widened.

“And every time, they’re wrong.”

She grabbed him by the collar and slammed his head back against the wall with a wet crack. He went limp.

Reina stood, brushing her hands together. “See? Educational.”

Sirens wailed somewhere distant—not for her. They never were. Kurogane City had learned a long time ago that chasing Reina Nakai was bad for one’s health.

She stepped out of the alley and into the noise.

Kurogane City pulsed around her—neon signs buzzing, drunk salarymen laughing too loudly, the smell of fried food and gasoline hanging thick in the air. This district used to belong to the Kanzaki Family, before they decided Reina wasn’t worth listening to. The city had been unstable for months. Too many quiet deals. Too many promotions no one trusted. Too many men smiling through their teeth. Reina hadn’t broken Kurogane. She’d just stepped on a fault line.


She’d just stepped on a fault line


Before they decided a woman couldn’t be a demon.

She adjusted her jacket as she walked, ignoring the stares. Some men stared because she was beautiful. Others because they recognized her. A few because they were trying to decide which one mattered more.

She passed a group of young punks loitering near a vending machine. One of them nudged another and muttered something she didn’t bother hearing.

Reina stopped.

Slowly, deliberately, she turned her head and smiled at them.

The punks froze.

“Oh,” she said softly. “Don’t stop. I love feedback.”

They scattered like roaches.

She laughed again, louder this time, and kept walking.

The Ryujin Lounge squatted between a pawn shop and a shuttered arcade, its sign flickering like it was trying to remember better days. Reina pushed through the door without knocking.

Music died instantly.

Every head turned.

The room smelled of smoke, spilled liquor, and fear. Old fear. The kind that never quite goes away. Men sat frozen mid-drink, mid-sentence, eyes locked on her like prey spotting a familiar predator.

Reina spread her arms. “Miss me?”

A few men stood up. Most didn’t.

At the back of the room, behind a low table and two nervous bodyguards, Hiroto Kanzaki stared at her like she was a ghost that had learned how to bleed people.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” he said.

Reina walked toward him, heels steady, smile razor-sharp. “Funny. That’s what you said the first time I broke your arm.”

“That was business,” Kanzaki snapped. “This—this is suicide.”

She stopped in front of him, leaned down, and rested her hands on the table. The red piping of her suit caught the light, framing her like a warning sign.

“Let me guess,” she said. “You thought exile would break me. That I’d disappear. Get married. Open a bar. Something appropriate.”

His jaw tightened.

“Every time,” she continued lightly, “I hear the same thing. ‘She’s dangerous, but she’s unstable.’ ‘She’s talented, but she’s a woman.’ Like those things cancel each other out.”

She straightened.

“So here I am. Still dangerous. Still unstable. Still a woman.”

The silence stretched.

Kanzaki swallowed. “What do you want?”

Reina tilted her head. “To remind the city who I am.”

She kicked the table over.

The room exploded into motion.

Chairs shattered. Bottles burst. Reina moved like she’d been waiting for this moment her entire life—which, in a way, she had. She ducked a swing, drove her knee into a man’s stomach, and slammed his face into the bar hard enough to crack wood.

Someone grabbed her from behind.

She laughed and threw herself backward, crushing him against the floor. Her heel came down on his hand with a crunch. He screamed.

“Boys,” she sang, dancing out of reach as knives flashed. “You’re making this fun.”

She caught a blade between her palms, twisted, and broke the man’s wrist. Blood sprayed her jacket. She didn’t bother wiping it off.

When it was over, the Ryujin Lounge looked like a war zone.

Reina stood in the center of it, breathing hard, hair loose, suit scuffed and torn. Kanzaki knelt against the wall, shaking.

She crouched in front of him again.

“Here’s the thing,” she said quietly. “I didn’t survive this long by asking permission.”

She leaned close, her breath warm against his ear.

“And I didn’t bleed for this city just to be told I don’t belong in it.”

She stood and walked away, laughter echoing behind her.

Outside, the neon buzzed. The city breathed.

Kurogane City remembered her now.

And it was terrified.

Reina didn’t get ten steps down the street before the city tried to get weird.

A high-pitched scream cut through the neon noise.

“—SHE STOLE MY PANTS—”

Reina stopped, blinking once.

“...What?”

A man sprinted past her, barefoot, wearing nothing but a long floral shirt and sheer panic. He tripped over a curb, rolled, and vanished into a pile of trash bags. Chasing him was a woman in a mascot costume—a smiling pink tanuki—swinging a metal baton and shrieking incoherently.

Behind her came three men in cheap suits yelling about “honor,” “branding,” and “unauthorized mascot activity.”

Reina watched the whole thing unfold, hands on her hips.

Kurogane City. Never change.

She turned to keep walking—

—and slammed directly into someone solid.

“Oof—!”

The man staggered back, arms flailing, nearly dropping the box he was carrying. Takeout containers rattled dangerously.

“I—! Sorry! I wasn’t looking—!”

Reina steadied him with one hand, grip firm, eyes immediately cataloging damage. Civilian. No calluses. No weapon. No idea what kind of night he’d wandered into.

He looked up.

They stared at each other.

He was... cute. In a completely unprepared-for-this way. Dark hair, glasses slightly crooked, jacket a size too big. His face was flushed—not drunk, just overwhelmed. There was a small cut on his cheek, fresh and unimportant, probably from some earlier wrong turn.

His eyes flicked to the blood on her suit.

Then to the eyepatch.

Then back to her face.

“...Are you,” he said carefully, “okay?”

Reina burst out laughing.

“Oh my god,” she said, delighted. “You’re adorable.”

He froze. “I—what?”

Before she could elaborate, the barefoot man burst out of the trash pile screaming again, pursued by the tanuki mascot, who tripped, rolled, and took out two of the suited men like bowling pins.

The third suit skidded to a stop, spotted Reina, went pale, and whispered, “Oh no.”

Reina sighed. “I can’t even get coffee.”

She grabbed the civilian by the collar of his jacket and yanked him against her just as a baton whistled through the space where his head had been.

“HEY!” the tanuki screamed. “THAT’S MY TARGET!”

Reina leaned sideways, peering around the civilian’s shoulder. “Sweetheart, you’re about to become my target.”

The mascot hesitated.

The civilian—still clutched against Reina—croaked, “I—I don’t know any of these people.”

“Yeah,” Reina said cheerfully. “That’s how it starts.”

A knife flashed from one of the suited men.

Reina shoved the civilian behind her and kicked the knife out of the air, spinning into the attacker with a brutal elbow strike. He folded instantly.

She turned back, hands up. “Okay! New rule! Anyone not actively trying to kill me, step to the left.”

The civilian stepped left immediately.

Two other bystanders did the same.

The mascot and the remaining suit did not.

Reina grinned.

“Cool.”

The fight lasted less than a minute.

When it ended, the tanuki mascot lay face-down in a puddle of soda, baton bent at a concerning angle. The last suit was wedged halfway into a vending machine, feet twitching.

Reina dusted off her skirt and turned.

The civilian was still there.

Still holding the box.

Still staring at her like she’d stepped out of a fever dream.

“...You okay?” she asked.

He nodded, then shook his head. “I—what—who are you?”

Reina leaned in, close enough that he could smell smoke and metal and her perfume—something sharp, dangerous.

“Reina,” she said. “And you are?”

“Jun,” he said automatically. “Jun Arai. I work at a print shop. I was just—getting dinner.”

She looked at the box. “Smells good.”

Jun blinked. “You... want some?”

Reina laughed again, softer this time. “Careful. Offering food to dangerous women gets you kidnapped.”

Before he could respond, sirens wailed closer now. Real ones.

Reina clicked her tongue. “Party’s over.”

She grabbed Jun’s wrist and pulled him along with her as she jogged down a side street.

Jun stumbled. “W-Wait—why am I running?!”

“Because,” she said, vaulting a railing and dragging him after her, “you just made eye contact.”

They ducked into an alley—another alley, this one cleaner, quieter. Reina finally let go.

Jun bent over, hands on knees, gasping. “I—I don’t—this isn’t—normal—”

Reina watched him with interest. He hadn’t screamed. Hadn’t fainted. Had followed when pulled.

Interesting.

“You’re alive,” she said. “Congrats.”

He looked up at her, breathless, and despite everything, he smiled a little. Nervous. Genuine.

“...Is this your normal?”

She shrugged. “Tuesday.”

They stood there a moment, neon bleeding in from the street, sirens fading.

Jun swallowed. “Am I in danger?”

Reina considered him. Really looked.

“Yeah,” she said honestly. “Probably.”

He nodded slowly. “...Okay.”

That made her pause.

“...Okay?”

He exhaled. “I mean. You just saved my life. Twice. And you could’ve left me back there.”

Reina stepped closer, studying his face.

“You don’t belong in my world,” she said quietly.

“I know,” Jun replied. “But I think... it followed me anyway.”

Reina smiled—not the predator’s grin. Something smaller. Something real.

“Guess you’re mine now,” she said lightly. “Wrong place, wrong time.”

Jun laughed weakly. “Is that... bad?”

“Oh,” she said, turning toward the street. “It’s terrible.”

She started walking.

After a beat, Jun followed.

Behind them, Kurogane City hummed—already rearranging itself around the chaos she’d brought back with her.

And somewhere deep in its bones, it laughed.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE CITY LOSES ITS DAMN MIND

––––––––
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BY MORNING, KUROGANE City was already choking on Reina Nakai’s name.

It spread fast—through back-alley whispers, cracked phones, half-drunk conversations, and terrified voice messages sent and deleted five seconds later.

She’s back.

The eyepatch one.

The crazy bitch in red.

The Laughing Viper.

Jun learned this while hiding behind Reina in a twenty-four-hour ramen shop that absolutely did not pay its employees enough for this shit.

The television mounted in the corner flickered between a morning variety show and breaking news footage—blurry phone videos of overturned tables, shattered vending machines, a mascot face-down in soda.

“—sources claim a violent altercation involving multiple organized crime members—”

Reina slurped her noodles loudly.

Jun stared at her. “That’s... you.”

She shrugged, mouth full. “Allegedly.”

“You threw a man into a vending machine.”

“He threw himself into it,” she corrected. “I just helped.”

Jun ran both hands through his hair, frustration finally bubbling over. “I was supposed to go to work today.”

Reina glanced at him. “You still can.”

There was a beat.

Then, outside, something exploded.

The windows rattled. Patrons screamed. Someone dropped a bowl of ramen.

Jun looked at her slowly. “...I don’t think I can.”

Reina grinned. “See? Growth.”

The streets were chaos.

Not riot chaos—worse. Yakuza chaos. The kind that mixed violence with stupidity, pride with panic. Cars screeched to a halt in the middle of intersections. Men in suits argued with men in tracksuits while holding pipes. Someone had spray-painted VIPER LIVES across the side of a pachinko parlor in red paint that was definitely not paint.

Jun clutched his jacket as Reina dragged him through it all.

“Why is everyone freaking out?” he yelled over the noise.

“Because,” Reina said, stepping over a groaning man holding his knee at the wrong angle, “they forgot how much damage I do when I get bored.”

A group of Kanzaki Family soldiers spotted her.

Everything stopped.

“—holy shit—”

“That’s her—”

“She’s got a civilian—”

Reina sighed. “Here we go.”

One of them drew a gun.

Reina’s mood snapped.

“OH FUCK OFF.”

She shoved Jun hard into a doorway. “Stay there. Do not move. If anyone touches you, scream like you’re dying.”

Jun swallowed. “What if I am dying?”

“I’ll make it quick.”

She turned back toward the men.

They didn’t get to shoot.

Reina sprinted forward, heels pounding asphalt, body low and feral. The first man fired wildly—she twisted sideways, the bullet tearing through her jacket sleeve instead of her ribs. She slammed into him shoulder-first, driving him into a parked car hard enough to dent metal.

Her elbow crushed his throat.

He dropped, gagging.

The second man swung a pipe. Reina caught it on her forearm, bone rattling, teeth baring as pain flared.

“FUCKING—”

She headbutted him.

Blood sprayed. His nose collapsed with a wet crunch.

She ripped the pipe from his hands and drove it into the third man’s knee.

The scream was high and ugly.

Reina didn’t stop.

She brought the pipe down again—once, twice—until bone gave way and the leg bent wrong. The man collapsed, sobbing.

The fourth tried to run.

Reina hurled the pipe like a spear.

It caught him in the spine.

He went down screaming, fingers clawing uselessly at the ground.

Silence fell.

Reina stood there, chest heaving, blood spattered across her black-and-red suit, hair wild, eyepatch smeared.

She turned back to Jun.

“You okay?”

Jun stared at her, white as a sheet. “...You’re insane.”

She smiled, sharp and unapologetic. “Yeah.”

They didn’t make it two blocks before another problem found them.

This one was louder.

A convoy of bikes roared into view—leather jackets, flaming skull patches, chains wrapped around fists. The Iron Howl, a street gang too stupid to know fear and too proud to back down now that Reina was visible.

Their leader revved his engine. “HEY! EYEPATCH!”

Reina pinched the bridge of her nose. “I swear to god—does everyone want to fucking die today?”

Jun whispered, “Please tell me you’re not fighting all of them.”

Reina cracked her neck. “I am absolutely fighting all of them.”

The bikers charged.

Reina grabbed Jun by the collar and shoved him behind a newspaper stand. “Head down!”

She launched herself forward as the first bike hit her range.

She jumped.

Her heel smashed into the rider’s face mid-motion. Teeth exploded out of his mouth as she flipped over the handlebars and drove him into the pavement headfirst.

She rolled, came up swinging.

A chain wrapped around her arm—she yanked hard, dragging the biker forward, and drove her knee into his chest so hard his ribs caved inward with a sound like snapping wood.

Another swung a bat.

It caught her shoulder. Her left arm went numb for a heartbeat. She almost didn’t catch the next swing. Almost.

––––––––
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REINA SCREAMED—PURE rage—and tackled him off his bike. They hit the ground hard. She bit his ear clean through.

Blood poured.

“YOU FUCKING BASTARD—”

She slammed his head into the curb until the shouting stopped.

A knife flashed—she took it in the side, felt it slide between ribs. For half a second, her vision tunneled. The world tilted. She forced it straight again. The pain would come later. It always did.

“AH—fuck—!”

She grabbed the attacker’s wrist, twisted until bone cracked, then punched him in the throat hard enough to crush cartilage.

He dropped, wheezing, drowning in his own breath.

Reina ripped the knife free and hurled it into the next biker’s thigh.

He screamed and crashed.

By the time the rest realized they were losing, it was too late.

Reina stood among wrecked bikes and broken men, blood dripping from her fingers, breathing ragged, laughing through the pain like it was a fucking joke.

Sirens wailed again.

Jun peeked out, shaking. “You’re bleeding.”

Reina looked down at the knife wound, shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

She limped toward him.

Jun didn’t move away.

That surprised both of them.

“You should run,” she said quietly. “This city’s going to tear itself apart because of me.”

Jun swallowed hard, voice shaking but steady. “Then I guess I’ll run with you.”

Reina stared at him.

For a long moment, the madness drained just enough for something real to surface.

“...You’re a fucking idiot,” she said softly.

He managed a weak smile. “I know.”

Reina laughed—low, rough, honest—and slung an arm around his shoulders.

“Welcome to hell, Jun.”

Behind them, Kurogane City burned brighter, louder, angrier.

And it was only getting started.

The city didn’t just panic.

It remembered.

Reina and Jun cut through a narrow backstreet while sirens multiplied like insects. Overhead, someone leaned out a window shouting into a phone, voice cracking.

“She’s back—no, I swear—eyepatch, red trim, laughing like a fucking lunatic—”

A metal shutter slammed down three storefronts ahead of them.

Jun flinched. “Why is everyone acting like you’re a ghost?”

Reina didn’t answer right away.

They ducked under a fire escape, the metal rattling above them. Somewhere nearby, a car alarm screamed without pause.

“She was supposed to be dead.”

The voice didn’t come from Reina.

It came from two men crouched behind a dumpster across the alley, both wearing cheap suits and fear-sweat. They hadn’t seen Reina yet. They were too busy arguing.

“I’m telling you, Kanzaki said she bled out.”

“No body,” the other hissed. “No body means bullshit.”

“She lost an eye! You don’t come back from that!”

Reina stepped forward.

“Actually,” she said pleasantly, “you do.”

Both men screamed.

One went for his gun.

Reina kicked the dumpster.

It slammed into them like a freight train. One man folded instantly, ribs collapsing with a wet crack. The other stumbled backward, scrabbling for balance.

Reina grabbed him by the tie and headbutted him.

Once.

Twice.

The second one broke his teeth.

She slammed him against the wall, forearm crushing his throat.

“Listen carefully,” she said, smile gone, voice flat and lethal. “If you’re gonna gossip about me, get the fucking facts right.”

She let him drop.

Jun stared, breathing shallow. “They thought you were dead.”

“Exiled,” Reina corrected, wiping blood off her knuckles onto her skirt. “Then buried. Then forgotten.”

She scoffed. “Idiots.”

They moved again, deeper into the district.

Phones buzzed everywhere. Reina could feel it—messages lighting up underground channels, burner phones being dug out of drawers, old debts dragged back into the light.

She heard it in passing voices.

“—she betrayed someone important—”

“—no, she refused—”

“—they said she crossed a line you don’t come back from—”

“—lost her eye for it—”

“—they said if she ever showed her face again—”

Jun finally snapped. “Showed her face to who?”

Reina stopped walking.

For half a second, the city noise seemed to dip.

“There are people,” she said slowly, “who don’t forgive disobedience.”

She glanced at him. “Especially from women.”

Jun clenched his fists. “So they tried to erase you.”

“They tried to make an example,” she replied. “Didn’t stick.”

The factions had already been looking for an excuse to move. Reina was just louder than the rest.

They turned a corner—

—and nearly ran straight into a fucking parade float.

It was a truck. Blasting music. Neon lights bolted onto the sides. Half a dozen men wearing matching jackets stood on it, shouting into megaphones.

“THE VIPER RETURNS!” one screamed. “PROTECT YOUR NECKS, ASSHOLES!”

Jun stared. “Is that... merchandise?”

Reina squinted.

Someone had printed eyepatch masks.

She groaned. “Oh for fuck’s sake.”

Across the street, a rival group was already forming—men tearing the masks down, screaming about disrespect, loyalty, bloodlines.

Someone threw a bottle.

Someone fired a gun into the air.

The street detonated.

Reina grabbed Jun and dragged him behind a delivery truck just as bodies slammed together in a full-blown street brawl.

“Why are they fighting over you?” Jun shouted.

“Because,” Reina snapped, peeking out as a man got his face stomped into the pavement, “my name scares the old ones and inspires the stupid ones.”

A gunman spotted her.

He raised the weapon.

Reina moved first.

She sprinted, jumped onto the hood of a car, slid across it, and kicked the gun sideways as it fired. The shot blew out a storefront window instead.

She landed hard, drove her knee into his gut, then wrapped her arm around his neck and twisted.

Bone popped.

He collapsed, twitching.

Another attacker rushed her with a machete.

She caught the blade on her forearm, screamed as it cut deep, then slammed her forehead into his nose and tore the weapon free.

“FUCK YOU,” she snarled, and buried it in his shoulder.

He went down screaming.

Blood soaked her sleeve. Her breathing was ragged now. Pain was stacking.

Jun ran to her side despite himself. “You’re hurt—bad—”

Reina wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand and laughed.

“This?” she said. “This is what they were afraid of.”

She looked around at the chaos—the fighting, the screaming, the city tearing itself open just because she existed again.

“They thought if I disappeared,” she continued, voice low, dangerous, “the problem would solve itself.”

Her eye locked onto Jun’s.

“Instead, it fermented.”

Sirens screamed closer. Helicopter blades thudded overhead.

Somewhere, powerful people were making calls.

Orders were being given.

Reina rolled her shoulder, ignoring the pain, and turned toward the deeper city.

“Come on,” she said. “Before someone decides the bounty’s worth more than their spine.”

Jun hesitated—then followed.

Behind them, Kurogane City officially crossed the point of no return.

And every asshole who’d helped erase Reina Nakai was about to remember exactly why they’d tried so hard to do it in the first place.
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THE LIE THEY BURIED
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REINA STUMBLED AN HOUR after the chaos.

It wasn’t dramatic. Her body had been borrowing time since the knife. Now it wanted payment. No slow collapse, no noble fall—just a sharp hitch in her step and a hiss of breath sucked through her teeth like air through broken glass.

“Okay,” she muttered. “That’s new.”

Jun caught her before she hit the wall.

“Jesus—Reina—”

She leaned hard into him, blood slicking his sleeve. The adrenaline was burning off now, and what it left behind was pain. Real pain. The kind that crawled up your spine and whispered about mistakes.

“Don’t freak out,” she said, voice tight. “I need you to do something.”

Jun swallowed. “Anything.”

She looked up at him, eye sharp even as her knees threatened to give.

“Take me to a clinic,” she said. “Not a hospital. Not public. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere that doesn’t ask questions.”

Jun hesitated. “I—I don’t know places like that.”

Reina exhaled, annoyed. “Of course you don’t. You’re a fucking civilian.”

She grabbed his jacket and pulled him closer, breath hot against his ear.

“But you know someone who does.”

Jun went very still.

“...How did you—”

“You flinched when I said ‘clinic,’” she replied. “And you didn’t ask why I know you do.”

She smirked faintly. “So. Lead the way, hero. Before I bleed all over your shoes.”

The clinic was beneath a laundromat that pretended to be closed.

Jun knocked twice, paused, then knocked once more. A metal panel slid open. Eyes flicked over Reina’s blood-soaked suit, her eyepatch, her grin.

“Fuck,” the woman inside muttered. “She’s back.”

Reina waved. “Hey, Miki.”

The panel slammed shut. Locks clicked. The door opened.

The clinic smelled like antiseptic and old cigarettes. Miki—mid-forties, sharp eyes, hands that didn’t shake—guided Reina onto a steel table without ceremony.

Jun hovered uselessly.

“Sit,” Miki snapped at him. “Or get out.”

He sat.

Miki cut Reina’s jacket open with surgical scissors, peeling blood-soaked leather away from muscle and bandage. The knife wound was ugly. The machete cut worse. Jun watched Miki work—steady, efficient, unafraid of the blood.

“You’ve done this before,” he said.

“Hundreds of times.” Miki threaded another suture. “For her family. For rivals. For civilians caught in crossfire.”

“Why stay?” Jun asked. “You could’ve run. Left the city.”

Miki’s hands paused. Just for a heartbeat.

“My daughter is twenty-eight,” she said quietly. “She’s a nurse in Sapporo. She thinks I work in medical logistics.”

Jun frowned, confused.

“She’s alive because fifteen years ago, Reina Nakai was ordered to kill her. She’d

witnessed something. Wrong place, wrong time.” 

Miki resumed stitching.

“Reina staged a death instead. Photos, blood, the works. She took a beating for it. Nearly died.”

Jun’s breath caught.

“She smuggled my daughter north. Got her enrolled in school. New name, new life.”

Miki’s voice stayed level, but her eyes burned.

“She never asked for anything. Never held it over me. Just said: ‘Keep her safe. Don’t tell me where.’”

Reina stirred slightly, eye still closed.

“So yeah,” Miki said. “I stay. Because she gave me back my daughter when the world

demanded blood.”

“You’re a mess,” Miki said to Reina.

“Missed you too,” Reina replied.

Miki glanced at Jun. “You bring civilians now?”

Reina closed her eye. “He’s stuck.”

Jun stiffened. “Stuck how?”

Miki snorted and went to work. “If you’re here with her, kid, you’re already fucked.”

Jun opened his mouth—

Reina spoke first.

“They didn’t exile me for disobedience.”

The room went quiet except for the clink of tools.

Jun looked at her. “What?”

“They didn’t cast me out for going too far,” she continued, voice flat. “That’s the lie. The one they let spread because it was convenient.”

Miki cleaned blood from Reina’s side. “You sure you wanna say this out loud?”

Reina nodded once. “Yeah.”

She looked at Jun.

“They ordered me to kill someone,” she said. “A woman.”

Jun frowned. “That’s... that’s not—”

“She was a witness,” Reina went on. “Civilian. Accountant’s wife. She saw money moving where it shouldn’t have.”

Jun’s stomach dropped.

“They told me it was necessary,” Reina said. “They told me it was loyalty. They told me if I didn’t do it, someone crueler would.”

Her jaw tightened.

“So I went to her apartment.”

Miki paused. Just for a second.

“She answered the door holding a kid,” Reina said. “Little girl. Couldn’t have been more than six. Still had marker on her hands.”

Jun felt sick.

“She recognized me,” Reina continued quietly. “Not by name. By reputation. She begged.”

Reina’s fingers curled into the table.

“I walked away.”

The words hit harder than any punch.

Jun whispered, “So they lied.”

“They said I hesitated,” Reina said. “They said I botched the job. They said my emotions made me unreliable.”

She laughed once. No humor in it. “Truth is, I told them to go fuck themselves.”

Miki resumed stitching. “And that’s when they decided you were a problem.”

“That’s when he did,” Reina corrected.

Jun looked up. “He?”

The clinic lights flickered.

Footsteps echoed overhead. Slow. Confident.

Miki cursed. “Goddammit.”

The back door opened without resistance.

A man stepped in like he owned the space.

Tall. Immaculate suit. Gray at the temples. Calm eyes that didn’t need to raise their voice to command a room.

Masaru Ishida.

“You didn’t think I’d trust this to amateurs again,” Ishida said mildly. “The last time I delegated your death, it embarrassed me.”

The architect. The cleaner. The man who made problems disappear quietly.

Jun felt the air leave his lungs. “I know him,” he whispered. “He’s—he’s on TV. Charity boards. Urban renewal—”

“He’s a fucking executioner,” Reina said pleasantly.

Ishida smiled faintly. “Reina Nakai.”

She turned her head, eye locking onto him. “You sent a kid to finish me. He screamed when I took his eye.”

Ishida’s smile didn’t move. “You were supposed to die.”

“Yeah,” Reina said. “So I noticed.”

Jun stood up without thinking. “You ordered her erased because she wouldn’t kill a woman and her child?”

Ishida regarded him like a stain. “I ordered her erased because she refused an order.”

Reina laughed, sharp and loud. “See? Honesty.”

Ishida folded his hands. “The city needed to forget you. Instead, you returned and turned it into a circus.”

“Not my fault,” Reina snapped. “You left unfinished business.”

Ishida’s gaze flicked to Jun. “And now you’ve brought collateral.”

Jun’s heart hammered.

Reina’s voice dropped, lethal. “Don’t.”

Ishida sighed. “This is why you were never fit for leadership. Too emotional. Too attached. Too—”

Reina launched herself off the table.

Miki shouted. Jun yelled.

Reina slammed into Ishida, driving him back into the wall. Her stitches tore instantly. Blood sprayed.

She grabbed his collar and headbutted him hard enough to split skin.

“You don’t get to fucking judge me,” she snarled. “Not after what you asked me to do.”

Ishida’s guards surged in.

Reina didn’t stop smiling.

“Jun,” she barked. “Run.”

He didn’t.

Reina turned, grabbed the first guard’s arm, snapped it backward until it broke, then used the momentum to slam her heel into the second man’s knee.

Bone shattered.

She spun and drove her elbow into the guard’s throat.

He collapsed choking.

Ishida staggered back, bleeding, furious for the first time.

“You should have stayed buried,” he hissed.

Reina wiped blood from her mouth. “You should’ve finished the job.”

Sirens wailed again—closer.

Miki yelled, “GET OUT—NOW!”

Reina grabbed Jun’s hand and dragged him toward the back exit.

As they ran, Ishida’s voice followed them, calm again, deadly.

“I will erase you properly this time.”

Reina laughed even as pain ripped through her body.

“Good,” she shouted back. “I was hoping you’d try.”

They vanished into the city.

And the lie that buried Reina Nakai finally cracked wide open—

exposing the man who made a monster out of a woman who refused to kill a woman and child.

They burst out into the night through the laundromat’s back stairwell, metal steps clanging under their weight.

Reina nearly tripped again.

“Hey—hey—stay with me,” Jun gasped, wrapping an arm around her waist as they staggered into the alley. Her blood was everywhere now—slicking the concrete, soaking his clothes, warm and terrifying.

“I’m awake,” she snapped, then hissed. “Fuck, that hurts.”

“You’re bleeding too much.”

“Yeah,” she said weakly. “That’s usually how knives work.”

Jun dragged her forward, heart hammering, mind racing. Sirens echoed from every direction now. Too close. Way too close.

“This way,” he said, more to himself than her.

He kicked open a rusted gate and half-carried her through a maze of narrow service corridors until they reached a building that looked like it had given up sometime in the early 90s. The sign out front read Kurogane Civic Storage Annex, letters missing.

The door was unlocked.

Jun slammed it shut behind them and locked it with trembling hands.

Inside, the place was dark, dusty, forgotten. Rows of old lockers. Stacked folding chairs. A single flickering fluorescent light buzzing overhead like it resented being alive.

Reina sagged against a wall, slid down, and laughed breathlessly.

“Oh, this is perfect,” she said. “Very romantic.”

Jun dropped to his knees in front of her. “You’re not dying here.”

She tilted her head. “You say that like you’re sure.”

“I’m not,” he snapped, anger breaking through the panic. “But I’m not letting you bleed out because some fucking monster in a suit decided you were inconvenient.”

Her grin softened. Just a fraction.

Jun tore open her ruined jacket, hands shaking. The stitches Miki had done were already torn, blood seeping fast. The machete wound on her arm was ugly—deep, jagged.

“Oh god,” he whispered.

Reina reached out and cupped his cheek with a bloody hand. “Hey. Breathe. If you pass out, I’m fucked.”

That did it.

Jun sucked in a shaky breath and nodded. “Okay. Okay. I can do this.”

He scrambled through the room, yanking open cabinets, drawers—old first-aid kits, expired antiseptic, gauze yellowed with age.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “Fuck, fuck—”

“Language,” Reina said weakly.

He shot her a look. “Shut up.”

She smiled.

Jun knelt back down and cleaned the wound as best he could, jaw clenched as she hissed and cursed through clenched teeth.

“Sorry,” he said again and again.

“Don’t be,” she gasped. “I’ve had worse. One time a guy tried to—ah—fuck—”

“Please don’t tell stories right now.”

He found a needle in a dusty kit. Sterilized it with a lighter he’d dug out of his pocket, hands barely steady.

Reina watched him, eye sharp despite the pain.

“You know,” she murmured, “most people would’ve run.”

Jun threaded the needle, swallowing hard. “Most people weren’t stupid enough to fall for you in twenty-four hours.”

She barked a laugh that turned into a groan.

He pressed the needle to her skin.

She stiffened.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “Do it.”

Jun stitched. Badly. Crooked. Too tight in some places, too loose in others. Reina clenched her jaw so hard he thought she might break a tooth, sweat pouring down her face.

“Fuck—fuck—fuck—”

“I know,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

When it was done, his hands were slick with blood and shaking uncontrollably.

He wrapped her arm, then her side, layering bandages like he was trying to build armor out of gauze.

Finally, he sat back on his heels, exhausted, hollow.

Reina slumped against the wall, breathing slow and shallow.

Jun wiped his face with his sleeve. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

She reached for his hand, squeezed it.

“You did it anyway,” she said softly. “That’s the difference.”

Jun looked at her—this terrifying, bleeding woman who laughed at death and refused to kill a child—and something in his chest locked into place.

“You’re not alone anymore,” he said. “Even if this city wants you dead.”

Reina’s grin returned—smaller, real.

“Careful,” she murmured. “That’s how people get hurt.”

Jun squeezed her hand back. “Yeah. I know.”

The fluorescent light flickered overhead.

Outside, Kurogane City hunted.

Inside, a civilian with no training and shaking hands kept a demon alive—and crossed a line there was no coming back from.
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BEFORE THE CITY LEARNED HER NAME

––––––––
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REINA NAKAI HAD BEEN bleeding since sixteen.

Not metaphorically. Literally.

That was the first thing the men noticed.

She stood in the rain outside the Kanzaki Family office, knuckles split, lip cracked, eye already swollen shut from a beating she hadn’t finished losing yet. Her school uniform was torn at the sleeve. Blood dripped off her fingertips and disappeared into the gutter.

The guards laughed.

“Go home, ojō-chan,” one said, waving her off. “This isn’t a place for girls.”

Reina bowed.

Perfectly. Precisely.

“I’m not a girl,” she said. “I’m an investment.”

That earned her another laugh.

So she punched him in the throat.

They dragged her inside by the hair.

She didn’t cry. That disappointed them.

The Kanzaki Family patriarch at the time—Kanzaki Hiroshi-san—sat behind a low table, tea untouched, eyes cold and assessing. He didn’t raise his voice. Men like him never did.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

Reina knelt despite the pain, bowing until her forehead touched the tatami.

“I want in.”

A pause.

“You understand what this life costs?”

“Yes.”

“You understand what you will never get back?”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

“You are a woman.”

Reina lifted her head.

“That’s why I’ll work harder,” she said. “That’s why I’ll bleed more. And that’s why no one will ever question if I earned my place.”

Silence.

Then, faintly, amusement.

Hiroshi-san gestured.

“Test her.”

They didn’t go easy.

They couldn’t.

Reina was beaten twice as hard as the boys. Trained longer. Given worse jobs. No forgiveness for mistakes. No allowances.

She scrubbed blood out of club bathrooms at dawn. Ran messages through knife-heavy districts at night. Took punches meant for men twice her size.

Every bruise was a lesson.

Every scar was proof.

They called her Reina-chan at first.

Mocking. Dismissive.

She didn’t correct them.

She waited.

Her first real fight came at eighteen.

A rival crew ambushed a Kanzaki shipment. Reina was the runner—unarmed, expendable. One of the men grabbed her, laughing, dragging her behind a truck.

She bit out a chunk of his cheek.

Used the broken bottle he dropped to open his thigh from knee to hip.

When the others found her, she was kneeling in the mud, breathing hard, blood up to her elbows.

The man wasn’t breathing.

The laughter stopped.

They started calling her Reina-kun after that.

At twenty, she earned her tattoo.

At twenty-one, she took her first life on orders and threw up afterward—then went back and finished the job when she realized the man was still breathing.

At twenty-three, she broke a rival lieutenant’s arm in three places and smiled while she did it.

By then, they called her Aniki.

Some of them meant it.

Those were her people.

Taro-kun, who watched her back in alley fights.

Mina-chan, who stitched her wounds and never asked questions.

Shin Aniki, who taught her how to take a beating without losing control.

They ate together. Fought together. Bled together.

Family. Real family.

She protected them viciously.

That was her mistake.

When Kanzaki Hiroshi-san stepped down, Masaru Ishida-san took over the invisible half of the family—the numbers, the politics, the quiet killings.

Reina didn’t like him.

Ishida-san didn’t like her either.

“She inspires disobedience,” he told the room once. “People follow her instead of the structure.”

“She keeps them alive,” someone countered.

Ishida smiled. “For now.”

The order came down six months later.

A hit.

Clean. Quiet. Necessary.

They called Reina into the room because she was efficient.

Because she was feared.

Because they thought she’d obey.

“She’s a liability,” Ishida-san said calmly. “Remove her.”

Reina knelt. Listened. Memorized the address.

Then she went to the apartment.

She knocked.

A woman answered.

Holding a child.

The kid smiled.

“Mommy, who is it?”

Reina bowed.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

And she left.

The fallout was immediate.

They didn’t confront her publicly. They never did.

Instead, they spread the story.

She hesitated.

She failed.

She got emotional.

Ishida-san ordered it quietly: erase her.

The kid they sent after her was young. Eager. Loyal.

He screamed when she took his eye.

Reina collapsed in an alley hours later, bleeding, half-blind, laughing because she was still alive.

When she disappeared, they told the clan she was dead.

Her family paid the price.

Taro-kun vanished.

Mina-chan went underground.

Shin Aniki took the blame and disappeared into prison.

Anyone who’d followed Reina Nakai learned what loyalty cost.

The Kanzaki Family survived.

But it never felt whole again.

Years later, bleeding in a storage annex, Reina smiled through the pain.

“They thought killing me would fix it,” she murmured.

Jun, kneeling beside her with bloody hands, didn’t answer.

“They were wrong,” she said softly.

Because family didn’t die that easy.

And neither did she.

The present came back in pieces.

The buzz of the fluorescent light.

The sour smell of old dust and antiseptic.

The dull, constant throb in Reina’s side that pulsed in time with her heartbeat.

She lay slumped against the wall of the storage annex, jacket discarded, shirt cut away and clumsily rewrapped. The stitches Jun had done were ugly—crooked, uneven—but they were holding. Barely.

Jun sat across from her on the concrete floor, back against a locker, hands still stained dark no matter how much he rubbed them together.

Neither of them spoke for a long time.

Then Jun broke.

“...Can I ask you something?”

Reina cracked one eye open. “You’re going to anyway.”

He swallowed. “Your eye.”

Her visible eye flicked to him.

“How did you lose it?”

The question didn’t come out morbid or curious. It came out quiet. Careful. Like he was afraid the answer might hurt more than the wounds he’d just stitched.

Reina laughed softly—once—and leaned her head back against the wall.

“Yeah,” she said. “That figures.”

She exhaled through her nose. “Guess you’re earned that one.”

Jun stayed still.

Reina lifted a hand and touched the edge of her eyepatch with two fingers.

“I lost it the night they tried to erase me properly.”

Her voice shifted—not colder, just... farther away.

It was raining that night too.

Of course it was.

Kurogane City always saved its worst lessons for the rain.

Reina limped through the dock district, blood already soaking her sleeve, vision swimming. She’d felt the order snap into place hours earlier—the sudden silence, the way people wouldn’t meet her eye, the way phones stopped ringing.

You’re dead, the city had decided.

You just don’t know it yet.

She heard the footsteps before she saw him.

Fast. Light. Nervous.

“Reina Aniki,” a young voice called out behind her. “Wait—!”

She stopped.

Turned.

He couldn’t have been more than twenty. Hair still too neat. Hands shaking around the knife he was pretending he knew how to use. His pin was fresh—barely earned.

She recognized him.

“...Kenji-kun,” she said gently.

His face twisted with relief and terror. “They said— they said you went rogue.”

She smiled sadly. “They always do.”

Rain plastered his hair to his forehead. “I don’t want to do this.”

Her smile sharpened. “Then don’t.”

He hesitated.

That was his mistake.

The first shot missed.

The second grazed her shoulder.

Reina charged anyway.

She slammed into Kenji-kun, drove him into a stack
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Friction by Milani Deeper
Hold Me Back by Schilbi
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