Chapter I

Hearts Astray

It was strangely cold on that particular night; perhaps it was the reason that it was nearing late summer. The stars and moon could be seen, shining dimly over the lights of Tokyo. A small figure shifted its weight, trying to get comfortable as it sat beneath the lid of an open garbage dumpster. It wasn't much of a shelter, but it was all she had. Tilting her head back, tired scarlet eyes reflected the light of the moon, as tears built in them. She was hungry, lonely and tired of the existence she led. Bringing her ripped trench coat closer around her, the young girl slowly sat up, and strands of crimson and raven hair falling limply in front of her face. Hitori Tenshi was only around the age of 8 and already she had spent several months on the streets. No one seemed to notice her and so her hope that there might be a compassionate world outside of the one she had known before she looked to the streets, disappeared slowly with each passing day. 

Moving sore limbs slowly, Hitori stood up and took a step forward. Rustling through the garbage of the alleyway she called her safe haven, she emerged out of the shadows and into the illumination of the fluorescent lights of the street. She blinked as her watery eyes focused on the many faces of those that were passing by and after a moment, she hung her head when no one seemed to notice, or preferred not to notice she was there. There were no “hellos", only the quickening pace that seemed to occur when they passed by. She had been this way for several months, digging in garbage cans and dumpsters for food, eating any worthwhile scrap she could find. Although this seemed for her to be a step up then what she had gone through before. 

She had come from a low-income family who didn't have enough money to spare for anything vital, such as medical needs. Ever since Hitori could remember, she had a lung infection, she had heard several of the doctors call it bronchitis, although the word meant little to her. All she knew is that it would send her tiny figure into such uncontrollable coughing fits. Her parents were compassionate at first, and then eventually lost interest when funds became low and living conditions deteriorated even more because of the bills. They became angry and short tempered and as each day passed, their physical and mental abuse grew until it was unbearable and Hitori left for the streets. Perhaps there was some gratifying fact to know that no one would speak to her. If no one would speak, there would be no pain would there?  

Returning to the safety of her alley, Hitori slowly shuffled her way through the garbage until she reached the dumpster which served as both a shelter and way to eat. Climbing up onto a box, Hitori reached up and grabbed the upper rim of the dumpster and hauled herself inside. Bags of garbage broke her fall as she fell face first into the metal container. Bringing small hands up to the plastic bag and ripping it open quickly; her eyes were left to gaze upon rotting food that wasn't even worth feeding to a stray dog. Hitori leaned back against the cold metal of the dumpster and gazed up through the opening at the sky.

"I...can't do this anymore..." Hitori whispered, bringing her knees in close to her chest as she wrapped her arms around her legs. The smell of rotting garbage stung at her nose, and caused her to gag in disgust. Burying her face into her knees, Hitori fought to hold back the oncoming tears of defeat. No matter how anyone looked at it, this could never be considered an existence. Coughing through her sobs, she asked no one in particular the age-old question: "Why?"

It was a question of many meanings and many answers. It was one that was constantly replaying in her mind. After a few minutes when the coughing subsided, and Hitori had some time to re-gather her thoughts, she weakly reached up to the rim and pulled her body slowly out of the metal garbage container. She was still hungry and once she was back on the ground, she stood for a moment, digging absent-mindedly into her empty pockets. The emptiness had always been there, but perhaps it was time to change that. Since she lived on the streets, people thought of her as distrustful and a possible threat to any purse or wallet. So in the end, what was stopping her from living up to that name? 

Clenching her fists within the pockets of her trench coat as more strands of black and red hair fell in front of her pale face, Hitori stalked forward, back towards the streetlights of the street. She eyed each and every person near her as she came to a stop at the corner of the building. Most of the people that she watched were just more people that were walking by, minding their own business. Gazing around again, her eyes caught sight of a man who was standing back onto her, seemingly waiting patiently for something. Slinking forward, Hitori stayed close to the building, keeping low and out of sight. Silently, as she neared him, she outstretched a shaking hand towards the pocket of his long jacket. The man's arms were crossed across his chest that gave her easy access to the opening. When she was sure that no one was looking in her direction, Hitori reached into the pocket of the man's jacket and slowly took hold of something soft and leathery. Her eyes brightened in success as she slowly withdrew her hand that was holding on tightly to the man's wallet. Her heart pounded so hard that she thought the man would hear it. The world nearly stood still as she took a step back, her hand clumsily brushing against his pocket opening of his jacket. The man’s looked out of the corner of his eye, not really paying attention until he saw Hitori standing so close with the wallet in her hand. Turning his head completely, his eyes widened. 

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you little brat?” He demanded, turning his entire body to face her. Hitori froze her body in shock as she stared back at the blond haired man staring down at her, rage clear across his face. Quickly she turned before he could grab her and ran for the alleyway with the wallet in her hand. At the end of the alleyway, she saw a fire escape. Hitori looked up to the top of the building where it connected. It was her only chance of escape. Out of curiosity, the small girl looked back over her shoulder as she ran to see if the man was following her. Her eyes widened when she saw him nearly on top of her, his arm outstretched. 

“Come back here, you little bitch!” The man shouted. Hitori reached the fire escape and began to climb it, but he was to close. He grabbed the back of her collar and hauled her savagely back like a ragged doll away from the ladder. Spinning her around, he lifted her up by her collar and pushed her back against the stone wall of the alley. Raising his other fist, he readied himself to bring it down against her face. 

“Stop!” Hitori screamed, trying desperately to shield her face, but he didn’t listen. Like lightning he brought his fist forward, only to have it stop centimeters from her face.

I’m sorry… 

She dropped the wallet and immediately the man released his grip. Hitori crumpled to the ground at his feet and quickly he reached down and took hold of his wallet. The man looked down at the child sobbing in fear at his feet. Quickly he turned and began to walk away. Each step moved farther and farther away until they stopped momentarily, the man casting one last glance at the child whose body was trembling. Turning away he continued on until they were but echoes of a memory. 

****

It was morning by the time she opened her eyes. But the strength to move had left her. She shivered, her head pounding as blood pulsed through her temples, leaving streams of pain in their wake. Her mouth was dry and she felt sick. With eyes half open, she stared at the wall opposite to her. A rather large bluish colored bruise adorned her cheek and it hurt to even move her head in any direction. So she just lay there. Hallucinations that followed a fever danced in her vision throughout the day. She sobbed and whimpered, hoping that the unwelcome figures would just disappear, but they didn’t. Hitori closed her eyes again, trying to escape the spinning world, only to reopen them by the touch of something on her forehead. Incoherency filled her vision as she looked up to see the man from the night before. Was he back to finish the job? She tried weakly to move back away from his touch, shielding herself as best she could with her arm. She brought her body closer into a fetal position, wishing that she would be left alone unharmed. Suddenly two arms slid under her and lifted her up out of the filth she was lying in. 

“You’ll be riding on my conscience for the rest of my life if you die.” The man said, beginning to walk with Hitori in his arms. 

“I’m sorry…” Hitori repeated over and over.

“Forget it. But if you want to lie down and die for it, go ahead. Sob and cry all you like. It will never get you ahead. You have to work for it.” The man replied a smile growing across his face as he kept her steady in his arms. “And I just so happen to have a job for you…”

Hitori couldn’t fathom what he possibly meant by a job, but it didn’t matter, if she was going to get out of the situation she was in now, she would do anything. 

