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Dawn and dusk are two times of day that many people take for granted. Most people know you shouldn't go into a dark alleyway at night. The brightly lit, packed streets of Hong Kong's Kweilin Street hummed with their usual hustle and bustle. Street vendors hawked their goods, small children huddled in corners crying and hungry, and adults fought over the most menial of things—unaware that a higher power stood among them at that very moment.

A man no older than twenty stood in the crowd, unmoving, breathing heavily, his eyes closed, arms spread wide, a large auburn hood draped over his head. He muttered a strange language under his breath. Was that Italian? Greek? No one from this world could fully identify what he was saying.

Ai Chan, a potato vendor in the corner, had noticed this peculiar foreigner but was too busy trying to get a rather handsome man—who had a pack of burly bodyguards—to pay her to even care. A crowd of women screamed and yelled his name, trying to get close to him, but Ai just wanted the money.

"Please," begged the handsome man, "just let me into your house and I will give you more than money."

"Pay first, you can trick me later," Ai protested. "You get potatoes, I get money."

"Yes, but I am in quite a predicament here." His voice seemed almost panicked as he glanced around.

The hooded man turned to face the two of them and swung his arms up into the air. A gush of cold air blew past them, knocking over several stall booths, food, and trinkets, and causing several nearby vendors to start bickering. Ai had had enough of this and was ready to head home for the night.

"Look, you can pay or you can—" Ai's words were cut off as the street lamps suddenly flickered and died, blinking uncontrollably, and the wind picked up speed. The hooded figure was staring right at her; pink eyes glowed under his hood. What threw Ai off even more was that no one else seemed affected—or even noticed the man at all.

"Look, lady, I am telling you someone is following me and—" The handsome man was also cut off by the lights; he followed Ai's eyes to see what she was looking at. "You can see him too? Let's go inside quickly! I will give you money inside—we have to go!"

"I—okay, but I better see the money first!" Ai was starting to get freaked out, and going inside her room with a handsome man was not exactly the worst thing that could happen, as long as he actually paid. She grabbed his strangely soft wrist—too soft, like a doll's—and led him upstairs to her one-bedroom apartment.

"Now I can only now realize," the handsome man said in the midst of the flashing lights of her room, "that we must have been meant to be."

He leaned in for a kiss. Ai couldn't refuse—his face was striking, and though he was Japanese (not Chinese, she noted), he looked barely eighteen, maybe a year younger than her. Green smoke began swirling around them as they drew closer, but they didn't notice it—just as the hooded man on the street had been hidden from everyone else. The hooded man smirked beneath his hood.

"Another one for my army," he muttered, and disappeared with a "good luck, Chen Chan."

The night went on as before: no wind, no smoke, no mysterious man. No one was aware of anything out of the ordinary that had happened. Days passed, nights fell, and it was as if nothing had ever happened at all.

Ai continued selling her potatoes, and the handsome man never saw her again. As for the hooded figure, he had a different role in this story, and little did Ai know that the child she would carry was never meant to exist. A glitch across every world.

A boy who was not meant to be.
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Chapter one: Chicken on a Stick
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Twelve years later

Everything was perfect. Chen Chan's life was aligned just as he wanted it to be. Everything was organized, and the noise levels at 25A Kweilin Street, Hong Kong, were perfect: the obscene amount of chatter he could hear through the thin walls when he woke up, his mom's snores, and his shiny black-framed square glasses waiting for him right next to his phone, which read 5:59 a.m.—one minute before his alarm. His curly black hair, resembling his mom's, was a mess atop his head, but that was easily fixable. Nothing would stop him from having an ideal day. He sat up and put on his glasses just as his alarm went off, stopping it immediately. He vowed to get his mom out of this dump; she raised him, and she worked much too hard as a potato vendor every day for him to leave her behind. The apartment layout was small, but it was home: moldy walls, a single shared bedroom, a miniature kitchen, and a slimy bathroom with a shower.

First, breakfast: rice noodles made with leftover vegetables from last night's dinner. Being eleven and three months old, Chen was sure he could do everything on his own. It was already almost time for school to start for the year, and he had quite a bit to do before then. Chen sat down at the table with the breakfast he had heated up for himself and his mother just as she entered the room, her curly hair a mess, barely functioning—probably hungover from last night.

"Mom, I made you breakfast," Chen offered.

"Mhm," his mother replied. "You can eat it. I just want some water."

She trudged over to the sink, grabbed a glass from the cabinet, filled it with water, and chugged it.

"Stupid handsome men," she muttered, dropping the glass into the sink, putting up her hair, and stumbling out the door.

Ai Chan was very young to have an eleven-year-old boy—thirty years old, in fact—but she certainly was not in the mood to deal with the thing that had ruined her twenties. She needed to make money, and he ruined business. Ai was the type of woman you could tell was someone you should never mess with; she would look great in red lipstick, a leather jacket, and riding a motorcycle, but she also had that sadness to her, as if her life had never truly been lived.

That was not any of Chen's business, though, because he was going to the library with his best friend in the world, Xīmíng Yán, to do some studying. After all, school was starting soon. Xīmíng was a crazy, passionate guy with dyed silver hair that was straight as sticks and swooped to the side like an early 2000s American singer; he was thin and lanky, just like Chen, but sometimes he acted strange—as though being rich meant he wasn't allowed to tell anyone, even his best friend, about his personal life.

Chen got up from the table after finishing his breakfast and rushed outside to tell his mom: "I am going to the internet café!"

"Do not spend too much money!" Ai yelled after him as he ran down the road.

To be frank, Chen had to be careful about what he said to his mom, because if he was caught studying, goodness knows what she would say. Maybe something like: "You're young, you need to be out having fun, not doing work." Or maybe she would just take out a good bottle of vodka and chug it. Chen frankly did not want to know, but he wished his mom cared about his accomplishments at least a little.

Chen thought about being top of his class every year, his countless hours spent at the library, and his perfect English, which he practiced every day. Everything he did was to make his mom proud and help her succeed where she hadn't gotten to. Yet she never seemed to care what he did, so he continued to work so she could have a shop and they could move out of their apartment.

He pushed his way through the crowds until he reached the library, where Xīmíng was waiting for him.

"Chen, you have to see this new model I found online!" Xīmíng exclaimed, waving his phone—which had a peacock charm attached to it—in the air as soon as Chen came into sight.

"Quiet down, Xīmíng," Chen muttered as soon as he got near, pulling Xīmíng's arm and phone down to his level. "Or other people are going to want to see."

The photo on his phone was of a Chinese model around their age: long black hair, baggy ripped green cargo pants with giant stars all over them, a striped cropped shirt with a star, check-marked Nike shoes, and a beanie with long thick braided strings down the side, taking a mirror selfie.

"She looks edited," Chen pointed out.

"Yeah, but she's so pretty. I am going to make her my WIFE," Xīmíng yelled.

"You said that about the past six you found, as well as some things over text that were extremely creepy."

"Okay, but this one is different. She is going to be real this time." Xīmíng passionately clutched his fist. "Should I send her a message?"

"Let's go inside and do some homework," Chen said, grabbing Xīmíng's arm and pulling him inside.

The Cheung Sha Wan Public Library was the second closest library to Chen's apartment but much better for studying than the one in Sham Shui Po. It had a modern, clean design with bright, neutral tones, vinyl flooring, the unmistakable calming smell of books and magazines, and—to top it all off—low noise levels. Perfect for doing homework.

Homework was Chen's favorite part of the day because it was frankly the one time he got to be with his best friend and use his brain. Xīmíng often sat in one of the stiff seats at a table, scrolled his phone with one earphone in, looked at Instagram models, blared music into his ears, showed Chen a cursed cat video every once in a while, and sometimes made a strange offhand comment about how Chen should come to his house—which Chen of course ignored. Chen, on the other hand, sat at the computer going through high school math and English drills as though his life depended on it, even though he was not even in middle school, occasionally stopping to look at a fan animation or a silly edit of a random model that Xīmíng showed him.

Everything was perfect. The way it should be: no interruption, no loud people. Just Chen and his best friend conquering the world. Nothing needed to change, ever. Chen learned about his quadrilaterals, and Xīmíng got unrestricted access to the internet.

The librarian passed after three hours. "Your time is up, Chen," she remarked gently. "Time to let the other kids have a chance to practice their studying."

The librarian was a slender woman with frail arms and a stern expression that made Chen's spine go straight every time he saw her, as if she would start yelling at any moment.

Chen nodded and logged out so the older students could get a chance to do their research and homework. "Xīmíng, we have to leave now, unless you want to stay here forever to READ." Chen walked over to Xīmíng, took out the AirPod he had, and slid it across the table to him.

Xīmíng immediately perked up in a panic. The librarians were nice enough here to let him slack off, so when the music paused, Xīmíng knew it meant they had to leave—because that meant neither of them was working. They trudged out of the library.

"There is nowhere to GO when we're not at the library!" Xīmíng complained.

"Yeah, I only got six hundred and thirty-four of my English literature problems done," Chen remarked. "That is an ALL-TIME LOW."

"Hey, you want to go to my house and hang out with my dog?" Xīmíng asked, looking as though it was the best idea he had ever had.

"You have a dog?" Despite knowing Xīmíng his whole life and hanging out with him every day since preschool, Chen knew almost nothing about Xīmíng, and the only thing Xīmíng knew about was girls. "Actually, it's already almost time for dinner. I should probably head home."

"It's eleven in the morning... Hey, you live near the street vendors, don't you? We should go get some food there!"

Xīmíng never wanted to leave Chen's side after they hung out; he had no consideration for anyone else's time. Chen opened his mouth to reply, but Xīmíng finished first.

"I could really use some chicken on a stick!"

Chen immediately forgot any bad thought he had about Xīmíng.

Now, that was something that could distract Chen from his work: chicken on a stick, slow-grilled over a light flame, seasoned with Cajun and barbecue sauce, perfectly juicy and tender, with a hint of smokiness from the wood paired with the sweetness of the chicken. Nothing was better than chicken on a stick, and Chen knew that. He would change realities to be able to have chicken on a stick every day with no hesitation; he would take a man and throw him into a foreign country to be able to have chicken on a stick; Chen would probably even get rid of a person or change history to have chicken on a stick. Chicken on a stick from street vendors was the single greatest invention in the world. Nothing in his eleven years of living was better.

"You know what? Sure. Chicken on a stick sounds delicious."

Chen and Xīmíng weaved through the streets of Sham Shui Po, trying to reach their favorite chicken-on-a-stick vendor, whom they also called "Uncle Choi." Uncle Choi was an old, wrinkly man, stooped over with a stocky figure, who made the best chicken on a stick in the whole universe. He often looked grumpy and tired, but he had a simple kindness in his eyes that made him seem intelligent and easy to approach.

"UNCLE CHOI!" Xīmíng yelled when they were on the road to the stand. "WE ARE COMING!" He turned to Chen. "Race you!" and took off into the crowd.

"Hey! That's not fair!" Chen exclaimed and took off behind his best friend, weaving in and out of people haggling for good prices with the street vendors for jewelry, trinkets, and good food. Chen and Xīmíng laughed all the way down to Uncle Choi's chicken grill.

"Uncle Choi!" Xīmíng yelled. "Your favorite two customers await!"

Uncle Choi's wrinkled, angry face looked up from the magazine he was reading, and he scowled for a few moments.

"Eh? Oh, it's Xīmíng and his friend... What was your name again?"

"Chen," Chen responded.

"Oh yes, the glitch." Uncle Choi looked back at his newspaper and kept reading. It was normal for him to say strange things about Chen or Xīmíng from time to time, but he seemed overly fascinated with Xīmíng.

"You know your chicken isn't gonna pay for itself," Xīmíng pointed out.

Uncle Choi's scowl slowly turned into a smile, and he chuckled. "You boys are the only reason I keep my little chicken stall still in business sometimes."

He handed both Chen and Xīmíng a pair of chicken sticks and grabbed one for himself as well, taking a seat on his little stool behind the displayed chicken.

"You boys give me hope for the future some days," Uncle Choi grunted, gnawing on his chicken piece. "Well, one of you, at least."

He glanced over at Xīmíng, who had shoved his entire piece of chicken down his throat and was now trying to balance the stick on his nose.

"Can I have another one—?" Xīmíng asked.

"Uncle Choi, why do you call me a glitch all the time?" Chen asked at the same time.

Uncle Choi's eyes flickered for a moment in the lights of his modest chicken stall. "You may have another one, Xīmíng. And Chen, it's because you're friends with Xīmíng Yán. He's known as the loneliest boy in the entire multiverse."

Xīmíng had already downed the second chicken piece and handed Uncle Choi some notes—definitely way more than the chicken cost.

"You're so creative, Uncle Choi. Maybe you should be an author and write a book," Chen told him, laughing. "I think you could write a bestseller."

Uncle Choi chuckled and glanced up from his paper.

"Uhh, Uncle Choi," Xīmíng pointed out, "Chen is awesome, okay. I bet I am jealous of myself in every universe."

Chen shook his head and ate another piece of chicken on a stick. Xīmíng must have come here often without Chen to discuss whatever fantasy world they had created together without him.

Uncle Choi laughed. "You know, it's curious that you two are friends."

Xīmíng laughed. "No WAY. Chen is better than anything in the world. I bet in every universe we would be best friends."

"I am envious of you two; you have such a close friendship." Uncle Choi pulled a pipe out of his pocket and lit it.

"Uncle Choi, we would travel the universe together," Xīmíng smiled. "And of course you could come with us."

Uncle Choi's pipe dropped out of his mouth and clattered onto the ground. He looked at the two boys. Chen could almost detect fear in his eyes as he bent down to pick up his pipe.

"It's already three. Why don't you boys go play some games or something? Stop wasting your time talking to an oldie like me. Go to an internet café. Shoo, or I'll make you."

It was quite normal for Uncle Choi to switch up like that. Maybe he was an extreme introvert, and his social battery ran out. Chen could frankly never figure it out, but he was going to an internet café where he could do more homework instead of play video games, so he didn't see a loss. The only downside was the noise—a small price to pay to do his precious math.

"Come on, we can play TeeF!" Xīmíng took off as though he had been waiting all day for this.

"Hey, Xīmíng, WAIT!" Chen wove between the crowds right behind Xīmíng, excited to get to his math work so he could finally give his mom the life she deserved.
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Chapter Two: King Trash Loser
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Five hours later

“Xīmíng!” Chen said, panicking. “I forgot to go home for dinner.”

Xīmíng's face turned pale. “Are you going to go home, then? You know, you could always crash at my place.”

“Nah, it's fine. I doubt my mom even made anything. You, on the other hand, might be hungry tonight. Need anything from my place before you head home? It's already dark out.”

“No, I can just ask someone to make me something when I get home,” Xīmíng replied. “It's no big deal.”

Chen stared at his screen. He had abandoned his math homework because figuring out how to get a ball into a goal with a car was too hard for Xīmíng, so Chen decided to join his poor friend's efforts to learn math through fun instead. After a few more hours of playing, the two of them were worn out.

“Hey, Chen, let's check out and go outside,” Xīmíng remarked.

They both went to the counter to pay, but instead of giving them an amount, the cashier smiled and said, “Have a good night, Mr. Yan.”

Xīmíng shot the cashier a look and shoved Chen out the door. “Hey, don't we need to pay? And what is with that ‘Mr. Yan’ stuff, Your Highness?”

Xīmíng grunted. “Yeah, yeah, this again. Shut up.”

Xīmíng pushed Chen out the door. Chen doubled over, laughing on the steps and mocking Xīmíng with a “Your Highness.”

“Want some orange juice?” Chen and Xīmíng had wandered into an alley filled with piles of trash, a vending machine, and a group of leather-jacketed smokers.

“Aren't you kids a little young to be out here all by yourself?” asked one of the younger women, who was trying to avoid being kissed and fondled by one of the rather buff men in the group. She turned to him. “Stop that!”

The man trying to kiss the young woman looked almost normal — except for his long beard and a build like a professional bodyguard's, or a gangster's. Chen decided on the latter. His face was covered in cuts and bruises, but his most notable feature was his missing eye — scooped out with a knife, leaving only a hollow socket.

“No...” Xīmíng was looking at the woman as though he had just found the love of his life. “You know, you should leave her alone, dude!”

Xīmíng tried to shove the buff man, but it obviously didn't work, because he was eleven and not a bodybuilder.

The man stopped messing with the woman and turned his attention to Xīmíng. “You really think you're something, kid. Both of you — good-looking brats, for kids — would be a shame if your little faces got bashed in.”

He shot a look at one of the skinnier dudes behind him and started to walk closer to the two of them. “Now go run along to your rich mommies and daddies, before Mr. Bat here gives you some boo boos.”

The skinny man behind him was on his knees, shaking, presenting what looked like a bat with nails driven through it, sticking out from every point. The big man took the bat and swung it. “Let's see if this works now, shouldn't we?” He snarled and dropped his cigarette, stepping on it to put it out.

“Baby!” The woman from earlier exclaimed in desperation. “It is too early in the night to be killing!”

She took off her jacket and started to walk over to the large man.

“Can it, woman.” The dangerous stranger screamed, swung the bat at her, bashing her head in and causing her to collapse.

Xīmíng ran over to check her pulse and shook his head.

The giant man then shot another look at a guy wearing glasses and a suit. “Get the sword. I've got to deal with these kids.”

The man started walking towards the two of them, causing Chen to stumble backwards onto a pile of trash. He knelt down next to him and pointed to his eye. “You know what they call me?” the man asked.

“A pimp?” Xīmíng asked, looking as though his brain had been fried like an egg against the wall.

The man glanced over at him and laughed. “You're funny, kid. Too bad you aren't going to have much use for that talent. No, they call me King Katana, because my eye was scooped out by a katana while I was taking my woman on a trip to an island in Japan two years ago. Turns out samurai don't like it when you try to take them to bed, and everyone knows I did, too. I bested her with a katana in the end — it went right up her, and I killed her in that bed with her own weapon after having my way with her.”

“Hey, not to point out the obvious, but should you be telling this to a couple of kids?” Chen asked, starting to like this man less and less the more he spoke.

“Doesn't matter much if they end up where everyone else does.” The king grunted and pointed his bat right at Xīmíng. “Now, which one of you wants to go first?”

“Nah, bro, we are chill.” Xīmíng tried to make his voice sound strong, but Chen knew better than anyone that Xīmíng wasn't the type to think at all — he literally had no plan and had probably already given up.

The man in the suit came back with the katana. Chen had never seen anything like it. It was gold-bladed with silver flower designs all over it, and it emitted a faint light that activated Chen's fight-or-flight response. Unfortunately, he decided he wouldn't be able to outrun the man, judging by the sheer size of him, so fighting it was.

Chen scanned the ground with his eyes. Everything was a resource. If he could hit the man in the right spot on his head, he could knock him out, and they could escape. Chen curled his hand around one of the trash bags nearby. He had to hit him in just the right spot — the soft spot on the back of his neck. That was their ticket out of here. With his hand firmly around the neck of the bag, he swung it with all his might, aiming the heaviest part at the soft spot on the man's neck. King Katana was knocked forward, hit his head on the wall, slipped on a trash bag, and landed on his stomach.

“Now!” Chen yelled to Xīmíng. They both seized the chance and ran for their lives. Chen had never run so fast in his life. He didn't know where he was going — he just needed to get home. But maybe he wouldn't be able to go home? He suddenly had a horrible image of his mom drunk in bed with some random guy, yelling at him to leave. They ran for what felt like an eternity. Terrible thoughts ran through Chen's head every second — what would happen when he got home, what would happen if the man caught them. They certainly wouldn't make it out alive again until they reached the library.

“Xīmíng, are you okay?” Chen asked, out of breath.

“Are you kidding?” Xīmíng punched the air. “I got to see a real woman, and I lived to tell the tale! I cannot wait to go home and tell my nanny about this! She is going to say I'm delusional, but — it was quite disappointing I couldn't make her my wife. Next time, I am going to save her!”

“Xīmíng, we almost died,” Chen said in shock. “She is dead!”

“Yeah! And you were awesome.” Xīmíng reenacted the trash-bag scene — Chen swinging the bag at the man's head — and then stopped behind Chen, grabbed his hair, and started ruffling it. “Who's King Katana now?”

Chen stared at him, totally bamboozled that Xīmíng didn't seem affected at all by the fact that they'd nearly had their faces beaten in by a spiky recreational toy.

“Oh right.” Xīmíng plopped down on the steps and spread his arms out wide. “King Trash Bag! I am going to brag to everyone when school starts that I have the new king in town for a best friend.”

“Xīmíng, we need to go home now.” Chen was dizzy, needed water, and wanted to sleep. He hoped his mom wasn't there.

“Hey, but we never got orange juice.” Xīmíng tried to put his arm around Chen, who swatted it away.

“Tomorrow. I need to be alone for a while.”

“Do you need help getting home —”

“Xīmíng!” Chen yelled, getting more heated by the second. “I want to be alone!”

“Alright, I am going to go home, then. And I will see you tomorrow, okay?” Xīmíng turned around.

Chen sat on the library steps, trying to process what had just happened. He realized he never heard King Katana get up from the pile of trash behind him. Was he even alive? Surely he hadn't hit him that hard — and if he had, it would send the whole gang after them.

“I said I will see you tomorrow, okay?” Xīmíng repeated.

“Yeah,” Chen replied, lost in thought.

Chen started to walk away from the library — away from Xīmíng, away from everything that made him happy and safe. He hoped his mom would be alone when he got home, praying for a slight miracle. If anyone in that alleyway found Chen, there was no chance he would make it out alive again. Chen weaved through streets alone, vulnerable, small, useless. Everyone around him felt like a blur. He needed to sleep. It was time to sleep. Sleep would keep him safe. Green smoke started forming around him.

The green smoke would keep him safe.

When Chen woke up, he was in some kind of scientific lab. Potions in test tubes bubbled on Bunsen burners all around him, and skull-shaped vials were scattered across marble counters. A large television mounted in one corner was playing The Princess Bride, but it glitched for a moment, and a newswoman from Hong Kong TV appeared on the screen.

“Breaking news! Say goodbye to crime in the city, because the bigshot gangster known as ‘King Katana’ has been found dead in an alleyway, covered in trash. Police reports suggest it was the work of another gang, who may have held a grudge against him...”

“No, no!” Chen started to panic, knocking over several experiments behind him. “I just knocked him out! I didn't mean to kill him.”

“His gang members were caught celebrating together at a local karaoke bar, and several women have come forward to file reports on his past actions...” The news continued.

“Chen.” A young man's voice whispered. “I see potential in you. Let's try again.”

“Who are you?” Chen asked. “Let me go! I am not a dangerous criminal!”

“I am your future, Chen. You do things my way. Now just relax, and we're going to run some tests.”

“Who are you?” Chen asked, panicking.

Green smoke poured in through the walls. Chen felt tired; his eyes drooped, his head grew fuzzy, and he fell into the deep slumber that awaited him. He felt his mind grow foggy and his body go limp as he fell into darkness.
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Chapter Three: Restart 3.0
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Everything was perfect. Chen Chan's life was aligned just as he wanted it to be. Everything was organized, and the noise levels at 25A Kweilin Street, Hong Kong, were perfect: the obscene amount of chatter he could hear through the thin walls when he woke up, his mom's snores, and his shiny black-framed square glasses waiting for him right next to his phone, which read 5:59 a.m. — one minute before his alarm. Perfect. Nothing would stop him from having an ideal day. He sat up and put on his glasses just as his alarm went off, stopping it immediately. What was even better was the fact that he would get to see his best friend Ximing again! They were going to the library!

Chen got up to make breakfast. Leftovers? There weren't any in the fridge, so shredded potatoes it was. Chen rubbed his head. It felt foggy from the night before, and he couldn't remember a thing that had happened in the past month. Chen opened a cabinet, pulled out three potatoes, and shredded, diced, and seasoned them — maybe his mom would eat breakfast with him. His mom stumbled out of their room.

"Mom, I am making you breakfast!" Chen exclaimed.

"Did you have fun last night?" His mom asked, her curly hair jumbled and red lipstick smeared all around her mouth. She wiped the corner where it was smudged.   "I sent the man I had over home before you got back, due to the heavy fog last night. When it started, he began acting like he had no idea how he got here — like a different person. People are so weird."

She grabbed a glass of water, her red lipstick from the kitchen counter, and sat at the table.

"I made you some breakfast, Mom!" Chen offered the potatoes excitedly.

"Thank you, sweetness, but I need to know what you did last night. Mommy is proud of my little rebel for having some fun!" Ai's intense black eyes stared into Chen's with a hunger that Chen was all too familiar with.

"I..." Chen's mind went blank. What did he do last night?

"Now don't be shy," Ai pushed, giving her son a hug from behind. "I will love you no matter what you tell me."

"I think I went to an internet cafe and got orange juice, maybe?" Chen paused his eating and looked straight at his mother. "I really don't remember."

"Aww, you're no fun." Ai pushed Chen's head to the side, threw her water and cup into the sink, and slunk out the door. "Tell me when you have something real, and wash the dishes before you leave today."

Chen nibbled on his hash browns. He picked up his phone to see a jumble of messages from his best friend that said things like: 'Crisis averted' and 'The police won't think it's us.'

Chen brushed the texts aside. This was just another thing Ximing said that made no sense or difference in Chen's life. Chen set down his phone after sending 'The police won't think what was us?' to feed Ximing's silly little fantasy, and started on the dishes.

Chen had the perfect agenda planned for today's max efficiency: finish the dishes, meet up with Ximing at the library, do some math, and lastly avoid every social interaction possible. Chen knew he could accomplish anything he put his mind to. Today was going to be the greatest day ever. Nothing was going to stop him from having the ideal time of his life.

Chen grabbed his apartment keys and headed down the narrow staircase to meet Ximing at the library, but as he reached the bottom, he tripped over something on the last step and fell onto the ground. His face and hands got scratched, and little cuts formed on his ankles from the object he had tripped over. Chen pushed himself off the ground and turned around to see a gold-bladed katana with silver flower designs all over the blade sitting on the bottom step.

Chen blinked. Now, who would leave a random weapon sitting on the bottom of the stairs? Complete losers were really getting out of hand nowadays. And sharpened, really? Chen thought some people really needed to take better care of their stuff.

He picked up the blade and set it against the wall next to the stairs, then paused. A serious criminal could get a hold of this and hurt someone in the city, or it might fall again. Chen decided, for the greater good, he needed to bring it to his room so he could turn it in to the police later. This was not because he wanted it, but it wouldn't hurt to own something sharp and cool every once in a while. Swords were expensive, and he did intend to turn it in later. After all, Chen was not a loser who owned a really cool, shiny, sharp, beautiful sword.

Chen looked left and right to see if anyone was going to claim the sword before he ran upstairs with it. He entered his small apartment, shoving it under his mom's bed — the bed he shared with her. Now, no one would look stupid or get hurt on his watch. He was really just doing them a favor, keeping them safe. Chen wrapped his ankles in bandages, cleaned up his cuts, shoved his hands into his pockets, and trudged down the stairs. Nothing was going to stop him from having the ideal day after all.

Chen stuck his hands in his pockets and trudged out the doorway to tell his mom where he was going, but instead ran straight into Ximing.

"What are you doing here?" Chen asked, shocked. Ximing was supposed to meet him at the library.

"What's up, man!" Ximing wrapped his arm around Chen and ruffled his hair. "I want you to come to my house today. I do not want to go to the library today."

"But — we — I —" Chen started. "I was going to do math."

Chen felt his entire day crumbling around him. His whole agenda had been torn into shreds because one, he had been planning on going to the library, and two, he had been forced into a social interaction before he had planned to be in one.

"You can do math at my house, come on! I asked my nanny to make chicken on a stick, and she has already started, so we have to go!"

"Chicken on a stick! I'm in, let's go. Hey, how come you have a nanny if you're never home?" Chen asked, mumbling. "I mean, you are always with me."

"I just tell her I am with you, naturally, and she knows you, so she lets me. I mean, I've come home in one piece every day so far."

"Why would you not come home in one piece? We go to libraries and cafes," Chen retorted.

Chen had spent his whole life knowing nothing about Ximing despite knowing him his whole life and hanging out every day. They never really sat down and talked. Chen didn't really know who Ximing was, and Ximing, as far as Chen knew, only knew his favorite food. Ximing was a complete mystery to everyone Chen had met. He always made weird excuses when he needed to leave and disappeared for weeks at a time to go on lavish vacations — hanging out with peacocks on his private island, or at least that's what he claimed.

"Chen, let's start walking. I have a lot to tell you." Ximing put his arm around Chen's shoulders and started speed-walking away from Chen's apartment building.

"Did you find another 'wife' or something?" Chen asked, fully expecting him to say yes.

"No — well, this isn't about my wife. We better start going. I live in Kowloon, so we have a decent amount of walking to do."

"I am sorry, what time did you leave this morning?" Chen asked, shocked. His best friend was rich this whole time, and he had no knowledge of the matter? Kowloon was where some minor celebrities lived, a nice, renovated area of Hong Kong. Chen realized he had never asked, though, so why would he know?

"I didn't walk here. My nanny drove me. I have been here about three minutes. It is about a forty-minute walk to my place, so let's go. I live on Forfar Street."

"That wasn't my question. And we were supposed to go to the library and do homework." Chen's perfect day was crumbling even more as Ximing grabbed Chen's arm and started walking even faster towards what Chen could only assume was his place.

"Do you not think it is time for us to try something new? We sit in that wretched place every day and rot. We almost die every day. It is time for us to go somewhere new. I want to show you my room — where I live. Today's adventure will not be us avoiding what happened in the past, but living for the future. For goodness' SAKE, Chen! How in the hecking world have you not been arrested? Have you never wondered who hides you from the media? And what of King Katana? What ever happened to him?"

A million thoughts rushed through Chen's head as his perfect day crumbled right in front of him. Who was King Katana? What did Ximing mean by they almost die every day? Was math homework really that deep to him? Also, what was with the use of the word 'hecking' — was that a real word? Why did Ximing suddenly want to get to know him?

"I don't understand what you are talking about." Chen pulled his arm back and stopped in the middle of the crosswalk. Ximing turned around, looking at him seriously.

"Let me show you everything you don't know. We are being watched, so you have to be careful. Uncle Choi could be anywhere."

Chen felt as if the world had incinerated around him. His best friend was utterly insane! Maybe it was an act — maybe Ximing would pull out his phone and show him a new model he found online. Surely this guy was joking. What did Uncle Choi have to do with any of this? Was Ximing trying to steal credit for the book they were co-authoring?

Chen stared at him. "Is this a new game you made up?"

Ximing blinked. "Yeah, this is a game where you come to my place — that my parents bought me — see my nanny, eat chicken on a stick, and I tell you about my secret double life."

"Seems kind of lacking in imagination, but you mentioned there was a King of Katanas. Can I be him, or is that you?"

It wasn't totally out there that Ximing would say something completely out of the blue and bring up an event no one had memory of but him. Chen had always just assumed Ximing had a hero complex, or it was some weird way of trying to impress someone.

Ximing looked at Chen in utter shock. "Are you playing dumb?"

Chen looked him in the eyes, not sure what to make sense of what he was saying, so he decided to turn it into a game.

"No, I am King Katana, so you better get ready to fight me, King of the Swordsmen!"

"Whatever, King Katana. You'll never be able to take me on!" Ximing started running at top speed towards his apartment. Chen chased him, pretending to brandish a katana. "You will never catch me!"

They began to run down the street, pretending to fight with swords, and for a brief moment, Chen felt like a kid without worries as they ran through the city without a care in the world. Eventually, they reached a flight of stairs to Ximing's apartment. Ximing stopped promptly in front of the door of number Two Forfar Street.

"Behold," Ximing held his hands out to the sides, still pretending to hold a sword
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